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Chapter 1
 
Nothing like a smooth glass of scotch to numb the senses. Frederick has always offered top-shelf drinking for the sophisticated palate, but I prefer the local hole in the wall. There’s something about the anonymity as lifetime abusers wearily stroll in and out, looking for their particular brand of coping mechanism. We don’t ask personal questions, hell, I don’t even know the bartender’s name and he’s wearing a nametag. This is one of the few places where I can publicly hide from a lifetime of secret stares and hushed whispers. 
“Want another drink?” the bartender asks. 
I recover quickly from the haze of thought and reply with a mumbled, “Yeah.” 
“You know that it’s dark outside and not much lighter in here. Why are ya wearing sunglasses?” he retorts. 
“I’ve got pink eye.” I decide that is the best response as it always wraps up a potential conversation concerning my “demonic eyes” rather quickly and neatly. They’re nearly translucent with only a hint of green, and that’s enough to warrant my sunglasses, but throw in snow-white hair and I quickly become a conversation piece.
Unyielding name-calling always ensured my self-esteem was in check, and the transition from elementary school to high school in the ‘80s was a welcome reprieve as heavy metal and MTV were born. I inwardly smile, thinking of the wild hair, makeup, and kids doing their best to appear androgynous, which certainly lessened the amount of attention I received. I just purchased some leather at the local thrift store and did my best to fit in with the headbangers… good times. I had tried dying my hair, but nothing ever took. It was refreshing that white hair wasn’t an issue in that crowd, but no one peered into my eyes and looked away unscathed. So I just choose to wear my Maui Jims when in company. 
“Put it on a tab?” he asks.
I nod yes and I’m warm with appreciation as the bartender slides me another glass to keep the fire burning. The liquid gold reflecting and absorbing the yellow lights brings to mind how many towns or cities have the same lights, the same bar, and the same people. I lift it to my nose and take in the musty smell of aged oak and subtle spices. I know this place; I’ve known it so many places. No metal doors allowed, only solid wood laboriously etched from a carpenter’s hands with the old iron hinges that creek and crackle from age. The booths are for those who want to enjoy a private evening with friends without the bothersome openness of the bench tables. They are dark and damp, not to mention rigidly uncomfortable, yet they hold a certain old-world charm that demands I appreciate their maturity and purpose. The bars are constructed from the same material, but have that black vinyl pad on top to alleviate any potential elbow suffering from those who take their drinking seriously. I put my lips to the glass, feel the edge of scotch tickle my senses, and my mind thanks me for the welcome respite.
I hear the door resist a push open with rusty cries, but it eventually surrenders as the icy wind sneaks through and stings my cheeks. The bartender’s eyes move, so I follow them to the door and watch as three strangers stroll in. There was no dusting off snow, no thankful sigh for the warmth; they just entered as if there was no door or shift in environment. As is statistically typical in a bar, two men and one lady. The guys are obviously identical twins in their early twenties with deep-black hair so dark it hints blue, but their eyes catch me, nearly the same eerie lack of color as mine, except blue. I’ve seen blue eyes, even eyes like Siberian huskies, but these are like ice injected with one single shot of blue. 
I watch as they memorize the room and process the data. I know that look as I’ve spent enough time in the urban cities at night and I religiously watch Animal Planet; it’s the look of a predator. I feel the shift in my body temperature as a warning shot of adrenaline races through my pounding heart and I close my eyes to silence its beat. Breathe, Adriel, breathe. 
My eyes blurrily open to greet her. The woman is a dangerous mix of lasciviousness with hidden aggression and delicacy. She is just an inch or two taller than the guys at five-foot eight and has the athletic tone that doesn’t scream gym teacher, but doesn’t categorize her as Hollywood bulimic, either. Her face is feminine and sharp with thin lips that are somehow tight and delicate. She must be related to the brothers as her hair has a similar pigment, but is long and fine. Our eyes eventually meet, steel blue. Her focus is beautifully frightening as her eyes stare so hard that I can feel the heat through my MJs. It’s a natural understanding that eye contact becomes awkward by suggesting hostility and dominance if maintained too long. Well, apparently, she didn’t get the e-mail because I feel very awkward, but for some reason I can’t tear myself from her gaze. My throbbing heart reappears and as if she heard its heavy beat, she slightly tilts her head, ensuring the sound is clear while keeping that lock on my eyes. The throb shifts gears into a thump as she lifts her gaze and sets her sights on my other insecurity… my hair. At this point I decide it’s best that I acquiesce to the alpha female and hope that my submission will release me from her attentiveness. Good job, Adriel. Just ignore her and everything will be fine… riiight. 
In an effort to Houdini this intense situation, I tell the bartender, “Hey, buddy, I’m going to need another scotch.” 
The bartender pauses and replies, “How are ya gettin’ home this evenin’?” 
Great. A conscientious bartender. Who would have thunk? I don’t want to explain that my metabolism is so revved up that I burn alcohol like he burns his cigarettes. I feel the soothing effects for fifteen or twenty minutes, but they drift away and become a faint echo of tranquility. I can literally drink all night and be stone sober by the time I get to my Jeep in the parking garage. No one ever believes this, of course, so I just nod my head and tell a little white lie, “I’m taking a cab home.” That seems to satisfy his conscience as he checks a good deed off the list and pours another one for me. 
“We’ll take a couple of drafts and a bourbon for the lady.” I hear the request very clearly due to an unwelcome invasion of my personal space. 
What’s with these people? I’m sitting on the stool and meet his eyes with mine. I’m six-foot two and for every thin inch I have on him in height, he has width. He’s burly and powerful, and I cringe, knowing that he loves wearing that T-shirt a size too small, ensuring everyone is fully aware of his exuding masculinity. I have to admit, I occasionally wear them as well, but I just have an automatic dislike for this guy. His scent reminds me of spelunking in the caves of Virginia. It’s a distinct smell of darkness mingled with an ancient, untouched danger, so I politely lift myself from the stool and move to the next one as I take that warning under advisement. 
“Scared I’m going to hurt you?” he asks. 
“I was just giving you some room,” I state matter-of-factly. 
“I figured you were a pretty boy by the look of your dyed hair. Now I’m sure of it.” 
I’ve always had problems controlling my temper. I’ve never been the one to pick fights nor enjoy discord in my relationships. Yet, there are moments when I could completely drown in a maelstrom of passion. There is a pressure deep in my gut, sometimes so small that I can simply choose to ignore it, but there are times when the pressure builds. Inside of that contained pressure exists the parts of me I keep hidden and buried deep; it’s a murderous bloodlust growing and stretching and pounding its way to the surface. I feel my eyes crinkle and my lips snarl with every evil pulse. I sense the volcanic tension rise inside and breathe rhythmically to squelch its stress, but my mountain has weak spots. I pause and spit out a couple of words that I reserve for special occasions. 
He immediately expands his chest and curls his nubby fingers into a tight fist to intimidate me. I stand to give him the full effect of my height when I hear the whisper of a soft command in his ear. She snakes her arm over his shoulder and writhes her fingers through his long hair with sedating effectiveness. I catch myself longing to be him at that moment. He moves his massive shoulders up and down and trunk of a neck from side to side, causing a few pops and cranks to hemorrhage the tension. 
“I’ll see you later, Meat,” he states intensely as he turns to meet his friend who is anxiously waiting at the booth. 
While looking at my sunglasses, she tells the bartender she will pay for the drinks. The moment is broken when he asks, “Do you and your friends have ID?” 
I can’t help it. I let a small half-smile slip, and I think it diffused an otherwise intense situation. She says, “Of course,” and proceeds to pull out an ID while her trained eye remains on me. She asks, “Why do you find that humorous?” 
I say, “I’ve been over twenty-one for nearly twenty years and get ID’d every time I order drinks. People say its good genetics and I should be grateful that I look like I’m in my twenties, but most of the time, it’s a pain in the ass.” 
For some reason that statement really catches her attention, and I see a palpable question linger on her lips, but it’s reabsorbed quickly as she leans in with subtle caution. I feel the caged heat of her body radiate. I swear her temperature must be over 103 degrees. She breathes, “Be careful; my friends can be ruthless. It would be best to tread carefully and leave quietly.” 
I have to admit, the threat is lost on heated thoughts. I take in a deep breath and a mask of expensive perfume is hiding something deeper. I had once visited Japan and had the opportunity to study jiu-jitsu with some of the great masters who specialized in swordplay. The katana, as they call it, was remarkably delicate and slightly feminine compared to the heavier barbaric swords of Europe. Yet it was created over long periods of time as layer after layer of steel was sternly caressed and formed into a weapon of utter lethality. Those katanas were capable of slicing through bone, metal, even their European counterpart with agile grace. That is her scent that she holds close and privately. 
As if she senses my thoughts, she asks, “Why don’t you take off those silly glasses and let me see who you really are?” 
Why not? Surely, she would understand. She seems unashamed, almost daring someone to gawk at her. So I lift my hands to slide them off and her friend appears seething with naked aggression. He squints his eyes, focuses on me, and says to her, “Don’t play with the food, Percy. We’ll see him later and you can get to know him… on a more personal level, then. I’ve got your favorite bourbon and we have business to discuss.” 
Apparently, long farewells aren’t her thing as she gives me one last glance, turns, and walks away. Twin number one is impatiently waiting while fondling his beer and I silently laugh, knowing that I’ve already decided to name them Hanz and Franz for the sake of simplicity. 
The crowd is starting to thin out, leaving behind the professional drunks who sulk and slur about their broken lives. This is usually when I hit the road. My life hasn’t exactly been a fairytale, but you won’t see me drowning in self-loathing and regret, as I just figure it is what it is, and I keep going. I ask the bartender to close out my tab and he rancorously complies. Is this guy really working for tips? He slaps the bill in front of me and casually ignores my sticker shock. Surely, it’s a reaction he’s used to. I reciprocate, grudgingly reaching into my front pocket, grabbing my emaciated wallet, and thoughtfully place enough cash to cover the bill and his generous tip. 
I kick the stool out a little and slowly stand while taking in a large breath through my nose. And I realize that I’ve created an obvious coincidence by choosing to leave directly after Hanz and Franz made their threats. Hell, I hate giving them the impression that their empty threats somehow shook me up, so I decide to demonstrate how seriously I take their scare tactics. I gather my jacket, slide it on one arm at a time, give the zipper a tug, peer in their direction to catch a look, and give them the finger as I casually walk toward the oak door. I swear I can see their temper rise unfettered with rage when I let the door shut behind me.
 
* * *
 
The crisp, cold air smacks my skin and moves dryly into my lungs. I love winter. Frederick, Maryland, has all four seasons as they were meant to be, but for the last fifteen or so years, it seems like winter has become my most comforting climate. Even now, I wear blue jeans, a grey T-shirt, and a thin black jacket that one would find in the late spring or early autumn to accommodate light breezes and the distant remnant or emergence of a chill. Although my weather app states that it is twenty-four degrees in the city, my body’s furnace is always being stoked by that ADD metabolism of mine, guaranteeing my summers are stifling hot and winters a blessed relief. 
I thank the winter gods as I lift my head to the clear night sky and watch the snow float casually at the wind’s pleasure on its way to stick a good landing on the pavement. I’ve always been in wonder over the absolute stillness that snow brings as cars stay silently parked, street lamps forget to hum with electricity, and the whimsical banter of youth seems to be absorbed by the falling snow. Frederick is one of those rare cities that aren’t a one-dimensional vocational stop Monday through Friday. It’s alive with condominiums and Civil War homes, and it’s filled with the old and young alike who choose to live and work in their neighborhoods. The mayor owns a local coffee shop and lives a block from his office. The town’s unofficial night mayor lives in a condo off the river-walk, and as the day mayor strategically decides what policies need governing, the night mayor knows who’s sleeping with whom and all the other pertinent gossip that is related to a small town struggling to grow up. 
I cross All Saints on my way to Carroll Creek Road when I cut right through a couple holding hands. (I’ve got to start paying attention.) They smile like love-struck teenagers and raise their clasped hands over my head, which is quite an achievement, as one says, “Bread and butter.” 
Cute. I’m not bitter, but a long-term relationship would be a pleasant departure from my long line of disappointments. I’ve tried, but incarcerating that deep, old pressure within me has an emotional cost. I was never able to be authentic in fear of releasing that demon and what it might do if it ever had control over me. I don’t know much about women, but they could always sense I was holding back. At first, when the relationship was new and fun, secrets were exciting, but as maturity and time crept in, those hidden parts became obstacles. It was never enough unless all was given. Women…
I pause to gauge my surroundings when I see glowing blue eyes disappear into the alley on my left, which brings to mind The Sex Pistols song “Paranoia will Destroy Ya”; a definite on my top ten list, but I’ve discovered a healthy dose of paranoia keeps you alive and out of harm’s way, so a little extra urgency to my meandering is in order. I guess Hanz and Franz are men of their word and willing to actuate their threat. Perhaps the finger on the way out was a bit much, but I can’t stop being me now. Besides, this is exactly why I always carry my Spyderco G-10 knife with a reverse “s” blade. It was designed to slash and kill, not to cut string or filet fish. I’ve only had to use it once or twice, but my apprehension reverberates with these guys as one should never bring a knife to a gunfight. There was something about them that emitted danger of the worst kind. I know I am being stalked as natural predators skillfully strategize for the kill, and although they have the smile of sadistic psychopaths, their resolve is serious.
Hmmmm, there it is again, my warm friend, adrenaline. Sure, I’m generally hot with my suped-up metabolism, but throw in a dash of adrenaline and I’m sweating buckets. All the late-night partiers assume I’m half lit and numb as I strip the jacket off my shoulders and clench the collar in my left hand. I can see the snow touch my skin and evaporate instantly and know that to the onlooker it probably appears as though my body is releasing a chimney full of smoke. I quicken the pace to a fast walk and turn to appraise this new and unwelcome situation. Nothing appears to be out of order until I almost land on my ass after hitting a wall. 
Well, I mean the word “wall” figuratively as Hanz was directly in my path, showing no sign of the collision. I guess when you’re five-foot six and built like a Mr. Freakin’ Universe, this kind of thing happens. Without even thinking, I roll backward, push off on my left shoulder, and flip to my feet with my left foot in front of the right, ready for combat. I instinctively pat my right pocket to locate the G-10, making sure it’s there and to feel the comfort of knowing, as it has a calming effect. Yet, I never pull it unless necessary because I was raised to fight fair. 
Mr. Universe is happily grinning with his dominance display and cocks an eyebrow, letting a mocking laugh escape. It wasn’t the booming laugh of evil that one hears in “B” movies, rather a more sinister from-the-gut, through-the-nose, with-a-smirk laugh that broadcasted eminent peril. I relax my tense muscles to prepare for a quick attack when Franz teleports beside me. I say teleport because there is no other way to explain it. One moment there was empty space, and within a fraction of my breath, Franz occupies that space. 
“Percy’s trying her hardest to save your life ‘n I just don’t know why. Personally, I can’t wait to teach you a couple of lessons about respect!” says Hanz with restrained anger. 
When Franz speaks, I can feel the warmth of his sour breath on my ear. “I don’t think this one is going to beg. Perhaps a little more fun is in order.” Franz is obviously the brains as he articulates and enunciates well. Hanz has a thicker accent, from deep in the small towns of England I’m assuming. 
I don’t say a word; instead, I gather information for battle about my potential opponents. They probably aren’t going to attack here on the street with a scattered herd of people milling around, but I’m quite sure their resolve has been solidified. This isn’t going to end well for me, but I’m determined to inflict as much pain as possible to my two new friends. They are either over-confident or highly skilled because there is no noticeable physical preparation for a fight, as they’re relaxed and unafraid. My heart thumps, warning me that these guys aren’t sloppy, but have done this many times over, always ending with success. I make a quick and thorough scan of their faces and detect no scarring or permanent marks from struggle, which probably means they’re that good. Damn!
“C’mon, can’t we just teach this guy a lesson right now?” 
“Not here. Patience,” Franz says.
They flatten their smiles, stare so hard my MJs wanted to fracture, and depart without a sound. I immediately exhale the breath I was unconsciously holding. Okay, that was intense. 
I know I should call a cab or beeline to the nearest bar and call the cops, anything for self-preservation, but all I can think about is Percy. I wonder where she is and why she was trying to convince Hanz and Franz to let me go. If I’m being completely honest, I keep fantasizing about her lips and those lithe hands sliding through my hair. Get a grip, Adriel. Life or death, remember? 
My Jeep is just around the corner on the top floor of the five-story Carroll Creek parking garage and I begin to calculate how much time it will take me to get to the Jeep and close the door. I check my left pocket for my keys and all those horror movies come to mind when the hapless victim fumbles their keys while trying desperately to open the door. Inevitably, the keys fall after a bout of hot potato and, well, there’s a reason they are called victims. Personally, I’ve never been a victim. I know it’s the new cultural norm—everyone is a victim now, but even if I was on the losing end, I would never give anyone the satisfaction of watching me concede in defeat. I imagine Hanz and Franz are going to get a taste of my stubborn will before the night’s over. I make a sharp left turn, pause to appreciate what may be my last serene moment, and take an intrepid step in the only direction I’ve ever known, right into the thick of it. 
After paying three dollars for several hours of “safe” parking, I decide to take the elevator to number five. No elevator music on this filthy, germ-ridden death trap, just quiet anticipation. Facing the streets below, I watch through a smudged window as the elevator is jerked and jostled from floor to floor. Usually, this is a place of shelter or refuge from the crowded chaos of daily business, yet somehow I catch myself yearning to feel the snow burn on my skin, to sense the cold wind greeting me and smile back at her. I hear a distant echo of the elevator panel dinging and it smoothly crescendos, dragging me back to reality. I turn around while the doors slide open, permitting a twinge of fear to greet me. 
I don’t know why I have this claustrophobic compulsion to park on the top level of parking lots. I suppose it’s the openness of the sky mingled with isolation that draws me. I look ten spaces over to the left and see my Jeep Wrangler patiently awaiting my command for the engine to roar into life and melt the accumulated snow. I love that Jeep. It wears a deep black that swallows light, supported with rugged mud tires and a three-inch lift to match. I’m hoping to oblige her this evening if I can just get there without meeting Hanz and Franz, although I would probably be willing to risk their wrath for a chance to see Percy again. 
I steal a look left and right as if I’m back in driver’s ed to assure the coast is clear. I walk with haste and focus my senses on any anomalous sound or sight. Six, seven, eight, nine… almost there, and from around the corner of my Jeep, Hanz appears with fierce arrogance in his eyes. His smarter brother I spy leaning against the fifth-floor wall like a James Dean poster, minus the dangling cigarette. I decide in an instant that pulling out my G-10 is appropriate to the situation. 
“Hey, do ya see that? Looks like our little friend is frightened.” 
“Do you honestly think that knife is going to save your life?” Franz inquires.
I reappraise my predicament, unsheathe the blade, and say, “As a matter of fact, I don’t think it will, but I hope to give you both some permanent reminders of this night. Assholes!” 
It’s always good to end a sentence on a positive note, well, at least positive for me. 
“Oh, this is gonna be too fun,” says Hanz. 
In an attempt to locate Percy, I grab a swift moment to scan my peripheral vision and catch nothing unusual. In that second, I’m disappointed, and Franz must have recognized my innate sigh as he says, “If you’re looking for Percy, she is having dinner on her own. That just leaves us guys to bond over a couple of drinks.” 
This reminds me why I despise inside jokes as he and Hanz share a chuckle at my expense. “I don’t mean to interrupt your clever banter, but could we just get this show on the road?” I interject as my grip tightens on the G-10. In the midst of battle, time inevitably slows down like a frame-by-frame camera is shooting the action, and even with this ability, Hanz moves with such speed that I only detect a blur before he jackhammers my chest. I actually rise off the ground on my flight backward and pummel the snow-cushioned concrete with my ribs crying for relief. 
I’ve been in enough fights to know hesitation can be the predecessor to defeat, so I move my right hand around with the knife firmly held and swipe where I think he’ll be coming for me. I receive my reward as his blood sprays from his right cheek, jumping to my skin and giving me some extra warmth on this cool evening. He pulls back, shocked from the pain, and I get a glimpse of the damage as his skin flaps and dangles in the wind. I let a small smile slide to my ear as I can’t contain my joy, but it’s short-lived when he glares back with murderous intent. 
Franz patiently walks in my direction, pauses, and with a great suddenness, I feel the preternatural strength as he casually shoves me down. Groggy from the first encounter, I can’t muster the will to stand. “Calm down. I’m going to let you see the results of all that hard work; then I’m going to let my brother kill you… slowly.” 
I gather my composure and focus on Hanz’s fresh wound. The blood has already dried and the flap of skin is rejoining his cheek. I lock in a stare and see the cut is slowly stitching itself and, like a zipper being zipped, it seals shut. Immediately, goose bumps jump from my arms and my eyes get a sting of wetness as a new and frightening reality sets in. They sense my confusion and fear, licking it up with complete satisfaction while Hanz says, “Well, now ya made me mad. I’m gonna drain ya of every drop of blood and look in those eyes of yours as their light goes out.” 
I will myself to get up as Hanz reaches for my hand and effortlessly squeezes so hard that I release the G-10. I feel emptiness as it clangs on the floor. “What are you?” I feebly demand, but the question goes unanswered for a stretched moment. 
Then finally, Franz replies, “You’ll never know what we are.” And with that, Hanz jumps on me with barbaric viciousness, grabs a handful of my hair, and rabidly bites into my pulsing neck. I can hear my blood resisting at first, but it transforms into a raging river, forcing all in its path to bend or be swept away. The slurps and gurgles are more than I can take, and right when I am about to explode with anxiety, he urgently pulls away, stumbling backward in dismay. I groan thankfully for the respite and see him convulsing as my blood punishes him. 
He vomits all over the delicate white snow in spatters while bent over with his hands on his knees. Finally, when the gore-fest is over, he glares at his brother, who is overwhelmed from the scene, then shifts his eyes to me. He spits out words and blood that mingle with a question. “What are YOU?” 
I wish I could say something clever or aloof in response, but I don’t even have a basis on which to answer the question. What does he mean? “Answer him!” Franz says emphatically as he grabs my tender neck with his meaty vice grip. I’m still thinking. He whispers with aggression, “Answer him or I squeeze the life out of you.” 
I know he means it as my brain begins to gasp for oxygen and the tiny dot of blackness starts to grow. “STOP!” I hear the silky voice of Percy scream in the cold distance. The pressure on my neck relaxes as the blackness slowly bids me farewell. “Take his sunglasses off!” 
For some reason her tone was more of a commanding officer than a fragile girl with two grunts. Franz jerks the Maui Jims away and I feel the intensity shift from high to insane. Her pupils dilate with focus, but her tender mouth opens for a small and silent gasp. She swings her sight to Hanz and asks forcefully, “What’s wrong with you?” 
“I don’t know. It tasted like, like one of us, but different. It’s not edible.” 
“Explain what the hell that means, brother!” Franz rages. 
“He has our taste, but there’s a mixture of somthin’ else. And it isn’t human.” 
Franz says, “What th—” But he is cut off from Percy’s waving hand. She steps toward me with apprehension, stretching out her hand to caress my blood-soaked neck and dabs her two fingers in the fresh wound. I jump with sensitivity. She takes a deep sniff and touches the blood to her lips. I see her tongue swirl around to analyze the tiny pool and I have to admit that my neck wasn’t the only thing throbbing. Her eyes close, roll back, and leisurely open with a softer, gentler look. She leans in, puts her mouth next to my ear, and I feel the tickle of heated air as she breathes. “It’s good to see you, Adriel.”



 
 
 
Chapter 2
 
My mind is in a frantic search for a familiar memory, a scent, anything that will explain how the hell she knows my name. I dust off old mental flash cards from places I’ve lived or visited, strangers I’ve met, but how could I have forgotten those eyes? The remnant of her touch fades from my neck, but our eyes are still locked in muddled discovery. I catch myself choking on the thick intensity when the distant throb of my heart grabs my attention. It’s the rhythmic beat of ancient ceremonial bass drums, slow and rumbling in my ears. Their sound growing, boom… boom… boom, until I am deaf with nothing, but the methodical pulse of dread. 
I squeeze my eyes shut to force the bellowed thumping out and feel my heart churning in confusion. Slowly, my eyes break open to see Percy’s mouth moving with no sound and a countenance of panic. The earth begins to spin and blur, yet I remain unmoved as nausea creeps up my throat. Hanz and Franz are staring with startled dismay, trying to reconcile what they just witnessed and heard. She cups my face with both hands and I notice her brow crease and muscles tighten while she silently screams my name. 
I sense the boom shaking my body from the inside out, and just when I think my mind will slip into unconsciousness, it bursts. It’s a Red Nova, the Big Bang, a star collapsing, then exploding with such force I think blood is going to shoot out of my fingertips. My blood transforms from cool blue to raging inferno. It’s a stream of hot lava racing through my arteries, cleaning and purging all in its path. My bones melt and I slump over from no support. 
The pulsing drums are smoothly replaced by cracking and movement as my ligaments sever and rejoin. At this moment, Percy is barking noiseless orders to get the car at Hanz and Franz with pointed finger and agitated movements. They appear to accept defeat with dumbfounded grace, making a straight line for the edge of the fifth-floor wall. I achingly peer in their direction as they turn quickly to reevaluate the new situation, say a few secretive words to each other, and jump into the void of night. Normally this would be a disturbing sight, but my bones are beginning to re-solidify and the pressure in my head feels swollen and heavy on the deep ocean floor. 
My body is begging for reprieve, my head is a symphony building to a climax, and POP! Abruptly, my ears release the pressure, my eyes bubble around the corners, and I can finally breathe without congestion through my nose. Thousands of distinct smells overwhelm my senses as I struggle for breath. Aromatic perfumes squeezed from dying flowers catch my mind, but are tainted with the billowing exhaust left by an antique car five minutes earlier. I observe dozens of unique colors undulating in the shadows near the edge of the parking lot as tiny insects trail for food. Percy’s skin is a pale assimilation of hardened ivory and beige. My eyes move into hers, and for the first time, I see that she is a true paradox: a predator, menacing and gentle with feral resolve and tender protectiveness. A cacophony of sounds penetrate the moment when remote conversations resound intermingled with teeth chattering and the frozen stiff roll of tires on hard-packed snow. 
I feel the dull ache in my bones throb; the idled heat in my blood leisurely slithers until my body responds with utter, complete fatigue. It’s not every day I find myself in a fetal position, shivering like a heroin addict at Betty Ford, but I guess tonight’s my night. I gratefully embrace the black abyss of unconsciousness and wearily fall into a yawning sleep. 
 
* * *
 
Dreamless sleep has always been my favored companion. My eyes creak open and greet the cool presence of bridled light. I start my diagnostic check with twitching my fingers and methodically move to toes, legs, and… Yep, it’s still there. I’m good!
After I reclaim my objectivity, it dawns on me that I am acutely aware. I guess that pop I felt last night was no dream, but a permanent change in my system. I’ve always been more sensitive than my friends and family, but this was absolutely mind-boggling. It’s as if my nervous system is hyper-charged. I’ve heard people say that we only utilize twenty percent of our brainpower and perhaps that is true of our senses as well. Come on, quit thinking so much and figure out what the hell is going on. 
I look around, expecting haunting grey stones and candlelit shadows sneaking in and out of crevices, but find a living room converted to a man cave by Mr. and Mrs. Smith with their two-point-five kids. I’ve seen these converted basements in most homes up in the Northeast and always appreciated their isolated space, but I really was expecting something quite different. I feel the cool pressure of leather and peel my face away from a masculine brown couch that smells new. 
Over to the right sits a matching chair and a distressed wood coffee table as the focal point. Please don’t tell me that mutated cannibals exist and they are Pottery Barn yuppies. I prepare myself for a grunt response to pain and soreness, yet sitting up is effortless. I merely thought and my body moved at the same speed. I embarrassingly slip a crooked smile of admiration and quickly force it down, as I’ve never been one to look twice in a mirror or congratulate myself. I steal a look at my hands and discover skin fresh with smoldering heat as deep blue veins flex and retract with the rhythm of my heart. In hesitant anticipation, my fingers inch toward my skin for a quick touch and pinch. They are resiliently unwelcomed because my skin has toughened like hide or leather. Snap out of it and get back to the real world!!
The walls are covered with oil paintings depicting violence and… surprise, surprise, sex. Rich melancholic blacks complimented by velvet reds and Van Gogh blues sketching deathly horrors and dead whores. Blood mixed with yearning, mixed with intimacy, mixed with murder. The images are so beautifully terrifying that the victims won’t release me from their vacant stares. I feel the creeping guilt as if I was the one raping and murdering those poor souls and my heart replies with the misty sting of a tear. This guy has some serious mommy issues. I make a mental note of his antipathy and digest his inner-world for later use.
I quickly glance from one corner to the next, inhaling strong new scents, and I feel the tickle of a chill in the back of my throat that demands a full-body shiver. Years ago on a journey through Siberia, I wondered through the Altai Mountains. The people were sparse and hardened by the sculpting wind and brutal arctic temperatures that gave respite only one month a year. I’ve seen the dead stitched alongside isolated roads marbleized from freezing and rigor mortis. They were most likely abandoned by those whose will to survive was stronger than their need for closure. The bodies would lay unattended for months until a few desperate vultures, on the verge of starvation, would brave the elements for a frozen dinner. They say water is the giver of life, but Siberia’s icy terrain offers unabated death. It can pierce you, cut you, crush you, or bury you. That insidious and cruel sibling to water is what I smell. Whoever owns this scent is an ancient and elemental evil that demands caution. I commit it to memory when a side door flings open. 
My body defensively reacts with my mind as I posture for attack when guess who walks in? 
“Hey, Franz.” 
He replies like a demented babysitter. “Follow me or you may not make it through the night.” 
That kind of sentence always gets my full attention. The door is obviously not a part of the original floor plan, as basements don’t have doors when they are completely submerged. I can sense his nervous anticipation as he impatiently beelines through a corridor. I follow, but pause to appreciate the strangeness of it all. The hallway is drywalled and painted mocha brown with little battery-powered sconces strategically placed to create sufficient light with the gloom of Goth. Are they really this cliché? 
The hall stretches to about fifty yards with a matching oak door greeting us at the end, or beginning, depending on the perspective. I can smell his friends and hear the clanging of metal and murmuring of fear and excitement as we near the path’s end. He lingers for a moment and says, “You’re one of us… I think. We’re preparing for a battle that will surely not end well for some. If you lack courage or refuse to fight, I will personally cut your head off and bleed you dry.” 
All that with a straight face and whispered words. “You must have been a motivational speaker before goon, right?” I sardonically reply. 
A guttural humph and tiny smile of satisfaction forces its way through, and he opens the door to another converted basement. “And for the record, just because you nearly killed me, kidnapped me, and brought me here does not make me one of you.” I sneak in the conversation before passing through the door.
I’m greeted by a slender young man with long brown hair and those same blue eyes. I guess their hair can differ, but the eyes are all the same. He catches my stare for a nanosecond and I see his curious thoughts processing my white hair and green eyes. He was formal enough to attempt disguising his interest, but after a lifetime of protracted glances and distaste, I know a judgment when I see one. He acknowledges Franz with a nod and opens a trap door that was under the rolled up Oriental rug that centered the furniture. He gives Franz a gentle, but adamant gesture. Franz responds with movement and says, “Thanks, Seth. Was my sword sharpened after the last battle?” 
“Would a Weapons Master not care for his weapons?” He is clearly offended, but permits the insult to dissipate as Franz starts down the spiral staircase in silence to join the others. 
Of course I attempt to follow, then feel the strength of this young man against my chest as he stops me mid-stride with one hand. “That cellar has nothing for you,” he gently states. 
“If there’s going to be a fight, I need a weapon. At least give me my knife back.” I hate smirks! 
He condescendingly replies, “Your knife was a human weapon and you are most certainly—not—human.” 
The shock of his words stops me. I faintly understand that they are some sort of preternatural humans, and perhaps on a deeper level, I know we have that similarity on a smaller scale, but how can they not be human? More importantly, how I am not human? “How do I protect myself against a species like you?” I emphasize species just to get a rise out of him. 
In restrained anger he whispers through clenched teeth, “Look at your fingers, young one, and you will find a weapon more lethal than a little play knife.” Ouch, that hurts. I love that knife. “And you will not be in combat with my species, this evening at least. The waers are growing restless and they can only be killed by decapitation, removing the heart, incineration, or exsanguinations. These swords address three of the four.” 
Franz echoes in the distance, “In other words, chopped, cut, burned, or bled.” 
With a diminishing laugh, the Weapons Master crinkles his nose and continues, “Yet, you possess natural defenses that may keep you alive.” 
Wait… what? My hands rise so that I don’t lose this 6th grade staring contest and I peripherally see them, fingernails an inch long, but as strong as bone and as sharp as a talon. I press my thumb into my middle finger and immediately know that these are killing tools, and apparently retractable as I notice my under-achieving pinky finger still in process. “I see your point—no pun intended. What are waers and why can’t I have a sword? You must have plenty in your weapons cellar.” 
“There is not time for a waer history lesson, but concerning the swords, one has to earn a sword. It takes years, even decades for some to have a sword made for them. ‘One weapon, one vam… one of us.’”
“Alright, well I’ll take a 9mm, then.” 
He disapprovingly shakes his head like a frustrated parent teaching a child math and replies, “Their skin is similar to elephant hide, thick and pliant enough to repel projectiles and their bones are stronger than steel. Slashing and cutting may be archaic by today’s
standards, but a necessary art for winning these battles,” he says slowly with eyes half-shut, as if enjoying a private moment of pleasure. Slowly, his incisors penetrate closed lips and reveal themselves at full length. They aren’t fangs, but grow a half inch with sharpened points for piercing tough skin and jagged sides for ripping it out. 
He sees my dismay and laughs softly with murder echoing on the edge. “First time? You have a lot to learn about our species young one. You’ll feel yours soon enough” 
And with that, our conversation ends as Franz and several others rise from the cellar with cold focus, heading upstairs.



 
 
 
Chapter 3
 
I find myself alone at the door’s threshold as all others left eagerly to prepare for battle. I take in a deep breath, attempting to replenish muscles that seem to ache from a lack of oxygen. The muscles groan and tighten with tension in response, as if they were protesting my ignorance of their true needs. I take one more of those to calm my nerves and step out into my new reality. 
I’m greeted by the utter dismissal of a dozen or so of my new closest friends. As they huddle around, whispering angry words and spitting out hushed curses, it’s apparent that there is a similarity in their appearances. They all vary in height, but no one exceeds the five foot ten average height in this country. Builds are unique as well, ranging from Franz and his hulking muscles to the Weapons Master’s androgynous frame. All of them possess darker hair and contrasting eyes that practically glow. Surely, they must enjoy some advantage in the murky dark of night.
Out of habit I twist my right wrist for a quick glance at my watch, and what do you know, its 8:30 p.m. on Tuesday and I’ve slept for four days. I strain my neck upward to locate the source of light that permits me to see the colors and images so well, only to find no street lights, house lights, or other modern conveniences—just the thousands of scattered stars burning themselves to a slow death for my benefit. Nothing escapes my perception, from the yellow teeth of Franz to the nervous black rabbit poised for a survival sprint on the edge of the forest. It’s a strange sight, not like the sun illuminating most and hiding some within its cooler shadows, and not similar to infrared or military starlight goggles. Yet, there’s nothing hidden from me and no shade unknown. I imagine my light eyes absorbing starlight like any nocturnal predator to the ‘nth degree. 
The ordinariness of it all is surreal. Nine houses from upscale, secluded bedroom communities arranged in a crescent sequence. The landscape rattles free a deep memory of a time spent a year in the North Country, wandering through the Adirondack Mountains. They are relatively immature for a mountain range, but their jagged peaks and smoky lakes scream caution to the casual vacationer. Yet the clean air exhaled by local Sugar Maples, Balsam Firs, and White Pines created a healing ground for those who suffered from tuberculosis. Through the years, as medicines were discovered, that population dwindled, but the locals still tough out the harsh winters to experience the majesty as spring is born. 
Their houses are all unique, constructed with cedars, mahoganies, and other exotic woods complimented with oversized windows to create a sense of community with nature. Its influence is apparent. The separate driveways join a main dirt road as different creeks join a river. The dirt road casually meanders down and through a semi-dense forest, vanishing as if swallowed by some dark and sinister maw. The night is cool and a subtle breeze caresses my face.
Oops-a-daisy… Well, that’s what my folks used to call it when we would drive over a small hill and my stomach would float up my chest. It’s nausea and laughter playing tickle fight in my gut. I look around with expedience to ensure no one has noticed my hard swallow and discomfort when I find the source. Her long black hair is light and perfectly straight thrown this way and that by the slightest breeze. Chiseled cheeks and a focused stare, she must have been studying me. Our eyes meet and she slowly trails hers down… then up, giving me the onceover to ensure I am either ready for the imminent fight or bed. I’m hoping for the latter and expecting the former. She allows a glimpse of a smile, and in that moment, I know that Percy and I are more. More of what, I don’t know, but it is more. A scent stirs a memory, chilling my heart and inching its way into my nervous system. Enter the leader…
Everyone immediately redirects their attention to this slightly built and graying man. He is taller than the rest at six foot and has a commanding presence that one is born with, not developed. In my experience, age has always carried respect because of wisdom and reverence, but that is only half given. A true and healthy long-term respect is earned through commitment, sacrifice, and most importantly… victory. I’ve seen leaders achieve victory through inclusion, through compassion, and through fear. I must admit that the battles I’ve experienced were led by people who were feared, not liked. By the lack of eye contact amongst my close friends, he is no exception. 
It is somewhat unusual to find older men who have the time or will to keep up with the whimsical trends of fashion, but this guy looks like People magazine’s Man of the Year with his tailored pants and slender-fit collared shirt to match. But I know his trappings are a façade because the fierceness of his gaze is the cold that killed without mercy in Siberia. 
Teeth protruding, he barks an order for total silence and everyone hushes with urgency. He says, “The waers are instigating a war. We have not provoked them, but we will end this tonight!” The restless murmurs of excitement begin. “We have been at peace for hundreds of years, yet we knew this time was inevitable. There can be only one of the dark races to rule! Our two sentries, Tristan and Frances, fought with honor, but were ruthlessly slaughtered by these beasts as they broke our perimeters. They will be here in moments, but have no secret fears, my family. They are stronger, but we are never without our wits and skills.” Sighs of relief and the anticipation of killing make strange bedfellows. 
“Cassius, what would you have us do?” says the Weapons Master. 
“Everyone is to form a circle seven feet apart to ensure our enemies can be seen in all directions.” There is a pause of uncertainty. “Now!”
Everyone, including me, scramble for what we believe to be the best strategic position, and I hear the soft gentleness in his voice as he says, “Put the young one in the middle and protect him… no matter the cost.” 
Eyes dart back and forth at this new revelation. Stillness was the answer as his words were a verbal stun gun that momentarily disrupts all of our ability to use logic. Just as someone begins to question the orders, Cassius cocks his head to the side like he has water in his ear, with hushed concentration. What the hell is going… Then I hear it. 
It starts with a lethargic, distant note that swells in volume. Another joins in harmony, then another, and another. Moments later, there are a dozen parts to this frightening song as I realize it is the howling of their enemies. It is a cacophony of haunting sounds that terrify the mind and paralyze the body. It’s the predecessor to psychological warfare. I’ve experienced wolves before; they’re intelligent and crafty animals that communicate well in a pack, especially while on a hunt. 
The cowardly wind disappears into the night and my preternatural hearing informs me they are only yards away from the edge of the woods and we are surrounded. This just keeps getting better. The odor is moldy, like clothes left damp for days mixed with a distinct aroma of fresh dirt. The stink of sweat and body odor fills my nostrils and I want to cough out the pungent air. Our silence is intense as we issue an alert to all of our senses. 
Hanz interrupts the moment with an almost inaudible whisper. “There, ten feet in. They watch us and measure our numbers.” 
I’ve always hated suspense movies. Why can’t they just get to the fight? The anticipation has nearly reached climax when I see the shadows of large predators escape from the forest’s mouth. The first one was incredibly large at around six foot nine, yet he walks delicately with absolutely no sound as his 350-pound frame crushes the pliant ground beneath him. He stops thirty feet from Cassius and the eight others follow suit. 
The wind must have been ashamed for running away because it returns with a sudden harsh gust, blowing their long and unkempt hair from right to left, stealing attention from his yellow eyes, which are the color of the sun. They all have short ZZ Top beards that defiantly resist the wind, but relent when the gusts were strong enough. These guys strike an amazing resemblance to the bootlegging mountain men of Tennessee with their hairy chests and backs. Gnarly hair pushing their T-shirts away from their skin. Men indeed, but I’ve never seen one hairier. With today’s men shaving chests, backs, and whatever else I can only imagine, these guys would never be popular with the ladies. I almost feel sorry for them as he parts his lips for a snarl, and a mouth filled with four sharp incisors drips fresh blood. I look a little closer and see their jaws are slightly bulging, surely to accommodate those flesh-ripping teeth. I wonder if the tribe feels a little emasculated with only two teeth that are tiny in comparison.
The waer up front begins the conversation. “Cassius, it’s been too long.” His raspy, deep voice irritably emphasizes the latter half. 
Cassius has his poker face on and replies, “You know the rules, Quilici. You and I authored the truce between the waers and vampires (wait, vampires?) that has given us peace for centuries. Yet, you have the audacity to kill two of my tribe without provocation and come to my home? This is an outrage and an act of war!” 
A long thoughtful moment passes; then Quilici counters, “No, Cassius, he is an act of war!!” I feel the heat of his accusation because his finger is pointed directly at me. I’m dismayed and not alone. As the tribe mumbles in confusion, I scan for Percy and discover her eyeing me with concern and the violent protectiveness a mother gives a child. 
One of the tribe speaks out. “What is the meaning of this, Cassius?” 
Cassius retorts in chilling anger. “Silence!” Even the waers obey. He must be a powerful opponent if these guys give him that kind of respect. He intentionally draws attention to his right hand as he wraps his fingers one at a time around the hilt of a sword and inches it out of its resting place. The sword, raised in his hand, calls to me. Not with words, but in a yearning, a compelling. I resist the allure with tension and catch myself in a sick fantasy of killing Cassius to get it. The sword is blazing silver with embedded ancient hieroglyphs that resemble the popular tribal tattoos of today. I reach out with my senses and feel movement within the sword, swirling with energy and… consciousness? The hypnotism abruptly ends with his reply. “If it is war you want, Quilici, let it begin.”
In an instant, the waers are on the move, coordinated and tactical in their approach. As the tribe flexes and contracts, careful not to break the circle, the waers explode with a mad dash, each with an opponent in mind. They blurt out guttural noises and yips of warning, as each knew exactly where to go and how to launch the first wave of attack. All this in a matter of seconds. 
The first victim is directly to my left, a medium-built buddy of Hanz that intentionally bumped shoulders with me as he exited the house. I’ve never been a fan of pissing contests, so I have a secret chuckle at his expense. His aggressor towers over him at about six foot seven and uses every bit of that size to intimidate Mr. Pisser. The waer simply charges and tackles him with the force of a bullet train in Germany. I hear the air blast out of his lungs with a wet gurgle of blood to give it emphasis. While airborne, Mr. Pisser rolls to the right and uses the waer’s mass as a tool for momentum. He barely escapes his full weight from the fall. They begin to slap fight like little schoolgirls, but when you’re the schoolgirl and he’s 300 plus pounds of bulked up muscle, guess who wins? The waer finally raises his right hand with claws extended and brings it down with such velocity that I feel the effect through ripples of air. Wow, I’m super sensitive. His long and sinewy fingers slice through Mr. Pisser’s neck and leave a chord or two connected to his dissatisfaction. Blood is a geyser erupting five feet high with chunks of meaty flesh and vessels claimed by his ragged beard and bristle hair. The waer lets out a bellowed howl that is deafening and slightly high-pitched with excitement. 
I thieve a moment to ensure no one is about to kill me and to see who else is getting their ass handed to them. It’s a blood bath. Roars and screams from victors and victims saturate the air. The vamps aren’t faring well, but they are not the only ones who have dead friends. Seth is giving a lesson on what it means to earn the title Weapons Master to an unfortunate waer who presumed catching dinner would be easy this evening. Apparently, the waers are more naturally geared for close combat. Their hands are clawed and too large to handle the delicate balance of a sword or axe. So the vamps capitalize on this little evolutionary advantage with trained skill and bloodlust. His sword is a blur of silver and traces of gold as he slices and dices. First, he cuts under the left wrist, separating the tendons that control the left-handed waer. To his credit, the waer doesn’t even flinch… Never show weakness in a fight. The second laceration is awarded to the tendons behind the right knee, making his left hook impossible. This guy is really good! Now that his opponent is on one knee, bleeding profusely, the time is ripe for a couple of clever sarcastic remarks, but none of that here. Weapons Master merely draws his right arm back high and, blindingly fast, swings the sword down, decapitating his foe in one clean slice, perfectly aimed between the vertebrae. Uh-oh, another geyser of hot and sticky, but this time a couple of drops finds their way onto my bottom lip. 
It hits my nose first. A metallic fragrance so sweet that my eyes roll back, twitching in pleasure. I lose all awareness and slide my tongue through my teeth just for a small taste. After all, how could something this sweet be bad for you? As the chaos of war rages around me, my ears feel like I’m on an airplane and they haven’t popped yet. The ambient noise peacefully settles while a distant buzz begins its journey in me. It starts small, but grows so loud that the chatter and screams of battle are completely silent and all I can hear is the thumping of my aching heart. The pounding is a veracious hunger, a passionate need, a desire so palpable that I have no friends or enemies, just those who, through a little effort on my part, will give me what I needed. And that is more blood. I feel my teeth grow erect and my nails unsheathe in a maelstrom of murderous desire and my old friendly demon presses hard against me to get out. Come on, Adriel, control it.

After a couple of deep breaths, I see him, the waer who butchered Mr. Pisser. His eyes, swirling with uncontrolled rage, lock on me as a target. Blood absorbed into his beard and clumped in his hair, he looks like a poster for a “B” horror movie. I match his rabid temper and let the pressure seep, just a little, into my body. Our gaze is an understanding; one of us dies.
I hear the distant command from Quilici, “Stop, Caedmon! Control your lust! He is to survive!” There are moments in the heat of battle when focus is so intense that surroundings hold no meaning. It’s just the waer and me with no thought of conscience or orders. Our circle is closed as we both see the blood snaking through our necks with hypnotic need. I’m frozen for a moment in this trance, but a moment is all that is needed for Caedmon to initiate the violent dance. He moves sluggishly, but I feel his full strength as he hits me in the chest. I land about thirty feet away and roll backward to my feet, desperately trying to recapture the air before it leaves my body. He is strong, very strong. My chest burns with pain. The other vamps seem to take a punch better. I’m slightly thinner than they are, so I make a mental note not to get caught with another one. 
He slowly stands to his full measure and lets out a murderous laugh, letting me know that I am his after-meal snack. After my roll, I end up with my left knee and right hand on the ground, preparing to launch into a sprint and come back at him with a savage wrath. I spring forward and immediately tense up as I am catapulted into the air. I compensate for my new strength before launching and figure it would take me near or right through him, but this is definitely a surprise, and I notice I’m not the only one who feels that way. From three stories up, I see an urgent pause below as every eye is trained on me and every jaw gapes. The wind is water and I play the part of buoy as I float in whatever direction I mentally steer. I grab this moment; it’s mine; no thoughts, no plans, just the joy of it all. Of course, joy never lasts and my heart begins to feel a subtle ache of emptiness. Emaciated and dry, it reaches my parched throat and I lick my lips to moisten their chapped response. It isn’t the hunger for blood, but the peaceful, desperate need for something intangible. We lock eyes and I know the answer. The anxiety must have taken a toll on her as well when she doubles over in painful longing. Nice to know we share this little issue. In that moment, her two adversaries, stunned by her capitulation, realize their misdiagnosis a moment too late as she quickly recovers, swinging her weapon upward and amputating one of their legs at the knee, where the gap between bones exists, and barely missing the trunked neck of the other. 
Seconds later, I gently touch ground and come to a complete stop in two strides at the edge of the woods about sixty feet outside the circle. I inhale deeply and turn around to zero in on my target. Fighting has resumed and I’m thankful because this guy has really pissed me off! He begins with a trot that transforms to a gallop. I intellectually acknowledge that he is beyond human and running much faster than any human could, but his movements still seem more like syrup than tap water. His next strike he throws with his left hand as a distraction for the upcoming right hook. I’ve been in enough skirmishes and trained enough hours to see this one coming. I never take my eyes off him, slide to my right, and duck. It’s too easy, like fighting someone exhausted with no energy to lift their hands or gather any momentum. His rage boils over with a hurricane of punches and grabs, but I’m able to avoid all of them with little effort. Breathing heavily, he says, “I’ve never seen one of you this quick, but when I get my hands on you…” 
I don’t let him complete the sentence as I slice open his neck with a lame-ass sideways karate chop. How else am I going to use my fingernails? 
His blood spatters and the scent is a hypodermic shot straight to my brain. I am ready for my body’s response this time and smolder the heated desire with pure old-fashioned willpower, but it is too strong. I am panting with a feral lust for more blood, specifically his. I lose all composure and wrap my arms around his neck while lapping up every stream throbbing from the laceration when one of his buddies grabs hold of my arm and shoulder. He picks me up with ease and tosses me with naked aggression toward the remnant of the circle. I will the wind to slow me down and feel its gentle caress softening my fall. No time to think or ponder because the hunger is gaining ground and my anger is slightly unhinged. 
With no regard for strategy, friend, or foe, I start moving to kill anything in my path. I slide in and out of fair fights, swiping this leg and that arm in a frenetic pace that others couldn’t match. Someone must have pressed the slow motion button, as this is no ordinary adrenaline shot. My focus has never been so clear. The pace continues as I slide on my knees through the legs of one giant waer, severing an Achilles heel, and before his scream is set free, I’m already in descent for a thunderous head kick that booms in response. Time has no meaning; all I hear is the silent pace of my heart pumping something near magic through my blood. I land on my feet, squeeze my fingers into a fist, raise them into the air, and I let loose a war cry that could not be contained any longer. In front of me is Cassius making his way to me through a labyrinth of bodies when a waer with bloodied hands moves in for the attack. Without breaking stride or stare, Cassius lifts that beautiful sword and cuts right through his opponent’s bulky neck in one effortless swipe. His midnight stroll steps over a fresh graveyard of carnage in a fixated quest toward me. 
“Adriel!” he shouts twenty-five feet to the left. My eyes close and open frame by frame as one moment becomes 1,000 moments of a detailed nightmare. Quilici is in flight with murderous intent, and I am too late for self-defense, so I resign to an early death. I limply surrender to his tackle, smacking the ground with such might that a new fifteen-foot riverbed is created in the soft grass. I expect death and feel nothing but pain and impotent submission. He is stone and tonnage weighing down on my chest in full mount. His calloused hands could have wrapped themselves around my wrists twice, but once was plenty, as I am completely immobile. His pale yellow eyes scan over me in careful consideration before altering their direction. It is in that millisecond that I see it. He locks eyes with a distant Percy. They exchange information and his demeanor transitions from intimidation to sorrow. I immediately survey the area, wondering if anyone else was privy to that quick acknowledgement and am strangely grateful that the secret is mine to keep. 
In the little moment we’re sharing, neither of us is attentive to the war raging around us. Cassius seizes that opportunity with an impressive leap that lands him inches away with that sword aimed for the kill. Quilici must see my distressed expression because he moves with adrenalized speed, rolling stage left. The sword rushes down with such incredible speed that it digs deep into the earth like Excalibur in the stone. I catch the venomous scrutiny of Cassius with his antipathy and almost wish that the sword would have made a slight calculation error and ended this for me, as it is buried three inches from my right cheek. He is impudent, allowing the stare to linger when a fierce and low growl announces Quilici’s intentions. He’s crouched and ready to strike when I feel something odd happen. 
It’s as if my right cheek fell asleep, numb and limp, with only the prickling of blood to stir it from slumber. I feel the soft tingle of electricity in waves, far from the shock felt when touching a live wire; it is soothingly warm, placating my demon. I could rest here or feed from this. Daring not to move, I merely shift my eyes to the right and see the source. It is a small electrical current flowing from me to the sword and back again. I twitch with panic and look up to Cassius for help, but he is momentarily frozen, brow furrowed in focused pondering. In that lapse of awareness, a recovered Quilici springs into action with nearly the speed of one of the vamps. His blood-matted hair brushes my face and right shoulder nudges Cassius as he seizes the moment and grabs the sword while in flight. With a forward roll and jump, Quilici is nearly at the edge of the forest when he turns to see the effect of his audaciousness. In searing anger, Cassius is on his feet, ready to give chase, when a hand grabs his leg in prevention. It is the amputee Percy had dealt with minutes ago, providing the time Quilici would need for an escape. Cassius, with no sympathy for his sacrifice, wraps his long fingers around the waer’s throat, lifting him to his full height. His strength astonishes me. The waer fights back and squeezes Cassius’s wrists to no avail. We all feel the hatred emanating from him, and Cassius effortlessly breaks the waer’s neck with one hand. The waer’s neck and leg are already healing, but Cassius issues a command via nod and his head is removed without hesitation.
From the void beyond our preternatural sight, the howling begins and stops with suddenness as Quilici yells, “The sword was never yours, Cassius. It will be returned to its rightful owner. We will honor our fallen tonight, but tomorrow there will be no rest until one of us is defeated!” As his sentence trails off, the howling creeps back in and Cassius joins them, letting his rage and discontent pierce the air. When he is finished, the carnage is gauged and his eyes flitter from corpse to corpse and from the injured to the healthy. 
All in all, there are three waers lifeless with a permanent absent and fixed gaze. The Weapons Master Seth, Cassius, and Percy are the only vamps to claim true victory over their opponents. The vamp’s number is slightly higher with five dead, including the two sentries, and one with his head hanging on by two veins or fleshy muscles. I would have thought him dead by any measuring stick I’ve ever seen, but they are gently piecing him together as Cassius approaches. One of the tribe states, “He will make it, Cassius. The head was not completely severed, although he will take a year or two to heal.” 
Cassius leans over, grabs a fistful of the injured vamp’s hair, and rips the head clean from his body. I can see the madness in him as he dangles that poor vamp’s head as an example for everyone to see. “He does not deserve to live. He fought without the skill necessary to survive, and because of his failure, we have lost this battle AND I have lost what is mine! Weapons Master, if you cannot train our tribe properly, then I will replace you as I am replacing him!” 
The Weapons Master kneels in acquiescence with a grimaced face and offers his apology. “I have failed you, Cassius. If it happens again, I will embrace death by my own hand.” 
“I will hold you to that.”
With that, he drops the head with disgust, turns, and briskly walks into what I assume is his home. The remaining seven solemnly watch the remains of the dark races disintegrate into dust as a weak-willed wind carries them away. Percy offers a silent moment of respect and swings her full attention to me. Her face is the innocent contrast to the stained blood that mars it, yet somehow one couldn’t exist without the other, and I see the tragic heroes of mythology. She catches a thought, realizing her knuckles are white with strain, and sheathes her sword in the scabbard strapped to her back. 
She walks ten feet in my direction, cups my chin in her hand, and gently eases it down with her thumb to secure my fullest attention. The hotness of her breath envelopes my ear and my eyes close as she whispers, “You need to feed. Meet me out front in twenty minutes and I will show you how we survive. House number three is yours; due to tonight’s events, you no longer have a housemate.” With a mix of sex and sorrow, she continues, “Under the basement, in the private room, you will find appropriate accommodations and a closet full of clothes.” 
Stunned, I say, “I need more than that. I need to know more.” 
She carefully considers my request and replies, “I cannot answer all your questions, as it is not my place to do so, but I will give you enough to process until you are ready for more. Is that fair to you?” 
I turn and briskly walk to house number three, and without turning around, say, “See you in twenty.”



 
 
 
Chapter 4
 
Showering, shaving, picking out clothes, putting them on, and meeting Percy outside takes all of fifteen minutes; it’s good to be a man. Five minutes later she pulls up in a snow-white hybrid car, and as the wheels stop crackling gravel, I hear the doors unlock. With a half grin I ask, “Vampires live in the burbs and drive hybrids?” 
She crinkles her eyes and replies, “We are a part of nature and care for our planet. Besides, it only seemed natural for me to do my part to ensure our food source survives the next millennia.” Ouch… and with that, I let slip a slight laugh, get in the car, and we slowly drive into the darkness.
I don’t ask where we’re going because the silence is so comforting. It permits me time to work out the details of the past week or so of my life. I’ve always been able to lose myself in thought, to totally disconnect from an outside reality into a rich and textured inner world. I get lost often, forget where I am going, and miss conversation details all due to this secret escape. Yet, it provides me solace and company through long spans of isolation when alone or in a group. So I decide to close one door and open another for a little “me” time. 
The mountains of Maryland are snugly protected in a blanket of snow with eerie bare trees clothed to match. I spy a red fox hunting its prey and know it has no moral or ethical decision to cause mental anguish; it’s just a predator and a means of survival. I’ve hunted my entire life, never killing for sport, but never hesitating with conflict. I cried as I buried my dog, wept over my first hamster as his life ended, but always had certain pragmatism when it came to food and survival. I turn my attention to Percy, wondering if she has ever wept over a human as I did my pets.
I must have been staring at her for quite a while, as I have no orientation of time during a journey through my inner world. I notice her details and appreciate the subtleties. Everything is in the details. I find myself discovering her when she finally tires of my intense consideration and breaks the quiet barrier. “I’ve been alive for 328 years and have had many men and women look at me with lascivious intent, but your stare is through me and in me, not on me. You’re different, Adriel. Different from all of us in many ways.” I’ve never been comfortable with unwanted attention, especially when someone’s dissecting me, so I shift my consideration to the window again and she thoughtfully allows me time to recover. 
After nine exits, I let out a humph, or the beginnings of a half-attempted laugh and ask, “When we return, am I going to find Cassius wearing a loin cloth, sacrificing females to some kind of blood-goat god?” 
The dam of reserved laughter gives way and we both enjoy a moment or two of abandon. After the joke’s fuel burns completely, she says, “We have never believed in gods or a god; therefore, religion has no purpose for our kind. We saw the fragile humans seek protection from supernatural beings when sticks broke under the footsteps of predators in the blackest of nights. We witnessed them begging God that the devil’s plague would not harm their family, and we watched as religion formalized to systems through thousands of years. We have never had the need for protection because we were the predators carelessly snapping twigs while on a hunt. We are immune to the ill effects of bacteria and germs. We watch as humans devote their precious time to religion and we wonder if that time and money would be better spent on the practical matters of their short lives. Your new life will be in direct conflict with whatever faith you cling to.” 
“It never really stuck with me. My parents were devoutly religious, participating in every church activity from Wednesday to Sunday and they certainly practiced what they preached, but I never understood how to reconcile it all. I could blame it on the amassing evidence of science. I could blame it on the ethical contradictions found in all religious holy books, and I could say that myths are an ancient way of understanding the world. I could say many things, but the honest truth is that I never felt the need for a god. So, when I left my parents at sixteen, I never went back. They loved me and they were gentle, caring parents, but I know they were burdened by worry when they died.” 
She waits several breaths and gently asks, “I don’t want to pry, but when did they move on?” 
“I was twenty-two and already somewhat of a vagabond, travelling the world in search of… something that I could never articulate. I returned home that winter to find the house empty with a For Sale sign posted in the front yard. I did a newspaper search for their names, discovering that their bodies had been found in the local landfill, the victims of a robbery. Their necks were broken with no other signs of trauma. I was young, but had already seen the world for what is was, and although I grieved, I understood. I understood that most people in this world are normal, content with chasing the lottery and raising children, but there are killers and they require victims.” I take a moment to muster courage and force down those old wounds. “I was adopted and they loved me as their own, never saying otherwise, but as time passed there were too many dissimilarities to ignore the truth.” I pause once more, deciding to let the single tear run its jagged course down my cheek unfettered. “Of course, the lawyers eventually found me and I was given what little they had left. Some money, their furniture and what not, and an old piece of paper with a hand scratched word. ‘Vinculum.’”
Her head gives a quick half nod while her eyes dart back and forth, accessing old archived data. I hear a faint sigh and decide this isn’t the time for reflection, so I ask, “Have you heard of that?” 
I can tell her nature is to hold information until needed, but she relents. “It is a Latin word meaning, ‘The Bonded.’” 
“How do you know that?” 
“I am very old, Adriel, and speak many languages.” 
In a moment of frustration, I decide to lay down my cards. “You wanna tell me how you knew my name?” 
A long recess in silence. “You are not ready to hear this story, even if it does involve you. I know it is hard to trust me, but I need you to listen carefully. Trust is not something freely given in my world. It is something earned.” 
“Your story involves me and possibly a link to my past. It isn’t yours to keep.” I feel her sorrow and remorse, but her will strengthens.
“You don’t understand. Our kind can be ruthless. We have the ability to sense lies and hear understated exaggerations. If questions are asked, they will know that you are hiding something. We have ways, horrible ways, to extract information when it serves a purpose.” As she says it, I know by the nearly imperceptible twitch on her soft lips that she experienced this pain firsthand. I decide to leave this matter unresolved and she gives me a look of gratefulness. 
She slowly drags her right hand over the seat and console to touch mine, and she says, “There are things I need to…” As soon as our hands touch, the ache returns with fire. I feel myself becoming uncontained. As if outer-body experiences are based on truth, except my body is disappearing and joining hers. I am so frightened of losing myself that I knee jerk back with frantic response and nearly scream. The little car careens back and forth until Percy regains her composure. I turn to her and see the sweat formed on her brow. 
“What’s happening to us, Percy?” I demand. 
“I don’t know… exactly.” 
Outraged, I say, “What do you mean exactly?” I fill the last word with anger to guarantee she understands my position. 
Yet she calmly says, “I promise, I’ll tell you everything. Please give me a little more time to sort this out. When I do, I’ll withhold nothing from you. Feel the truth in my words.” 
I close my heavy eyes and shut off the outside world until all I can hear is my heart thumping blood in a soothing rhythm. Then, an unfamiliar beat begins to echo mine, but the timing is off by a fourth. I control the depleting adrenaline and let it flow out of my heart and absorb into my legs and arms where it disappears. My heart changes tempo and we are both on the same song in the same band. I can sense the continuity in her words; they are true. Feeling satisfied, I start my trek into the other world and allow the light to reenter as my surroundings take on a more tranquil ambience. I return a nod and settle back into review. 
I recall the computer-engineered art back in the ‘90s that was blasted with resolute pixels and thousands of colors. It seemed as though it was nothing more than a splat of color-saturated wallpaper. Even when I focused with an unruffled concentration, the images hid, camouflaged in the myriad of shaded blues, reds, and yellows. I actually had to unfocus for a period of time before the picture revealed its surreptitious art. Airplanes, gardens, and other dull subjects were the substandard coveted prize. Sometimes it’s better to take a step back, rub my eyes, and look through different lenses. I’m hoping that this new piece of art that has me focused conceals a prize that is much more intriguing.
It’s a short drive from the young mountains of Frederick County to the jaded neighborhoods in Baltimore. Driving through the stillborn streets at the glacial hour of 11 p.m. on a Tuesday evening isn’t exactly a party. Even the prostitutes scurried indoors from the numbing cold and vacant corners. Yet, if one knows where the clubs are, the pulsating beat of electronica or rap swells with reverberating bass lines as twenty-somethings who haven’t joined the real-world experiment with new forms of debauchery. I was never into the club scene. Give me a rustic bar sparsely attended with soft background music that leaves me alone with my thoughts or at least the right volume for conversation. Tonight, Percy was pushing my social boundaries. 
We park in a deserted parking garage just across from Philipp’s and cross the walkway that hovers above Light Street. A winter breeze chills a small group of drunken girls cradling the edge of the lightly frozen Inner Harbor running from one bar to the next. I welcome the bitter cold with burning skin. My metabolism is nearly twice as hopped up and my temperature must be 105 degrees.
Flashing images of that unresolved conversation in the car rise like mist in my mind. It’s an old injury on a cold day. I snatch this moment of tender isolation to break the silence as we casually stroll through the crescent harbor. “I need more, Percy. My entire life has been one endless series of moves, running from one location to another in an inane effort to find someone, anyone like me. I may not require people around me often, but I still need companionship. Do you have any idea how lonely I am? Don’t get me wrong. I’m thankful for the philosophical discussion earlier, but what are we and why was I left alone?” 
Percy’s gaze falls heavily to the ground as her hand gently messages her strained neck to purchase several seconds for consideration. Like a door’s latch barrel bolt sliding into place and snapping to lock, our eyes meet. She says with a hint of sadness, “This is a slippery slope, Adriel. I understand your heart, and I know you need details to survive, but there are others who will be affected if you are discovered to possess information that you shouldn’t have. I can reveal what you need to know, but not what you desire. I feel your pain and hurt with you, but you must be satisfied with that for now.”
I swallow another lump of old despair, disgusted at my blatant vulnerability, and reply with a steel whisper. “I have no choice.”
Her stare tenderly relents as the mood shifts from red to a shallow blue. “I am a vampire; at least, that’s what we now call ourselves. There was never an official name as far as I know. We have always taken what the humans call us and claim that as our namesake. I have to save the history lessons for Cassius, but I can tell you we feed on the blood of humans." 
"Well, I kinda figured that." Snow begins its feathered descent, whisking here and there at the wind's mercy. 
"But you don’t know why. We can still eat and drink the food of humans”—I smile inwardly in memory of my scotch—“but our metabolism burns it uselessly. Blood is the only nutrition source that can be utilized and dispersed throughout our bodies for sustenance. We cannot thrive on animal blood, although it will keep us alive, barely. It’s only the blood of humans that give us true life.” 
I think on that for a long moment and ask a follow-up question. "How long do we live?" 
"Vampires
live for about fifteen centuries due to our advanced immune systems. Cassius celebrated birthday 1488 last year, but you should know that we do not age like humans." 
"He was the strongest and the oldest?" 
She smiles and assumes the part of teacher by approving the correct question. "Our immune system grows stronger with age, making our wounds less debilitating and recovery much quicker. Although our metabolism builds in intensity, it is eventually the cause of death. It literally burns us from the inside as our bodies succumb to the heat." 
I delay for thought and murmur to myself, “So, the myths are wrong. We aren't immortal." 
She stops mid-step, demanding my attention, and says, "Vamps and waers are not—that is correct. But all myths start with some form of truth. They are stories meant to explain the mystical or meaningful experiences that logic or science struggle with." Anticipating my response, she retaliates with offense, "Humans love stories of magic and sex, but none of us were made through a bite or sorcery, but were conceived and born. In fact, we are born resembling humans and remain vulnerable until our brains fully mature during our early twenties. That is when the change you experienced happens for us. We call it the Resurrectio, or in English, ‘The Awakening.’” 
My thoughts are racing, but I manage to ask, “Why was it so long for me? I always felt on the verge of something palpable, but could never reach it.” 
“I don’t know why it took so long for you to experience the complete change and I believe it
may be more complicated than the Resurrectio.”
“What advantage would cause one of us to remain defenseless for so long?” 
“I suspect it was an evolutionary advantage. Our children blend in without fear of other humans hunting them down. One of our children would be an infant for forty years and a toddler for another fifty if they were born with our slow aging process, or a hundred other reasons and combinations of the above. The point is that no one really knows, but I tell you this: when a child is born there is a celebration and that child is protected with ferocity for twenty or so years. We have very few children, no more than four in a lifetime.” She takes a moment to escape story hour as if lost in grief, but quickly recovers. “I sense the inquisition in your heart, but I can go no further on that detail, as Cassius will want that privilege. We need to hunt because you have had the taste and need to feed." No argument there.
We pass the frozen paddleboats and I get a whiff of the Cheesecake Factory. Yummy. Those restaurants prey on the sweet-toothed and tight-belted… The world is filled with predators. The wind is nearly deafening. I tilt my head slightly to the left for a moment of silence and am rewarded by a distant echo of our four drunken party girl’s giggles rolling over the ice like mist. 
We stride through streets turning from Pratt Street to Caroline, then here and there, never really with an aim or direction, eventually stopping in front of some three-story row houses that still strut their original brick with antique pride. These skillfully constructed buildings remind me that this is the city of Edgar Allen Poe. Emotionally tortured, imaginatively macabre, and mentally unstable… he should have been one of us. 
Percy says, “I need you to not lose focus so easily, Adriel.” I love when she speaks my name. Oh look… shiny object. “Be attentive to your surroundings. Look with your new eyes. Listen, smell, and even feel the vibrations formed from sloppy walking. Some of us have better senses than others, as we are all not identical in our talents. Yet, don’t let that knowledge create an avenue for laziness. All senses need nurturing and use to function at a high level.” 
I appreciate her lessons, but don’t enjoy feeling like a child. I think she understands the misstep and adjusts. “We need to scan the streets from above. Climbing is not a problem for our kind. Watch.” Before the word reaches my ear, she had jumps to the lip on the second-level window and crouches down with knees bent as the fresh snow kindly pillows her arrival, suffocating any sound. I feel the tension spring release from her legs as she slices through the thick air, grabbing the gutter edge with her hands, and in the continuity of momentum, swings to a resting place on the roof. She gives me a challenge, signaling me to follow.
I loosen my grip, shake out my hands to hemorrhage a little tension, and take a couple of steps back to make certain I have enough speed to make the jump. I roll my neck and hear an overdue crack, bounce my knees in preparation, and as I begin lift off, my memory balks at the misuse. I muster all my concentration, persuading the wind to assist me, and I’m rewarded as I jump with uncontained strength while the wind wraps around me, nudging in appreciation of the unexpected attention. My ears pop from the shift in air pressure while rising with hands outstretched as if I am worshipping the wind god above. The exhilaration overwhelms me and is thanked with a grin of pure satisfaction. 
That’s how I land, with shit-eating grin and hair tangled from a possessed blow dryer. I’d use ponytails, but I just can’t bear to relive the ‘80s. I land, expecting adulation, but find Percy in serious thought, piecing together a puzzle. 
She asks, “How did you do that?” 
Utilizing my real gift… annoyance, I answer a question with a question. “Are you saying that you can’t?” 
“I’ve never seen one of us do anything like that. After what I witnessed earlier with your little moon jump, I was hoping to bring out your competitive nature and test your control. I must admit, you’re becoming very interesting.” Ouch, becoming?
Here we stand. She’s wearing the ageless black on black with a long coat to hide the slender katana resting vertically down her supple back. She is slightly pale, not like movie vampires, but from someone who has had long winters and works the night shift. I’m sure we look like salt and pepper as I chose to wear the white. Usually, I don’t give a damn about fashion, but what can I say? I like the white. White pants, white shirt, and long white coat to match. Hell, I even have white hair and am walking on white snow. OKAY, maybe it is a bit much, but I sure do feel cool. She hears my thoughts and shakes her head with disapproval. I kick the snow like an embarrassed child with my hands in my pockets.
We leap from house to house in what I suspect is an exercise of my new abilities. To be honest, I’m thankful as my speed and strength take some evaluation and retraining. Time passes, but I’m not aware of it as I flex, retract, and bend in discovery of my new and improved condition. I land with quiet precision after a lengthy jump from one townhouse section to another and find her kneeling on one knee near the roof’s edge when she beckons me. “We’ve found them.” 
I look over the edge and discover four young men kicking trashcans and talking trash as well. Baggy pants, sideways baseball caps, and the ole’ chip-on-the-shoulder attitude. One of them gets distracted by a local bum shivering under a ragged wool blanket and begins to taunt him without mercy. I let slip a sigh of relief and she immediately inquires, “What?” 
“I was hoping you wouldn’t want to feed on the families that live in these townhomes. I don’t think I can kill children.” 
She studies me for a second and says, “We are not monsters devoid of emotion and humans are not animals to be abused. What would you think of a human who killed puppies or fawns when there were plenty of stags roaming the forests? I sense a certain pragmatism in you, but I also know that it was developed by necessity.” She touches my hair, unconsciously lifting it to her nose, and smells the scent of it. My mind takes a vacation, so she caresses my lips with her index finger. “Inside, you are tender.” Her face hardens. “But remember, and this is of paramount importance. We are all not so willing to spare the defenseless. Some of the older ones, and especially those who were born recently, do not share your sentiment. They see humans as cattle, to be bred, fed, and butchered for their palate enjoyment.” 
She doesn’t let me sever the gaze and I understand. Her message has been unbroken: trust is earned, not given.



 
 
 
Chapter 5
 
“Adriel, this can be traumatic the first time. You’ve been raised by humans and it could be rather simple to confuse feeding with murder. Now is the time to draw upon your pragmatism and realize you are no more human than they are chimpanzees. We are surely related, having emotions, self-awareness, and sympathy. We even appear similar, unless one is attentive to details.” She smiles with teeth hardened and long. “Fortunately, as a young one, you will not need to feed often; perhaps weekly will suffice until you begin to mature.” 
I process that statement and inquire, “I thought it would have been the opposite. As we age, we require less food.” 
“While that is true of humans, it is not with us. Recall our conversation concerning the metabolism increasing with age. The more we burn calories, the more nutrients we need. I’ve seen some of the older ones feed daily, and Cassius, he requires even more. If we do not feed, our metabolism begins to burn earlier and our lives are shortened. You can imagine how important that is to an older vamp on the verge of death.” She waits a couple of seconds and allows her words to settle in, then continues. “It is a little premature for a young one, but you have tasted blood and the desire will be primal. Your mind will not permit you to have peace until you’ve completed the cycle. If you catch a scent of it, see the blood moving through thickened veins, hear the deep bass of a frightened heart, or any other sensual experience with blood, matters can become much more urgent. Choose your prey; you may not even need to kill him to satiate your appetite.” 
With those words come visuals of the warm metallic liquid slipping in and out of my teeth and the rolled-back eyes of my prey. My heart starts a warm up, preparing for the race, and my ears tune to its melodic beat. I look at Percy as she is still talking and find her lip-syncing without background music. She stares intensely, narrowing her eyes into mine and she realizes I’m somewhere else. 
It’s in that feral moment that I look at those four wannabes huddled in a circle, discussing their midnight plans to hurt the destitute or perhaps to rob the corner girl. I hear amped up voices, each with distinction and their own specific vibration pressing against my ears. I smell the sweetness of alcohol and for a moment thank Dionysus for the favor. Without thought, my tongue rolls over my bottom lip in anticipation and retreats with no reward. In livid response my upper lip snarls with incensed rage and I feel the guttural growl of blood lust rise from within. Percy reaches for my arm, but it’s too late. I drop three stories to the ground with no problem. I will myself to leap, landing with an angry thud in the center of their circle for dramatic effect. My arrival shocks them as they jump back a foot or two in surprise. But they’re tough and recover quickly with, “Who the fuck are you, boy?” 
I strain to hear their words because my heart is pounding wildly. My target’s left carotid artery is throbbing in his neck, begging me to slice it open and enjoy the spoils of battle. So I oblige by grabbing his face with my left hand and squeezing so tight I think his eyes will pop out. I then shift my hand counterclockwise to expose that pulsating artery, bear hug him with my remaining arm, and dig in. I feel his friends hitting and kicking me with idle threats. 
When in Mogadishu, Africa, the rain was scarce and would take its time to build in immensity. When the storms finally arrived, it was announced with thunderous booms and a hard rain that pelted the naked skin. It didn’t really hurt, but it wouldn’t go totally unnoticed either. That’s what I feel with their muted beatings. I swear I hear the outlying rumble of thunder rolling toward me. The thunder is silenced by my slurping and I feel the heat of blood explode down my throat, trickling into a stomach that churns in thankfulness. I press harder and can’t contain my need until his flailing arms become limp. The blood stops gushing and in blazing agony I raise my head and roar in dissatisfaction. With blood dripping off my chin, red-streaked hair, and the fierceness of a madman in my eyes, I see the other three are teary eyed and paralyzed from fear as they get a good look at me.
Percy is still on the rooftop, watching in bewilderment, when I target the man who antagonized the homeless person. He realizes his predicament and sheds all remnants of street cred as he begs the others to help him. His buddy with the black Ravens cap reaches in the back of his jeans and pulls out a 9mm. Apparently, he has watched too many gangster movies and aims the gun sideways, then begins the dialogue about getting the fuck away or he’ll put a cap in my ass, etcetera, etcetera. I take a step forward, daring him. He accepts, and with an incredibly loud boom to my hypersensitive ears, he fires the bullet, which impacts perfectly centered on my chest. I guess sideways does work. The pressure is sharp and intense, and I hear a bone crack in capitulation, but the bullet doesn’t penetrate my skin. With preternatural speed, I catch the bullet as it falls and deliberately raise my closed hand toward the shooter. In stunned calmness, he watches me leisurely reveal the hot bullet smoking in my unfurled hand. As if that wasn’t enough to frighten him, my chest moves, snapping and cracking in a slow and frustrating journey to heal itself. The pain is a distant scream.
Playtime is now officially over. I snag his 9mm with such swift stealth that he doesn’t realize it is gone until I throw it against the brick wall. The velocity plus impact bends the snubbed-nose barrel, rendering it useless. The magazine pops out and bullets ping and pang as they bounce on the ground. It is in this moment he knows—they all do. My focus is on him; his blood is singing a personal melody to me about seduction and pleasure. It is hypnotic as the others fade into nothing. All that remains, all that matters, is that I give into his blood’s temptation. I pounce on him before I can think. My teeth sink deep, smacking the unguarded flow of blood. It is sloppy and barbaric, but I couldn’t stop anymore than one could stop… Percy. I pull away and let his lifeless body drop on the pinkish snow, wincing as his head thumps against the concrete. 
I frantically gauge the situation and seem to have my faculties back in working order. I hear distant screaming from both remaining guys as they near the corner of the alleyway. Their raised voices bounce off walls and magnify due to the eerie silence. Porch lights turn on like dominos falling in sequence, signaling the resurrection of the slumbering neighborhood. I decide to prioritize and narrow my response down to: kill them before all hell breaks loose. I gather my strength and I’m grateful for the control and concentration I command. Nutrients have benefits! I break into a run and arrive with a thought to find Percy with her hand around one of the asshole’s throats. She slings him twenty-five feet in the air and he limply hits the ground, sliding another ten, unconscious from the fall with what I’m sure is mild head trauma. With no hesitation she advances on the other thug and her left hand cups the back of his head and she slams his face into the nearest brick wall. The explosion of dust and bone creates a small puff of smoke. I cringe at the brutality. She lets go and his face peels away, leaving fragments of teeth and remnants of flesh embedded in the mortar. Blood is everywhere and I can’t even recognize him… What am I becoming? I find her gaze and see the soft side of remorse and the solidity of committed resolve. 
She peers at me and says, “I’ll handle the other one. Then we must leave.” I didn’t have time to register what was said before she is on him, straddling his back while she takes no pleasure in the kill. I have already made my way around the corner when anxious neighbors begin shouting for others to call 9-1-1. But I hold in my panic, knowing that in the city, people don’t trust the police. They really are the last resort. I turn the corner, walking with cautious control to avoid attention and silently laugh at the absurdity of it all—white hair, wearing a blood-stained white suit, and taking a stroll through Baltimore’s crime-ridden neighborhoods after midnight… 
Percy sneaks up from behind, unnoticed. Man, she’s good. She urgently states, “Now’s not the time to contemplate or discuss what happened. I’ve eliminated any evidence that would trigger questions concerning what we are, but there are still dead bodies lying around. We need to leave before the community starts a witch hunt.” And with that, we pick up the pace and return to the rooftops for a hurried trek back to the Inner Harbor. 
The snow has grown thicker with the night, falling in chunks rather than the cute snowflakes that whimsically linger in the air. I shake my hair in protest, prying loose a blanket of ice. No humans, no animals, nothing but small ripples lapping against the frozen sections of the harbor sound out. Its ghostly serenity is in direct opposition with my thoughts. Now that the hunger has been sated and the moments of unquenchable rage have been siphoned off, my heart and mind engage in battle. Those men may have been killers, at the very least thugs, but what I did to them is unimaginable. I bow my head in shame as I continue to meander by the Baltimore Aquarium.
Percy senses my anguish and gently speaks. “Adriel, what you feel is natural to our kind. Do you want to talk about it?” She is prepared to listen. I know that. A man would offer suggestions and utilize logic to fix whatever situation occurs, but women have a unique ability to simply listen and allow life to care for itself without direct intervention. I guess I should be thankful for having such a hot psychologist at my beck and call. 
“I understood your words before the hunger overwhelmed me. I had planned on mercy tempered with moderation. Perhaps even scaring off the other three and permitting my prey to survive, but I couldn’t help it! The temptation is to claim that the ‘real me’ was trapped inside, screaming in defiance at the horror show, but the reality is that the monster and I were in it together. I did maintain some control, as I’ve had a lifetime of pushing away my demon, but it just wasn’t enough. I’m not looking for sympathy. I’ll deal with it. It’s just… frightening.” She ponders my monologue and says nothing else, so that I can work this out on my own.
 
* * *
 
It’s now 4:00 a.m. On the drive back to our pristine little subdivision of vampires, the quiet has become strangely awkward. I yawn and speak, but it translates into some new language similar to a Wookie’s. Eyes half shut, I apologize and relent from my catatonic state. “Should I be this tired?” 
She replies as if only seconds have passed since our last conversation. “Of course. We are nocturnal creatures and the sun will break soon.” 
I think on that for a moment. “Will we catch fire or be burned alive if we are touched by the sunlight?” 
She air laughs through her nose. “Those are myths based on some shred of truth. When we met, you wore sunglasses and I suspect it was for a couple of reasons. One, you were wearing them at night so I assume you were weary of confrontations or attention about the colorless green of your eyes?” I give a nod of approval at her perception and, damn it, I miss my MJs. She continues, “Two, you most likely had an aversion to direct sunlight.” 
She paused, waiting for a reply. “I couldn’t even drive without shades because the moment sunlight entered my Jeep my eyes watered so much that I had to pull off the road. It was like that my entire life, but progressively worsened as I aged.” 
“That’s interesting; none of our kind experiences that sensitivity until after the change. The sun will not directly cause our death, but we tire immensely during the day with near-drugged reactions. Our skin burns quickly, and our eyes are so sensitive that we can’t see without proper protection. The creation of sunglasses has helped us, but there is nothing we can do to avoid the coma-like slumber that we require on a daily basis. This immune system and metabolism have a cost, and we pay through sleep. We are like humans in this way as well; all memories are temporary until REM when they are stored long-term in our brain’s hard drive. The difference is that our memories are more accessible and less is forgotten, and that demands the deepest of rest. It’s like comparing our Blu-Ray mind with their reel-to-reel home movie brains.” 
I turn and touch my forehead against the window, breathing raggedly. “I can’t forget tonight?”
“Can we talk about your appetite? Did you not feel satisfaction during your first drink?” 
I recall our conversation concerning the younger ones and their little need for sustenance. I was curious as well and was hoping she would help me narrow this down a bit. “It just wasn’t enough. I’ve always been a fan of side salads, but even with ranch dressing, it was never enough to stop my stomach from rumbling. It was similar to that, and please forgive the light heartiness.” 
“No need for forgiveness, Adriel. You are young, but at the very least, it seems you rival Cassius in your nutrition requirements. You also run at a higher temperature than the rest of us, which could explain your hunger, in part. I can feel that you aren’t psychologically prepared for this on a nightly basis, but for now, you will need to harden your emotions because you will feed again… and soon.” 
I breathe in deeply through my nose and exhale, allowing some of that tension to release, and wince. The broken rib is healed, but tender. With lips tightly pressed, I reply, “I’m ready for bed.” And I don’t mean it in the good way; I am physically and emotionally spent. 
So we spend the next twenty minutes individually mulling over the evening until the forest and dirt road present themselves. The tires crunch and launch small pebbles that ping against the car as we wander through the woods. When deer season would come around in the south of Alabama, I would climb the tree stand at 4 a.m. to assure I was settled and that my scent trailed off before the deer crossed my path. In those solitary hours, the cold was bitter friends with the dark and kept the forest quiet with its oppressive weight. No scurrying rodents, no scavenging animals, only the occasional owl hooting for attention. There was an understanding or perhaps a secret pact that all animals would seek refuge in the night. Every so many years, I would hear the throaty growl of a cougar and I knew that pact was for survival. But when the sun broke the surface of the earth, its light spread like a luminosity bomb had been triggered. Every creature was born again, whistling or chirping or rustling with life. 
I peer into the forest and know there will never be another dark night for me, no bitter cold, no predators to flee, just the stillness… and occasional cougar.



 
 
 
Chapter 6
 
That evening I sleep as I have never slept before. There is no twitching or peculiar sounds to wake me from a light sleep. The blackness is complete with no hazy shades of grey to filter, just a deep and death-like slumber. I am grateful for the privacy and the pliant comfort of a king-sized bed with high-count cotton sheets as opposed to the damp and rigid coffin I was half-expecting. I languish in bed for several moments and evaluate my new, temporary room. I certainly have no plans to make this permanent, as I have never been one to settle or grow roots. 
There are no paintings on the walls, just pictures of semi-interesting art bought at retail stores and mass-produced. Still, they do catch the eye and cause me to wonder what the artists meant with a series of pictures of a couple on the street, holding each other in some sort of strange dance of death, unnoticed by crowds that dismissively pass by. I guess the masses don’t pay attention to details or what’s plainly in front of them as they scurry to important meetings or check their smartphones for social updates. I recall the vamps subdivision, the interior decorating, even some of their fashionable clothing and realize that the pictures reveal their strategic plan for coexisting with humans. They hide in plain view.
Culture has evolved with a scientific worldview that is no longer the slave of folklore or magic. Myths are regulated by religious fanatics and explained away in academia, while the majority of humans listlessly meander through life, ambivalent to any real concern of one or the other. “Vampires and werewolves are simply myths that describe our deepest fears, anxieties, and sexuality,” my philosophy professor had once said. I read a book on Quantum Physics several years ago, explaining that after decades of study, the most brilliant minds on the planet are baffled that the quantum world does not operate under the same rules that govern our world. Subatomic particles teleport, communicate over universal distances, and electrons are strings that pop in and out of existence. I’m certainly a product of this age, but always leave room for the unexplainable. 
Combine that with our growing need to up the ante on individualism with piercings, implanted vampire teeth, colored contacts, and green hair. Why would anyone give vampires a second look? They blend in, fly under the radar, and if anyone has serious concerns… well, they get a chance to dance in a crowded street.
 
* * *
 
I hop in the shower, throw on some darker clothes this evening (in case I get sloppy again), and head out the bedroom door to the stairs. I push the door open and am greeted by one Mr. Cassius, sitting, legs crossed, on my brown leather recliner. Without hesitation I kindly say, “Good morn… evening.” This is going to take some getting used to. Having lived in the South for a while, I’m partial to southern manners. He doesn’t even attempt a smile to lessen the awkwardness of my greeting. I mentally shrug my shoulders and choose the sofa across from him as my seat. 
“I understand you fed well last night, Adriel.” I let my poker face slip for a moment in mild surprise. He knew my name and was aware of my little feeding problem. He savors the small victory. “You have learned much for one evening, but not nearly enough if you’re going to survive this war. Beginning immediately, you will train with our Weapons Master for the first three hours after sunset, and then you will continue your lessons on hunting with Persephone, or as you Americans say, Percy.” I fight a half grin off with all my might and he stares coldly. “I would have replaced her if she were not the best we have. After several days or weeks of this, I will summon you to my home and continue your historical education. There are things you will need to know… and things I need to learn from you.” He speaks the last stanza with emphatic threat. 
I ask with brevity, “Why don’t we just start the history lessons, now, while you’re here?” 
He thinks for a couple of seconds, places his palms on both knees, and slowly rises, clasping his hands behind his back, assuming the position of teacher. I guess he wants me to be his pupil. I consider my options and, fuck ‘em. I stand as well, to even the playing field. He snarls in distaste, but continues, “You have never been one of us and could not possibly be aware of our customs or culture. So, I will forgive your insolent behavior this once, Adriel, but you will give me the respect I demand or I will violently take it from you.” He seethes with acrimony as the pressure builds and I know this is not the time to test his resolve or his strength.
“I understand,” I say with an ambivalent monotone, but I don’t sit down. 
He casually moves on as if that altercation never happened and begins his pace toward the window, looking at the other vamps that have congregated for the evening briefing. “They are suspicious after last night’s events and don’t trust you.” His head tilts back as if he’s nobility. 
I already have a dislike of this guy, but answer, “I don’t blame them. You heard what Quilici said. Honestly, I’m starting to suspect myself of something, too. What did he mean, Cassius?” I ask as a pupil asks a teacher, not as a king demands his court so that his ego is appeased and I may receive a more thorough reply. 
He strokes his chin in rehearsed manner. “I do not know. Quilici is old and very cunning, a worthy adversary. As I told the others, I presume he said what he did to divert our attention from his true purpose, which was to steal my sword. One of my informants warned me minutes before they broke our defenses that he was on his way to either kill or abduct you. I assumed you were somehow important and decided to protect you to thwart his plan.” This explanation is tenuous at best, but challenging him now would be a mistake, perhaps a fatal one for me. 
“Do the others agree with you?” 
He smiles menacingly. “They had better.” That threat puts me on DEFCON 3. “They will not harm you, but don’t expect favors.” 
“What if I just leave?” 
He cocks an eyebrow and tilts his head slightly. “Yes, yes you could leave. Of course, you would no longer be under my protection.” He quickly examines my expression to judge the threat’s effectiveness and is disappointed, but recovers with, “And you would never learn what you want to know about our history, perhaps even some of your personal history. I have lived a long time, Adriel, the eldest of all vampires, and have many resources; you will never have this opportunity again.” Hook, line, and sinker… damn it, I’m caught. 
He uses that as the bookend to our friendly chat and leaves without another word. I casually follow him out the heavy-stained wood door, and this time, I’m greeted with hostile questions that go unspoken. The numbers have grown to about twenty. They must have called for reinforcements, knowing an imminent threat is near. The meeting must have just ended as the crowd begins to wander off in twos, using the buddy system to ensure no one is caught alone as they make their plans for breakfast. 
It seems odd that they don’t meet in the houses and would rather huddle in a dirt cul-de-sac crystalized under a blanket of fresh packed snow, but as I search my own feelings, I know that we are creatures of nature that will never be placated by modern conveniences. They imprison the mind and sense of adventure. There is no fear of the temperature, no fear of wild animals, just the tranquility that only the outdoors can offer. 
I see my old buddies and say, “Hey, Hanz. Hey, Franz.” 
They quickly turn a soft red as laughter erupts and the tension dissipates into the cool air. One of the new vamps says with lightness, “We’re going to pump you up!” Now the crowd is nearly in tears and I shake my head once again. Vampires who watch SNL? Seriously? I regret saying it, not because they’re embarrassed, but because it was my private joke meant only for my top-secret enjoyment. I have a feeling that I will never know their true names as this will stick for another thousand years. 
Hanz says to Franz, “Let’s get out of here.” He never breaks the stare as he pummels my shoulder on his way to his pickup truck. I turn to watch him while the sarcasm builds in the background and start to feel a twinge of remorse. That is, until he reaches through the open window and turns around, slowly placing my Maui Jims on his lumpy nose. 
I shout, “Hey, asshole, those are mine!” Before the word “mine” is uttered, he is in the truck with the engine started, shifting into drive. Damn!
I feel a pat on my back as the laughter subsides. “You’re alright by me, young one,” says the new one as he reaches out his hand in a kind gesture. I give him a shake. “My name is Bryn. They said you were a tad strange, what with the white hair and those eyes, but I always liked a little variety.” His Australian accent is a thicker contrast to Cassius’s tailored and annunciated English, but much warmer. His hair is the deep darkness of black tar, striped with the occasional muted grey. His eyes are framed with crow’s feet, earned from years of laughter, and the chiseled face reminds me of physics—all interesting angles. A good-looking guy, even if he does eat people. 
“Thanks, I think.”
“Not all of us are so uptight, Adriel. There is no doubt that we are in serious times, but what is a long life if it cannot be enjoyed?” One hand clasping my shoulder and the other still lightly in my hand, we seem like old friends. I disarm and my shoulders relax. He smiles, never breaking eye contact. Without moving, he says to a vamp ten feet behind, “Seth, you may have bitten off more than you can chew.” 
I wish he wouldn’t have said that. Surely he realizes that Seth will make me pay for that one. Bryn cups my hand in both of his and, with a pat, let’s go while drifting away with a smile that’s half humor, half mischief. I decide to greet my new mentor, rotating to face him in trepidation. It feels like I’m back in the old dojo with my former master when I start the process of bowing by instinct and catch myself before the full respect is given. Seth must understand this tradition and is offended by the lack of follow-through—great. 
He says, “I have been commanded to train you in the subtle art of combat. From what… Hanz and Franz… have told me, you have some fighting skills, but mostly they say you have, how do they say, balls. Here is your new best friend.”
He tosses a bokken and I reach for it, grabbing the slippery handle, and clench it tightly in case of an immediate strike. I notice the wooden sword is constructed from white oak, the densest and sturdiest of the woods, so I inquire, “What’s with the white oak?”
“Our bones are too dense for us to properly learn from an average or cheaper bokken.”
“When you say learn, I hear the sound of this crashing against my head.”
He sneers with delight. “Thank you for the inspiration.”
Within a nanosecond, Seth is already in flight to make me pay for Bryn’s comment, raining down a series of quick and aggressive attacks that I parry, matching his speed, though clumsily. He stops suddenly and allows me a second to strategize my next move. After years of training, I know this is his measurement of my skill by testing my reaction and behavior. I’ve never been one for defense, so I lunge and feint, but he doesn’t bite. I then start my own attack with savagery and its brother, tenuous control. He blocks easily, makes a slight adjustment, and lands his sword directly on top of my head, knocking me to the ground as the swelling shadow of unconsciousness tries to settle in. 
The shadow nearly envelops me, but leaves one tiny presence of light that competes to reclaim its position. I join the effort in this hazy struggle, but the cost is mental exhaustion. Not good. Instead of groggily standing up, I jump to attention and shake off the lingering cobwebs… Never show weakness in a fight. 
He says with arrogance, “Are you ready?”
“Bring it, asshole!”
That probably isn’t the best response, as his composure shook for a moment in prideful anger. I match his anger and raise him one. “Fuck you!” Neither of us waits for the other to attack as we both charged with blatant intensity. This time I focus on my only advantage, speed. He lunges straight forward and I instinctively somersault over to my left, avoiding the thrust that was meant to impale me. I never settle, instead using a flurry of activity to imbalance his attack and perhaps even throw him off guard to create an opening. My movements are near a blur of assertiveness, and after several swipes and blocks, I chop down with blazing speed as he moves to the side in mild panic. The bokken misses his face by millimeters and ruffles the sweat sprinkled on his forehead. He recovers quickly and centers himself. Seth’s control is overwhelming and the dawning realization that I am outmatched seeps into my confidence. He intuits this epiphany, building momentum in his favor. I make a final aggressive lunge as he sidesteps, parries, and strikes my wrist with such force that it goes numb. The bokken drops from my limp hand in betrayal. Without hesitation, he lowers the bokken in his left hand, drops to his left knee, and strikes upwards with an open hand—directly into my chin. The impact was so powerful it launched me in a vertical spin and I land with a back roll, but I don’t have enough strength to immediately get on my feet.
The sting of a fresh gash moistens my chin as my eyes blink in slow motion, catching his blurry and final strike downward. Within a second, I feel the edge of warm oak sticking to my sweaty neck, symbolizing his power over me, but I never acquiesce as I stand tall and require him to raise the sword to match my intimidating height. With a calm but unsteady breath, he says, “You have a better-than-mediocre set of skills, Adriel, but it is obvious that you don’t lose often because your defense is horribly lacking.”
With pride wounded, I reply, “Usually a fight that uses a weapon is over in two or three moves. I’ve always found offense to be a more effective means of survival.”
“We are not humans who injure quickly. You will need to learn patience.”
“That’s never exactly been a strong suit of mine,” I reply with a humph.
“Keep in mind that your twenty or thirty years of training have little comparison to my thousand, or Cassius’s near fifteen hundred.” He stalls to let that sink in and continues. “The waers will not have a weapon, but you’ve experienced their fierceness and they have had centuries to perfect their craft as well. You did well last night, but for reasons yet unknown, it seems they were under orders not to kill you and had obviously never fought a vamp with your unique skills. They will not let that mistake of ignorance happen again. If you accept my instruction, you may have an opportunity to live through this war.” 
I hide my thoughts because I haven’t decided if it’s my war, or if I want to fight with his side. He lowers the wood sword and changes tone. “I have trained and fought many in my years and have never come across a being so quick and who can leap as you do, but you are weak.”
“What do you mean ‘weak?’”
“You are the most… delicate of vamps.” Ouch. “You heal with uncanny speed for one so young, but if you are ever grasped…” He lets that trail off for dramatic effect.
“Well, Seth, you have less than three hours until my next class,” I say, my words dripping with sarcasm. 



 
 
 
Chapter 7
 
At the conclusion of Vampire Combat Training 101, Seth throws me a towel and leaves with these words: “I will see you tomorrow. We have a lot of work to do.” I roll my eyes without thinking and drop my face in the towel. I haven’t had a workout like that in quite some time. When I first began martial arts in my early twenties, I was in fairly good shape, but could only last two minutes in combat. I never realized the intensity of actual fighting; it requires every muscle to operate at full capacity, not to mention concentration for strategic thinking. The pretty boys with all the muscles looked impressive, but were surprised when they were bested by smaller opponents, who were weathered in combat. Once I learned to fight, I realized that it was more a mental game than physical, like kinetic chess. Yet, the body has to be tuned in to the mind and tolerate pain so that one never panics. Seth is surely a master and I wonder how much better could Cassius be? I pull the white towel from my face and realize that the training was a little more difficult than I imagined, as it is now dyed red. Fortunately, my wounds have already healed. I stop moving…
Before she physically arrives, before her scent hits my nose, before I hear her steps crunching in snow, I sense her. It is the moon pulling the weight of the ocean; it is immense and powerful. My blood rises to high tide in response, but I just stand there in silence, incapacitated. After a moment or two, I gather my faculties and turn to greet her. She is leaning against her car with doors ajar. “Hey, Percy.” 
Hugging her stomach, she nauseously replies, “Good evening. Are you ready?” I’m guessing I’m not the only one who feels this, whatever it is between us that she refuses to talk about, and I’m getting weary of the cloak-and-dagger deal. I choose to let it go, or maybe I can’t help it because the thought of hurting her would be more painful. Damn it!
Forty minutes later, we are nearing the edge of Frederick city and I ask, “Is this our hunting ground? I live here and I don’t know if it’s such a good idea to kill in a city this small where I could be recognized.” It isn’t out of my mouth before I know what I say to be untrue. There were always the unknowns, the homeless or marginalized, who walk the streets in anonymity. Their presence is a mere annoyance to those who value tourism and local business growth. If, one day, they aren’t at the local corner begging for change to spend on cheap wine or crack, a sigh of relief is breathed. I’m not a making judgment calls, just stating the practical facts. 
She’s aware of my thoughts, but still adds, “We are going to the ‘graveyard.’”
“Are we going to feed on the dead? If so, count me out,” I try to say with wit.
“It is not a typical graveyard, but it is a place where we will be fed.” As she says it, I feel my body, emaciated and starving. A twinge of excitement spears through my heart and it reacts with a quickened beat. My breathing is becoming deeper; my blood is starting to centralize; my palms moisten—all the signals of adrenaline coming to fruition. 
She caresses my shoulder. “Adriel, you can control the hunger. Listen to your heart; feel its rhythm and envision it calming down and resting.” That seems like a basic Tai Chi class, but I try it anyway and find success. I rub my hands over my blue jeans, wiping off the sweat and settle in for the trip down memory lane.
Travelling through the ‘Golden Mile’ on the way to Frederick proper was never a golden moment for me. It used to be the main street for businesses and shopping; now, it’s an echo of its former self with an aged mall abandoned by the community years ago, but clinging to some delusional hope of relevancy. The department stores, specialty shops, and theaters left for a newer and more modern living space closer to downtown. The departure of commerce left behind fractured real estate prices and an unfunded school system. No one’s fault, really. It systematically happens everywhere. Once the process begins, the slow churning of change is inevitable. Gangs fill the gaps where police once roamed, drugs become prevalent, parents become hopeless, and those that have the resources to revitalize avoid the communities due to fear. Eventually, the space that separates those who have with those who don’t widens and that’s when the blame game starts. Vamps live long lives and I can’t help but wonder if we will be the aged strip clinging to the past while the world moves on.
I was expecting a tour of some of Frederick’s most haunted graveyards when Percy makes an unexpected turn down a side street of old historical homes weathered by time, but proudly displaying an insight into earlier architecture. The streets weren’t stuck in the 1800s, but refused to embrace the technology that modern subdivisions offer. Lights are sparse, and with windows rolled down, I hear history in the silence. Mature trees with mingling branches lean over empty roads, threatening to grab children from the streets in the winter night. Several turns later we arrive at a dead end. I inwardly laugh at the lame pun. 
“Um, I’m pretty sure there isn’t a graveyard here,” I say sardonically.
“Adriel, trust me.” She depowers the hybrid and smoothly steps out, embracing the chill of night to start her trek. I follow her lead, pushing aside iced branches and stepping over ruts as we cross the threshold of one reality to the next. 
I whisper, “It feels alien to have a small forest in the midst of a city.” 
She steps over rusted beer cans, empty bottles, and syringes stained with dried blood, and then she equals my hushed voice. “A couple more feet and there will be a clear path for us to take. There is no hurry. You have all night to understand this experience.”
My curiosity is peaking, but I choose to let her unravel this at her own pace. Seconds later, we arrive at the clearing as promised. The path isn’t formal, but has been formed through foot traffic, crushing small plants and snapping inconvenient tree limbs. The woods are deeper than expected and very still as the snow absorbs the sounds of life. She begins, “Have you ever had to put a dog to sleep?” 
Stunned at the abrupt shift, I ask, “What do you mean?”
“Just answer the question.” She speaks with tenderness, so I react accordingly.
“When I was fifteen years old, we had a dog named Texas. He was very large, and I loved that dog like he was family. He had been mine for my entire life when the cancer hit. The vet said there was nothing he could do, and after several months of watching Texas lie down all day, whimpering, refusing to eat… the sight was too horrible to bear. He would look at me with painful eyes and I swear he was begging for death. It was soon after that my father offered to take him to the vet to ‘alleviate’ his pain. Of course I knew what that meant. I wanted to do it, not because I was some sort of sadist, but because I loved him enough to let him go.”
“Do you have similar feelings toward people who suffer as well?” 
I think on that for a while and catch myself standing in the path, gazing into the sky. “I’ve visited those miserable, urine-soaked nursing homes where the old go to die slow and lonely deaths. I would never have judged them if they took their own lives. I may have even helped. I’ve also seen men with cancer deny an excruciating radiation treatment a second time, knowing death was imminent. There are many things I’ve seen and my perspective on death is not based on fear or ignorance, but relief. I’ve always valued the quality of life, not quantity. Where are you going with this, Percy?” 
“We are going to offer relief to those who suffer.” 
“Is this some twisted Angel of Death fantasy?” I say with serious humor.
“No, open your mind and empty it of preconception.” She moves aside some frozen brush and progresses like a cat on a hunt. I’m locked in place, in thought, and make a choice to discover what this graveyard is, so I follow her into the dense, unmolested section that hides our destination. 
After several yards of tangled thorns scratching my thick skin, we arrive. It’s a clearing the size of an average living room, circular and surrounded by evergreens and hibernating oak trees. In the center there is a small fire crackling, coughing out sparks as it struggles for life in the midst of winter snow. The silence is eerie as five humans of various ages and different genders are sitting next to it with hands out, trying to absorb the ambient heat. They don’t acknowledge our presence while their fragile bodies tremble and convulse in retaliation of the cold. The sorrow and emptiness is palpable. I hate this place.
Percy breaks the silence. “It is time.” One by one they attempt to stand. I hear the cracking and popping of unused joints as aching groans escape their lips. They keep their heads down in submission, staring blankly at the campfire when the younger woman lifts her head to meet my gaze. My heart shares in her sadness. Her eyes are sunken and surrounded by blacks and deep blues, contrasting with her bloodshot eyes that possess tiny exploded capillaries that cluster the reds. She takes one wobbled step in my direction and I’m too spellbound to move. Her oily brown hair clings to a sweat-drenched neck and shoulders as she unhurriedly raises both arms to me, palms up in submission. I tear my eyes from her to oblige the unspoken request and find dozens of needle marks tracked along both arms. A heroin addict. 
Zaragoza, Spain, was a beautiful city, hidden from the cameras and questions of ignorant tourists. It was a city with a tapestry of rich history and modernized technology, assimilated to enhance the function without destroying the aesthetics. In a tear-down, build-new world, Zaragoza was a welcomed reprieve. They were a proud people who embraced their culture, yet subtly enjoyed the influence of our westernized entertainment in bars dedicated to ‘50s American music or techno mixes in laser-lighted dance clubs. The streets were older and buildings were colored desert browns with oil lamps delicately balanced on windowsills. Wake up late, enjoy a siesta, and party into the morning… my kind of town. Yet there was a price to be paid, as the back alleys were littered with alcoholics and the much worse, heroin addicts. 
These addicts would prostitute themselves, rob their families, or murder, if necessary, for a single fix. It was both pathetic and heart wrenching. There was no predictor as to who would be an addict—it didn’t matter the class or gender; all that was needed was a predator dealer and someone who was willing to experiment. I recall passing by dark corners in the night, stifled from the smell of fresh vomit as addicted vultures would converge on those who died from overdose or malnutrition to claim what little amounts of heroin or belongings that were left. 
I wonder if she’s ever been to Spain. She stares with anesthetized interest and forces out, “I don’t want to go on. Take me from this place, from this pain.” I wince with empathy and know the ‘pain’ isn’t just physical. She’s damaged in many ways. I look for Percy and see her avert her eyes as if she is a voyeur to my private world. 
I say, “Is this what we are here to do? To release these people from their torments?”
“Can you think of a better way to feed? It has been ten years that they have willingly come to this place and I have mercifully granted them peace. For whatever reason, they find no solace in suicide, yet they desperately long for death. If you cannot stomach this, then please leave and I will meet up with you later.” She spoke the secrets of our kind with no fear of those who heard. There is a trust here, a long developed agreement between two parties for mutual benefit. 
A soft touch presses on my hand as the woman pleads, “I-I-I don’t want this any longer. You don’t know how it feels to be controlled, to give up your body, to sever ties with friends and family, to lose what it means to be a person, to wish for death! Kill me! Please.” She closes the distance and rises to my chin’s height on her toes. I feel the warm moisture sourly exhaled from her dry, cracked lips and hear her heart faintly throb with yearning. She is so close that I can taste the inside of her scathed heart. Her blood is swishing in methodical rhythm and pressing against her neck. She tilts her head in anticipation and grabs my waist with unhinged conviction. “Feed!” she cries.
I am caught in a hurricane of primal desires. Hunger and violence are building in tempestuous pressure, swirling around me with irresistible force… and I yield. Her neck is tender as my two fangs penetrated deep into her flesh. The blood fills my mouth and I allow it to reach every part of my tongue to savor the delicious taste. I let my mind go and slip into her as I digest who she was with what she was in some sort of blood-essence sacrifice. I feel her impending death. I feel her dammed tears that want to break through, and I feel her mind cringe in memories of bartered sex and beatings, of broken ties, of selling her children, of so many horrors that as the blood enters my body, the tears leave in equal pace. I know her dreams of championing the addiction, of program after program, and dreams of having a family with a steady job, of growing old and grandchildren, of reconciling with long-lost parents. The dreams are a sick punishment that we both need to end, so I gulp ravenously. And as her memories and dreams fade, I let her lifeless body down gently next to the warm fire, watching my tears fall slowly onto her peaceful smile. 
I run, not physically, but deeper into myself and let the demon have at it for a while. I hear the smacking of my tongue meeting blood as I drink from another, and I smell the disappointment of the two who were not chosen casually fade into the woods. I am in a place of isolation, lost, but present. It’s safe here and I’m numb… I’m so thankful for it. So, I fade into the darkness.
 
* * *
 
The fringe of awareness seeps into my mind and I am groggy, but alert. These hybrid cars are strangely quiet, creating a sense that we are parked, but the windows tell another story. Shadows pass as we move into the cement cave’s entrance. The gated arm lifts with obedience and we enter a parking garage as Percy snatches the ticket that sticks out like a tongue from the mouth of the machine. She says, “It’s about time. Are you all right?”
I shake my head to relieve the hazy fog of sleep and retort, “I think so. Where are we?”
“We are where it began.” 
I peer out the side window and see that we’ve reached the 5th floor and pass by rows of empty slots on the way to the top. I recognize the garage, one of many, but it’s mine. This is where Hanz and Franz had their little fun with me. The sting of defeat gives me thoughts of a rematch, maybe one day. “Why are we here?”
“It’s a connection to who you were and are. You need to reconcile the two before you lose control.” She knows. She must know about my demon.
“I want you to explain what you think you know of me?”
She unlocks the doors, unfastens her seatbelt (why would she wear a seatbelt?), and steps into the shaken snow globe. Once again, I follow her lead. “You allowed another part of yourself to surface without the burden of conscience. That can be very dangerous to one who holds so much power.”
I relent to honesty. “I’ve had this… pressure, this demon, since the dawn of my memory. It has always wanted out. I knew innately that if he were to gain control, then I would lose who I am in the scuffle. So, I imprison him deep in the back of my mind, at great expense, I might add,” I say, expecting congratulations.
“Adriel, there is no demon, certainly a pressure, but no ‘other’ you. You are not schizophrenic and your being is not dichotomic. You are like one of us, a predator that has had to live with prey for so long that you have judged your needs with human moral standards.”
“I am human, Percy. Perhaps not genetically, but I am human nonetheless. I can’t just turn it on or turn it off on a whim!” I sense her probing. “Why did you make me experience that tonight? What value was that?”
“Tell me about your feelings when the moment came?”
I didn’t want to remember, but steeled myself. “I felt what she felt, and perhaps it was even magnified to some extent. If I’m being honest, I wanted to release her from her guilt. She wanted to die. She wanted it so bad that I wanted it for her, and I knew it was useless to attempt to talk her out of it. Her decision was contemplated and examined. I felt her resolve. It was final, and it was my resolve as well.”
“In some ways we are more human than humans. Our emotions are hypersensitive and cross over their boundaries. We feel desire with a heat they will never understand, we experience empathy so powerfully that we can nearly read minds, and we can feel anger enough to slaughter hundreds in blind rage. You fear losing control AND you deny what you are. If you continue to entertain this denial and push it away, it will push back harder. You cannot win this battle; you cannot fight what you were born to be.”
“I need a scotch.”
“You’ve spent a lifetime numbing the sharp edges of your emotions!” Her bite retracts and her voice softens. “What you did tonight was a service. Our lives are in a symbiotic relationship with our human cousins. We are not ruthless serial killers, but a natural part of their world. We may take random people to feed on, we may choose to rid society of criminals, and then like this evening, we may decide to ‘alleviate’ suffering. This is no different from when you were a child with your dog, or as an adult with the elderly. It is no different when you protect the vulnerable from those who want to cause them serious harm, and it is no different from hunting animals that feel pain as we do. We are ‘human’ in nearly every way. You can choose to live within that framework and be who you are. It is time to embrace your so-called demon, to fully understand what you are and to discover what you are capable of doing.”
“I’ve seen what we can do.” I sigh.
“You are not like the rest of us, Adriel. You resemble us as we resemble humans. We share similar needs and strengths, but you are not a vampire, at least not wholly so. Just look in the mirror and admit the obvious.” The memory of Hanz and Franz debating over what I was surfaces and I know this to be true, but to have someone else utter the words is frightening. My entire life has been spent on the outside looking in, avoiding unnecessary attention and hiding who or what I really am. Perhaps it’s time for a change.
I straighten out my shoulders and sit up in anticipation. “Tell me what I am then, Percy.”
“I do not know yet, but rest assured, I am trying my best to find out. We will discover this together, if you’ll trust me.” There is something more than words in that statement. It is an oath, something ancient. Words and handshakes mean nothing today, but centuries ago, a name and reputation was all that one had, and to betray another was unforgivable. I remember a lecture in a religion course stating that in ancient Sumer, clan leaders would cut their wrists and mingle blood for what they called the Blood Covenant. Then they would cut several cows in half and walk through the blood and gore in a figure eight, symbolizing eternity, saying, ‘If I break this oath, then let this happen to me.’ That tradition passed on for thousands of years to when I was a boy, as my friends and I became blood brothers. Well, except for the sacrifice part. To break the Sumerian covenant was death then. I sense that she offers it with identical intent and if I accept, she will hold me to mine. So, we join in the eternal death walk. 
I finally say, “What do we do now?” 
“We do nothing. When we are not together, I am tracking down potential leads. It will not be much longer, but you must be patient,” she says with a defeated grin. She knows me well. 
“What about Cassius? Wouldn’t he be a resource? He claims to be the oldest of all vampires and that he has potential connections to my past.” She leans over the edge with both elbows on the cement wall, disregarding their filth. I feel her tension as she contemplates a careful response and I quickly whisper near her ear, “Be honest with me, Percy.” I feel the heat of my own breath.
She says, “He is certainly the oldest that I have met… He was always fierce, even callous, but in the past century, he has become obsessed over something. He leaves for weeks at a time and has become even crueler as he ages. He is a dangerous vampire. It would be wise to remember that as you develop a relationship.”
“I think he’s a prick, but that’s just me.” She giggles in response. “Why don’t we just leave?”
“He has a part in your life, of that I am sure. Remember, he can detect when you lie, or even slightly exaggerate, and unlike you, has no moral issue with extracting that information from you in very uncomfortable ways. Stay the course, play your part, and be cautious. He is a master strategist—no one attains power without savvy and ruthlessness.” I nod in agreement. The city is sleeping, but on the verge of a new horizon.



 
 
 
Chapter 8
 
Mmmmm coffee, the bitter taste of freshly ground beans. Add the fact that I haven’t had a cup since the Resurrectio, nearly a month now, and it may as well be the nectar of the gods. I know the effects will burn off within seconds, but enjoying something that has no benefit brings a smile to my face. I balance the cup and casually stroll to the window over the kitchen sink, soaking in the haunting backdrop of snarled trees wrestling with a mild wind. 
I miss the sunlit mornings with their vivid colors and dawdling warmth that pierced windows. Yet, the night has always been my favorite child. The days brought innocence and fresh beauty, but the nights were lascivious, unknown, and wild. Nearly a month of training, of feeding, of acclimating to this new life—and in spite of all its demands, I still feel sedated by the greeting nightfall. I take a mental journey through the last several weeks, as they have been blurred with a hectic pace. Although I have accepted my role as newly knighted predator, the feedings continue to bring emotional discomfort. I could deal with a small gulp or two, perhaps even draining one a night, but sacrificing two humans a night for my hunger seems inordinate. It’s a twisted metaphor; as I drain the life out of others, they drain the life out of me. The mixed feelings versus primal urges duke it out in a battle royal. I wonder if they have a vampire counselor hotline.
Locked in a dream-like stare, I command my eyes to refocus on the steamed window. My mind settles on reality; it’s time for practice. I look into the mug at the one last sip, knowing it’ll be the cold shadow of the satisfaction it once was, so I fling the remnants into the sink, place the cup in the dishwasher, and once again leave Mrs. Comfort for Mr. Out of Control. 
The front door has developed an annoying little creak that announces my entrance to the outdoors. This evening, instead of the usual grumpy Weapons Master, I’m greeted by about thirty vampires. The numbers have gradually increased since the initial battle a month or so ago, and with everyone cramming in bedrooms with inadequate sleeping conditions, tensions are elevated, to say the least. Most of the anger is directed my way due to Cassius’s insistence that I remain alone in my quarters because “He is processing the Resurrectio and must be allowed privacy to be effective in the coming war!” No one buys it, of course, but he doesn’t seem to care as long as they obey. Most were suspicious to begin with, but now that he has planted seeds of doubt, they believe me to be a spy, a genetic mutation, or an inferior, undeveloped vamp. I think he has an impressive strategy: Isolate and ostracize to ensure no one speaks to me, which in turn places him in the unique position of having my fullest attention. Perhaps he thinks that there will be some variation of kidnapper-victim psychology where I develop deep feelings and loyalty to him. All of this is making me very suspicious.
It is that moment he chooses for an entrance. His long hair is pulled back in a ponytail, not the modern version, but one from centuries ago with the ribbon tied low on the neck. Just give him a white wig, powdered face, and some piano lessons to complete the costume. I think I’m the only one who appreciates the situation, as the others seem suffocated with his heavy presence. Cassius leisurely, but with intention, makes his way to the center of activity as a wave of vampires part the sea for their beloved Moses. As usual, I’m on the outside looking in. He says, “The waers are testing our boundaries and our commitment. They have infiltrated the hunting grounds, killed Jeffrey and Brian, and molested our prey. They are animals with no conscience or value in this world. We must stand united with discipline!” I hear the approving murmurs of excitement. He continues, “I am meeting with the Council of War and we are near a battle plan that will finally rid the world of their filthy kind. Be strong and resilient; our time is near.” 
It was short and sweet, but those around embraced his words with rabid shouts. “Now go. Be cautious, and if you happen upon a waer, kill it without mercy, without thought, for they will surely do the same to you.” The response is immediate as vampires hurriedly scurry in twos to their cars, trucks, even motorcycles. I begin my visual search for Seth, as practice is never altered or cancelled, and my efforts are unsatisfied. I let the moment develop on its own as I stand in still patience. A Harley crackles like angry thunder to avoid me. He tosses out a couple of expletives to show his appreciation and I let a half smile slip, knowing I got the best of him. 
I move into one of my moments of deep withdrawal; I can’t seem to break through the immobile trance as my eyelids fall shut and my secondary senses peak. I hear cars revving, whispers of anticipation, and frenetic heartbeats preparing for battle. I inhale, deeply absorbing every scent, every particle that I can find, as smell is the most powerful of senses. I catch it, a musty flavor so diluted and masked, as if it is only one molecule that no one would detect were they not searching. I suck in my bottom lip, licking it with a rolled tongue, and taste the faded scent of waer. My teeth grow and bite down on that lip in ecstatic response as I hear a voice.
“Adriel, what do you sense?” asks Seth. 
My heart jumps with startled nervousness and I force a quick recovery. “I’m still getting used to this new awareness and sometimes it can be a little overwhelming.”
He stares with uneasy suspicion, but continues matter-of-factly. “The Council of War will be meeting in an hour. Our practice will have to be cancelled.” 
“I’m sure you’re disappointed,” I reply, knowing his disdain for me.
He nods with ambivalence. “My feelings toward you are quite irrelevant. My position here is to make certain that skilled warriors continue their education, and although it is… a regression to teach a young one like you, I do it without contempt.”
“What distinguishes a warrior from a novice?”
“You will be tested by others who are nearer to your level of competency. Admittedly, it is proving difficult to find vamps that have time at their disposal to accomplish this. Your background has provided you with a head start and you seem to have a natural talent for swordplay. I imagine the tests will begin soon. Also, I am curious as to how your strength is increasing at such a rate. Other vampires increase with very subtle gains, but you are jumping levels quickly.” I fight back a smile, but lose. “Do not take my assessment as a compliment, Adriel. You will be a formidable opponent one night and perhaps could best some vamps already, but you are still a child to a master.”
Thanks for the buzz kill. “So, I have three hours of free time?”
He thoughtfully replies, “No, Cassius is expecting you in his home. He has some time before the council starts and has summoned you. I suggest you don’t make him wait, as he is a killer with little tolerance for tardiness.” He lowers his head and sidesteps with hand extended to open a direct path to my destination. After taking a brief moment of mental preparation, I walk expeditiously to his home.
I knock quietly and wait a solid minute, anticipating the lock to slide and click. His fingers creep around the edge of the door, pulling it open with casual ease. “Good evening, Adriel. Welcome to my home.” His voice is gentle, even parental, and certainly a far departure from all I’ve seen of his ill-tempered demeanor.
The house is striking with knotted pine fitted from floor to ceiling. It has the natural look that so many cover with dry wall and bright colors as if recreating the world in their shallow image. We avoid the staircase that is three steps directly in front of the foyer and turn right, opening the French doors into the study. The study is rather large with cathedral ceilings and bookshelves that stretch twenty feet to accommodate the thousand or so books aligned in some sort of order. I can’t help but stare at the old parchments with time-beaten bindings and spines that have threads hanging like disheveled hair. He has amassed a collection of antique books that rival many of the ancient museums I’ve visited through the years. My gaze gradually shifts from the heights above to ground level where a large, oversized mahogany desk with hand-carved demons etched into the sides rests, accompanied by two guest chairs clothed in burgundy leather. 
He takes notice of my impression and continues my thought. “I have spent nearly 1,500 years choosing books that are meaningful to me and to our kind. Of course this room could not possibly contain all that I have read or attained, and not all are worthy to be showcased or even kept for that matter. These books represent our history, who we are, and from whence we came. All are original manuscripts, or the oldest and closest that have been discovered. Do you read often, Adriel?”
I shift my gaze from books to his eyes and reply, “I’ve been alone most of my life, for this reason or that, but have always found good company in talented writing. I have to admit, I could spend quite a few nights in here.”
He reciprocates with a smile. “Persephone has informed you of how we survive, but I think it is time to describe our beginnings, for one cannot understand what one is without understanding the past.” He approaches one of the shelves and stands in place, tapping his chin and pondering the location of the book that will illuminate me. Of course it’s rehearsed, but I allow him the moment. Retrieving the rolling ladder he lets out an “aha!” and climbs six steps, gently grasping an ancient book. Holding the book like a football, he swoops down and places it on the desk. “Please have a seat.” He directs with his hands. I take his offer and he joins me from behind the bulky desk, teacher and student. Here we go again.
“I understand that your training is progressing well with our Weapons Master and that your hunting skills are keen.” It was a sentence, but ended with a slight raise in pitch, indicating a question.
I respond accordingly. “Seth is a thorough teacher. He is unyielding, demanding, and quite disciplined, but for me, those are qualities I can admire when my life is on the line.” His eyes narrow with confirmation. “As for Percy, she is a true predator, teaching through words and action.”
“Good. How are the others treating you?”
This is a loaded question so I respond with apathy. “They are cautious with me, but I haven’t experienced any physical assaults or threats… yet.”
He seems satisfied with my answer and moves from pleasantries to the issue. I’ve met many men like him, no time for small talk—to the point and be done with you. I wonder how he is in romantic relationships.
“Adriel, have you ever heard of the LGM?”
“Yeah, the Last Glacial Maximum. It was the most recent Ice Age that occurred about 20,000 years ago. I think the human population shrank to less than a million? That’s all I can recall.” Damn that memory. Percy was correct; it was like going through reel-to-reel film. 
“I have to admit, I am a tad surprised at your knowledge of that event. This book in front of us is called the Knosis. It was written by our progenitor, Anu, about 4,000 years ago and describes in an ancient, simple language the events that I am going to share with you. He, as you will learn, was probably over 15,000 years old and worshipped as one of the oldest gods recorded in ancient Sumer when it was written.” 
Cassius caresses the old text with one finger and continues. “It was as you describe and was the beginning of our people. As you mentioned, the climate changed dramatically, creating a blanket of ice covering a large portion of Earth. I’m sure you are familiar with the science behind this, so I won’t bore you with details, but for the sake of the story, I must point out that it did indeed create an atmosphere so brutal that humanity struggled to survive. Humanity evolved over hundreds of thousands of years due to their ability to adapt and this was no different as they escaped a deadly freeze and moved into areas that were warmer. There was one tribe, though, according to the Knosis, caught in a raging blizzard that happened upon a cave buried in ice halfway up a treacherous mountain.” 
He takes a long breath and says, “We don’t know where the cave is, but suspect it is located somewhere in Germany. That is another story for another evening”—four seconds pass—“perhaps.” He lifts his eyes from the book and contemplates me. “From what this book states, that tribe avoided certain death during the ice storm, barely surviving frigid temperatures in that enormous cave for three days. In the empty darkness there was no food to be found. So, when the snow and wind finally capitulated, the men immediately departed for the hunt while the women investigated the deep labyrinth of tunnels that dug into the mountain. 
“As you can imagine, the options were sparse, with larger game and hunting relegated to small rodents or the occasional canine. The men returned on the verge of starvation when the women informed them they had discovered a small lake with peculiar water deep within the heart of the mountain. This, of course, was no ordinary water. Anu describes it as ‘the color of grass and the sun.’ That was an apt depiction as I have found paintings created during the Babylonian era, from our kind, with a pool of green water that was only a shade away from being colorless. It was this pale-green water that gave life to our kind.” His tone became distinctive as the last sentence was spoken with emphasis. His stare pierces my eyes as he continues. “I have seen famished humans with rib cages protruding and stomachs bloated from malnutrition. I know what desperation can do to the mind. They will eat tree bark, dirt, anything to stave off impending death. So I can envision the tribe emaciated and ravenous, with a primal survival instinct taking over all logical thinking as they cupped their hands and lifted the green water to their lips with warnings of poison and sickness overridden. It was in that moment our legacy began and as with all of nature, the change was gradual, not immediate. 
“They named the strange water ‘úš
MU’ in Sumerian, which roughly translates to ‘blood-water.’ It was similar to water in that it satisfied their thirst and rehydrated their bodies, but they soon discovered that it was more. In fact, we now know that it wasn’t water any more than we are skin. Just as skin is entirely made up of dead cells and merely protects the living creature that resides within, so was the water a skin for an ancient organism that was also alive. There is no evidence that it was sentient; just a primordial organism that thrived on the nutrients found in living blood.”
“Was it some form of virus?”
He thinks for a moment. “That is a good question. We have no actual specimen to study, so all we have is conjecture and hypothesis.”
“But what is your conjecture or hypothesis?”
“The organism survived without the blood, but flourished with it. The blood must not have been life sustaining… It was life enhancing. Beyond that, we do not know. As the blood-water was consumed, they became much stronger and healthier, recovering quickly from illness and more tolerant of sub-zero temperatures. They also found that fire used in cooking meat was no longer needed or desired as it robbed the meat of precious nutrients found in fresh blood, not to mention it charred the taste. This organism alone was not enough to sustain life; rather, it amalgamated with the white blood cells found in blood, enhancing their natural function of defending the body. They drank the water with greedy delight, but continued to hunt so that the water would have what it needed.
“As the village was built on a riverbank, this discovery caused the tribe to fortify their cave and settle within the cavernous abyss. The years passed and generations were born and died as they modified the cave system and made it their permanent home. Their numbers increased expediently because they mated like rats, not so different from today.” He says this as if a bitter taste floats in his mouth.
“Then, after 400 years of living and toiling within the darkened caves, a child was born that changed everything. He was akin to the others, but his eyes marked him as unfamiliar. They were the color of the blood-water. Their tribe had consumed so much of it that his DNA had assimilated with the primordial organism, causing his eyes to turn the lightest shade of green. Yet, that was just in appearance. The blood-water had transformed him into a blood-thirsty killer that was immune to diseases and the effects of aging with a metabolism so incredible that he had no reason to fear the harsh elements of the Ice Age. 
“He was the first of our kind. He was raised in caution and secrecy due to his eye color; surely we both understand how primitive tribes would have reacted to children who were different. Again, not much has changed. The Knosis does say that, as he matured, others feared him because of his ‘fire skin’ and ‘sharp teeth.’ To protect him, his mother kept him discreet by picking off the old and sick of the tribe, but also feeding him the blood of farm animals. His appetite was voracious, comparable to one of our older ones. Luckily, there were over a thousand humans then and missing a couple was not an issue. So time moved on for everyone, except him.”
“He was capable of living off of farm animals? Are we capable of that as well?”
He gives me a condescending look. “We cannot die from lack of human blood. We will shrivel and become mummified, but will not die. Animal blood will retard the process, but will not prevent it.” Cassius, frustrated with interruptions, continues. “Finally, after years of arctic winter, the climate slowly embraced the spring with all its life and the tribe began to venture farther into the country in search of game. Although the weather continued to be difficult, the animals returned and nature was correcting itself. With food supplies replenishing, the tribe was becoming less reliant on the blood-water for sustenance. It was during this time that the small lake had dwindled with use and the High Council of Elders placed emergency restrictions upon it, but it was too late. It had another four seasons before disappearing, and the tribes began to fragment over the stress. 
“After several cantankerous seasons of discontent, the tribe recognized an overpopulation issue and determined the time for relocating was upon them. They spread like seeds into the surrounding areas, cultivating the lands and doubling the population over and over again within a hundred years. With the daily challenge of subjugating land and starting new villages, the blood-water became folklore as the remaining effects of it dissipated due to the lack of consumption amongst the general population. 
“Meanwhile, deep into the blackness, Anu was building his future, taking many mates that bore him many children. If a child did not have the privilege of genetic superiority, he wisely let the villagers raise them for future food resources. After a while, the recessive genes passed on to the majority of children, but all were shadows of the original. The green eyes were never duplicated, but were reinterpreted as blue and yellow, the blood thirst was experienced through the Resurrectio instead of birth, and immortality was diluted. His children were copies, not originals, yet they remained superior in every way to humans and used their talents to kill.
“After many years of Anu’s children feeding from the local villagers, supply and demand was imbalanced and the herd began to thin out. For years their strangeness contributed to the village gossip as they became the scapegoats for missing stock or the bedtime stories to scare children into obedience. When the villagers’ casualties became apparent, the unintended results were the more serious stories of cave-dwellers that seduced and drained life from their hapless victims, which was developed through millennia into what we now know in pop culture. 
“The folklore compounded with rumors instigated a communal panic. In response to the rumors, locals organized an assault on the cave-dwellers, as they were called, and marched up the mountain to destroy them. Please remember these were barbaric ancestors, the beginnings of our kind, and were extremely vulnerable to myths and fear. Yet, I believe the villager’s reactions to be appropriate as they were being exterminated without thought by cave-dwellers that now numbered in the hundreds. The result of the assault is obvious, the villagers were butchered, drained, and all the excess blood ‘formed an eternal river of red that leads to the cave.’” 
I interrupt Cassius. “How did they feed with no villagers?”
He squints in strained memory. “That is a perfect transition into the ‘Blood War.’ As you have observed, the villagers were massacred. Men, women, and children were disposed of within a matter of hours. In my opinion, it was a waste of resources and poor strategy, but I digress. As I mentioned earlier, they now numbered in the hundreds. Although most of them were young and did not require the large quantities of blood that Anu demanded. 
“Apparently, Anu was disgusted with their hasty and violent response, as he was searching for new food sources at the far boundaries when the slaughter took place. Upon his return he expressed his fury by murdering the leaders responsible for the carnage. The others were frightened and acquiesced when he addressed them with dire news of barren lands and surrounding tundra. There was mild dread and after several nights without blood, some of the younger ones who had not experienced the Resurrectio started to disappear until there were none remaining. Vengeance weaved its way into parental minds and accusations laced with threats were issued to suspects. The Knosis states, matter-of-fact, that during this time brother turned on brother and mother on daughter until only a couple dozen lived. 
“Anu had allowed the war to destroy his children, knowing that they were uncontrollable and lacked the skills necessary to survive the coming centuries through secrecy and deception. It was when they were reduced to those few left that he reappeared and put an end to the bloodshed. He forced them to choose two leaders and leave the caves, never to return. 
“One of the leaders took ten followers, making a harsh journey through the tundra and into warmer lands and settling in the wild forests. His group embraced nocturnal hunting, developing a taste for raw meat. They fed on animals and humans; it didn’t matter as long as it contained white blood cells to satisfy the blood-water. Centuries crawled on as they evolved to their environment with thick hair for warmth, four sharp incisors resembling a wolf’s for tough meats, and a monstrous size to hunt the largest of predators. They became animals, feral and unthinking just as you met them the week of your arrival here.” He spit it out like poison and abruptly softened. “My ancestors stayed in the familiar caves, living off local villagers and faithfully drinking only the pure blood of humans. As a result, our teeth stayed as they were and our height actually lessened. Contrary to popular thinking, in that period of time humans were taller and bulkier than today, especially compared to the last 4,000 years. Through time they decreased in size, as did we, to blend in, but for whatever reason we remained as we are now even as the pendulum swings back. To assist in our camouflage at night, our hair became dark and we have an uncanny ability to move without sound.
“Evolution is quite the seer, knowing that we would live long lives and multiply until the earth was depleted of food, so we were robbed of fertility and only produce several offspring a millennia. Our lives are longer than our cousins, the waers, so we produce even less than they do.” He shifts with seriousness. “Adriel, you do the math. They are brutish creatures unable to control their desires and they breed at nearly twice our rate. We will be overrun and destroyed if we allow them to go on unfettered.”
It is so much to process, but I know there will be plenty of time for it later. To make certain I gather as much information as possible, I continue the questions. “What happened to Anu?”
He is caught off guard, expecting that I would become rabid with fear with the population issue of the waers, but regroups and says, “The Sumerians would worship him as the immortal Anu, eventually influencing the Babylonians, Assyrians, and Akkadians. Of course that isn’t his given name and we have no evidence as to what that was. The Sumerians were the first to develop writing, therefore, the first to give him a name. He is the only true immortal that we know of… at this point. His body somehow found a balance that controlled the burn, which leads us to death. Selfishly, he disappeared around 600 BC and has not returned since.”
I make an immediate mental note of eye color, appetite, and the cave location for future analyzing, but hold my cards close, as Cassius is not to be trusted. We both allow the silence to pressurize the room as I am lost in thought and he is intent on me. The pressure builds to the point of discomfort so I decide to siphon off a little with a few questions. “Cassius, do you think th…” My mind goes hot with racing blood. I recover quickly as the burst lasts only one or two beats, but he notices and reacts with serenity. His nostrils slightly flare, inhaling potential threats, and his head tilts with ears perked for battle. I see a suspicion crinkle as he squints and slowly stands, concentrating on the door behind me.
He speaks with a level just above intimate conversation. “Antonio, let our guest in.” From within the house I hear his servant walk to the door with urgency, yet open it with casual demeanor. Everything is smoke and mirrors. “Good evening, Persephone. He is expecting you,” says Antonio with silk in his voice.
She already knows where we are and turns to face Cassius as if waiting for approval to enter. Recognizing this, Cassius pauses for effect. Then with a nod that is more in expression than movement of the head, grants her approval. I stand as well, not because I am chivalrous, but my senses are on alert. He glides over to Percy gently, grasping both hands and kisses each cheek as is the tradition in many cultures. I catch myself dreading our next greeting as I really value my personal space. He says with aristocratic authority, “Welcome, Persephone. I apologize for intruding on your time. It seems the hour has run away from us. Please, have a seat. I have not had the opportunity to have a conversation with Adriel.” Like a cat, she moves into the other guest chair. I follow suit and Cassius dramatically trails behind. Is this guy for real?
He shifts attention from Percy to me and begins. “Again, Adriel, forgive my bluntness, but the Council of War is meeting in minutes and I have spent our hour together selfishly telling stories. I interview all that are new to our tribe, so please don’t think of this as some sort of interrogation. I just have several questions that will help me better understand who you are and how you will fit into our family. From what I understand, you were adopted. What are your earliest memories?”
I recall Percy’s warnings concerning lies or exaggerations and choose to be as truthful as possible. “Nothing out of the ordinary, just images of when I was two or three of playing outside. My childhood was quite unremarkable, as my parents went out of their way to create the most normal environment possible for me. I’ll always consider Brandon, Mississippi, home—the name alone raises powerful memories of good friends and fun on the reservoir, but it isn’t exactly the untamed streets of Hollywood.”
“Why do you think they made an effort to avoid attention?”
“I don’t know. I mean, I’ve processed how they did it, just not why. They were secretive, whispering behind closed doors late into the nights. I had always assumed it was about their marriage or careers, but as I grew older, I realized there was something they knew about me. Of course, I thought they were merely struggling with the fact that I was adopted, as they had never mentioned it. The guilt must have been a burden. Now after all the events that have happened in the last month, I don’t know.”
“So, they never spoke of your past?” He senses my distrust and says, “Obviously, you know that I am trying to discover your heritage and why you were not raised as one of us.” 
Half-truth, but I’ll accept it. “Never said a word.” (Whole truth—I left out the note.)
He relents. “At what age did you leave and where did you go?”
I don’t like the questioning, but I feel cornered. “I left at sixteen and travelled the world, never really settling for any substantial length of time.”
“Where, specifically?” Peril laced every word.
“I played safe at first, working my way from New Orleans to Atlanta. After a year or so, I developed the confidence to spend the next two decades experiencing the world. I cashed in a paycheck and bought a ticket to Frankfurt. After several months, I felt something pulling me to Munich, then Paris, and on to Venice, Russia, Spain, finally resting in Africa, with several stops on the way back home.” It was a flicker with vampire speed, but it happened. His eyes caught Percy’s with revelation and his countenance hardened into chiseled marble. The playful innocence of Q&A was now over.
With hidden aggression he feigns tenderness. “Please explain what ‘pulling’ means to you?”
Damn! “It was a compulsion; I was chasing something that I still can’t articulate.”
“Was?” 
The prickle of impending menace brushes my neck. It’s too quiet and I realize he is listening to me, not my words, but inside me, excavating truth from lies. I keep my eyes open in façade as I dive deep within. I start as blood being carried in pulsating speed through arms, careening by shoulders into legs, and directly up into the heart. Once the heart is reached, I explode, covering the walls and absorbing into the thumping rhythm. Spending a moment with hypnotic drums, I touch the electrical impulse that shocks and compresses the heart muscle to control the flow of blood. The impulse is not a stranger, but a natural part of my body that would obey my focused desires. Concentrating to steady the pulse that quickened from deceit, the source is uncovered. I blend with the kinetic energy building from subatomic friction, unleashing a fraction of the reserves. I have to bite back the taste of oxidized air as a current of electricity jolts inside my chest, escaping into my mouth. I am tranquil and unmoved in appearance, but frantic inside, as I have touched something I never knew existed. This happens in a second and Cassius is unyieldingly suspicious, so I disperse the remaining current and feed it to my body. The result is a slow, melodic heart beat with no spike or irregularities to cause interest. Mission accomplished.
I continue as if nothing happened. “Is, was, will always be, I guess.” 
His demeanor is calm, but I know he is listening. “I believe you,” he responds and I hold back a sigh. “But I am curious as to how you shot a current of electricity through your body.” Startled, that pesky sigh escapes. 
“Sir, the Council is calling. They have been waiting for you,” Antonio says. 
Whew, saved by the bell.
Cassius rises with restrained power and tugs his antique vest to straighten the wrinkles. Percy and I stand with him to expedite the departure process. He curves around the desk facing the door and stops to address us on his left. “Thank you for your time, both of you.” He takes one more step and pauses. “Oh, and I almost forgot. Percy, you will no longer be Adriel’s trainer. Report to me tomorrow evening, first thing. Adriel, we will spend the later evening discussing your… unique talents.” His smile is sinister.
I reply, “Who will train me, then?”
“I will inform you as you need to know.”
“Why is she no longer needed as my trainer?” My tone may have been too desperate and I self-correct. “I still have much to learn.” 
“One teacher is not healthy for a student. One must be exposed to many philosophies and many tactics to become well-rounded,” he says with the absence of conviction.
“If that is your goal, I will have a new sword trainer as well?” I felt it immediately. The sudden shift in temperature as heat tenaciously pushed through his skin. He moves so quickly that, were it not for my unusual speed, I wouldn’t have detected it. Either way, I am caught unexpectedly as he grabs my throat and shoves my head with such force that the pine wood wall has a permanent reminder of the incident. The ceiling quivers in response and I gather my wits quickly. 
With clenched teeth he growls, “Adriel, what did I tell you about disrespect and the consequences? I am a master vampire and I will take your respect if you will not offer it.” I access the situation with preternatural synapses. Cassius wants to humiliate me to ensure I fear him. He wants this to be a lesson, not a murder, but I do sense that if provoked he could possibly lose control. He is stronger, even though my strength has multiplied, but a tad slower. With over 1,450 years more experience and the leader of a fairly substantial tribe, I decide to teach a lesson as I receive his.
“You don’t know me, Cassius,” I squeeze through a strangled throat. “I give respect once it is earned. That is something no one can take from me.”
The expression of disgust transitions to wrath and his fist rains down over and over again. I’ve had beatings, I’ve lost my fair share of fights, but this is quite different. My body heals with every blow, but eventually can’t maintain the speed or energy required, and blood flows in steady streams, puddling on the beige carpet. He tosses me to the ground and I give very little resistance, just enough to antagonize him more. My head hits the carpet and I feel the sticky warmth of fresh blood clinging to my skin. He stands erect, shaking out his right hand, and says, “Next time I won’t be so tolerant.” 
With that statement and in a concentrated effort to gather all of my will, I stand straight, allowing my full height to take effect as I look down on him and reply, spitting blood, “Is this the next time?” Maybe this isn’t such a good idea as I go limp from a new set of smashing blows, causing me to fall in a fresher pond of my own blood. I begin a masochistic laugh. “I can’t be broken!” This time he holds back only enough to ensure that I don’t die. I am palming my ears in fetal position, trying to shield from an onslaught of concussive strikes and kicks to my body. My mind is trying to sleep, to push me away from the pain, to surround me with heavy darkness. I have to fight the safety mechanism to shut down; this is the battle within the battle.
No worries, as my mind is awakened by the crack of ribs and a series of crunches signaling a broken nose that leaves me gurgling blood. I know this is the moment. With one eye closed and the other jealous, I see sweat lining his cheek, dripping to mingle with bloodied hands as his breathing is shallow and heavy. I look at Percy and notice her arms cradling her ribs and eyes wet with newly formed tears.
He stumbles back, exhausted from the spent energy, and wobbles to stand, placing his hands on bent knees for balance as a runner does after a race. Already, I notice his healing as knuckles repair and sweat recedes. He regains his composure and says with bated breath, “Surely, this is a lesson not soon forgotten, young one!”
I grab the desk with slippery hands, splattering blood on white paper, and push down to stand at full attention. I must be a gruesome vision as Percy and Antonio gasp with mouths agape. Percy says, “No, Adriel, stop!”
I dismiss her honest plea and meet his stare with a fortified, good old-fashioned, 100% stubborn one. I cough up a splash of dark blood from within the caverns of my lungs and whisper with gravel in my voice, “I—can’t—be—broken!” Cassius musters all his prideful fury and grabs my impotent body as I collapse in his arms. I vaguely feel my feet leave the ground and in the distance hear delicate pings of shattered glass as the blackness envelopes me.
 
* * *
 
I could live here in the void between dreams and consciousness. It’s peaceful: no pain, no manipulations that demand attention, no raw emotions that need shielding. It is merely a simple existence of stillness and absolute silence. I cherish the moment. Yet every day has a morning and as the dawning lights seep through, my eyelids shutter open and shut, dislodging caked-on, dried blood. I see Percy’s mouth moving in slow motion, but the words are faraway echoes bouncing off valley walls. Her lips are moist and delicious, and I wonder if she can join me in the void. The echoes are becoming louder, more succinct as time speedily catches reality. “Adriel, we have to go, quickly. Can you hear me?”
I don’t want to hear. I just want to sleep. “I… can… hear you. How… how long have I been out?”
Kneeling over me, she turns her head, measuring the danger. “Only ten minutes. Cassius and a few of the elders are in a Council of War meeting. We must go! Can you stand up?”
“Ten minutes? That was the best sleep I’ve had in decades. Will you please thank Cassius for me?”
Her mouth touches my ear. “This is no time for joking, Adriel.”
“If you can help me up, I think I can stand on my own.” She slides her right arm under mine, gently lifting me with little effort.
“You need blood to properly heal from those wounds. You are a willful man, Adriel, and you have put us in great risk. There are keys in the loaner car behind us. Take it and meet me at the Succubus bar off of DuPont Circle.”
“I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what the FUCK is going on!” I scream with a hushed tone.
“There is no time, we…”
“No, there is time. You’re pushing me, Percy! If I don’t get some answers, we’re done,” I say angrily and mean the anger part, but my heart would never let me leave. 
She surrenders. “I will share what little information I have with you tonight, but we must leave now. I have something I must do and will meet you in two hours. Will you trust me?”
Ouch, the old trust card. “I, I do trust you, but…”
She places her finger over my lips. “You will find a truck stop ten miles off 270 that has adequate showers and toiletries to wash off all the blood. In the trunk I have placed a duffle bag with a fresh set of clothes as well. This is urgent, Adriel, we are caught and in grave peril!” She pulls away and begins a fast-paced walk to her car.
“What do you mean, ‘caught?’” I say with drunken speed.
She is already opening the driver’s side door when she stalls and turns around. “HE KNOWS!” And with that, the door closes and I’m left standing on a dirt road in a vampire subdivision.



 
 
 
Chapter 9
 
DuPont Circle is the result of a concerted effort to gentrify an older, outdated, and forgotten area. Those projects usually experience no success, but when the alternative lifestyle flag was raised, this place became rich with art and culture. The streets were reinvented with local restaurants that snub franchised America by offering fresh and unique foods textured with the soft melodies of indie music. They are lined from breakfast to dinner with locals and government employees trying to grab a bite of artisan creativity.
The food is the expression, but the nightlife is the essence. A myriad of bars is sprinkled around the circle with eclectic niches to fit a variety of desires. From the thumping sound of house music to the soft glow of adult contemporary, this is undoubtedly the main attraction. Surrounded by the murder capital of the country, the atmosphere seems buffered and protected by an invisible boundary of casual fun and whimsical sex. I’ve always loved this place. Although I didn’t inherit the alternative-lifestyle gene, the neighborhood invites all with no judgment. It’s a safe haven for the disenfranchised, the peculiar, and all those wild enough to explore the boundaries of cultural acceptability. 
Passing through on a Friday night just a little after midnight is a vampire’s dream, as everyone in the area is awake and out, just getting started. The sidewalk is dry with dotted remnants of snow salt that give a crunch as I wander to the Succubus bar. As usual, there is a line out the door with people laughing and tolerating the cold. The smoke of cigarettes blends with steamed breath as they huddle for warmth in jagged sequence. 
Not being one to attract attention, I simply go to the back of the line and wait for my turn. I’ve always relished solitude because it spurs the imagination, but if I’m alone and waiting, it has never been time I enjoy. Alright, Patience, suck it up. It takes about thirty minutes, which means I have forty-five left until Percy arrives, and I finally reach the doorman. He’s about my height, but outweighs me by more than a hundred pounds. He’s a gym rat, pumping iron five or six days a week and carefully measuring calories by proteins and carbs. These guys always look intimidating, but in my experience, I would rather fight this guy than the boy from West Virginia who’s been tossing hay his entire life. They’re different; muscles formed from a hard life are weathered and tough. This guy can bench a truck, but he’s soft. Two months ago, I could have taken him, now… I’d drink him dry in three seconds flat. He gives me his best menacing look and asks for ID. Without breaking eye contact, I show him my license. He doesn’t even verify it as we are in a pack alpha challenge. Someone three or four thick in the line says, “Will you guys just get a room? We’re freezing out here.” He looks at the license and waves me through. 
I nod and say triumphantly, “Well, that was fun.” 
The thump of electronica reverberates as my heart syncs to the drum beat. I’m glad I don’t suffer from epileptic seizures because the lights are pulsating in sequence like Texas sky lightning moving through the dry-ice fog. This is a more sophisticated scene as furniture in thick reds and deep purples make nice rooms that have no walls as people section themselves in illusion. The bar is centered and rectangular with neon lights glowing off the plastic paneling surrounded with standing-room-only crowds thirsting for more than a drink. I inch my way in that direction to grab a scotch, and some shirtless guy grabs my hand, pulling me to the dance floor. I give him an apologetic smile and step backward, he leaves dismissively to the dance area complete with wood floors and rotating colored lights to enhance the XTC effect. I shrug my shoulders and look down, feeling a little embarrassed at the attention, when I feel the gentle squeeze of familiarity on my left shoulder. I look up in response to find my new friend. “Bryn? What the hell are you doing here?” 
He leans in and yells loudly over the music. “You are early.” 
Matching his tone I reply, “I had no idea we were meeting you.” 
He leans closer, swallowing my ear, “Follow me.” I comply and we languorously swim our way through an ocean of men to the back corner where one green door has a sign: “VIP Only.” The bouncer to the left gives Bryn immediate respect, scans me with misgiving, and admits us entrance as he opens the door. The door shuts behinds us and I hear the vacuum seal—only the vibrating walls give evidence of the music and parties on the other side. The room is somewhat tiny, but has a couch and a couple of chairs for, well, for whatever Bryn uses them for. I can see the bouncer as the wall doubles as a one-way mirror. Soundproof and hidden. Nice. Bryn motions me to sit down, and being the gentleman, he waits until I am comfortable and strolls to the minibar by the couch. He says, “I understand you have an affinity for scotch,” as he pours one on the rocks. Bless him!
“How did you know?”
His smirk indicates a double meaning to his next words. “I am a curious man.” One eyebrow rises complimented by a quirky smile as he slides into the leather chair. He crosses his legs with little effort, though his blue jeans are two sizes too small, and pinches his black silk shirt to give his chest some much needed cool air. He then pulls back his long, black, and sweaty hair and says, “I do not mean to be so dramatic, but the temperature in here must be 200 degrees. Do you like the club, Adriel?”
“Not my usual thing, but yeah, I do like it. Without sounding cliché, do you come here often?”
“I sure do. I own it.”
“Vampires own clubs?”
He laughs with delight. “That’s what they all say. This new century is a fresh breath of air ,and I intend to enjoy my last years embracing what I want and who I am.”
“What do you mean ‘last years?’”
He speaks with an Australian drawl, but I know he’s been around longer than the accent has. “I only have a little over a hundred left, if I do not get myself killed.” 
“What does your buddy think about this?”
“What buddy?” he replies with incredulity.
“I thought Cassius ordered all the tribe to have a buddy system. You know, two people at all times for protection.”
“Ahh, I see. There are at least four reasons why I will not have a ‘buddy,’ as you call it. One, I have plenty of friends and very few enemies. Two, there are only two or three of our species that can best me with a sword… maybe. Three, the vampires are not so unlike the humans; however, they have certain judgments when it comes to sexual appetite. While I believe that humans can be enjoyed in many ways, not just as a meal.” His eyes are half-closed and his growing teeth confirm his words. 
I can’t help but smile at him. “If you are one of the earth’s best, why aren’t you the Weapons Master?”
He hands me the scotch on the rocks and resumes his casual sitting position. “I was the Weapons Master in Cassius’s tribe up until about forty years ago. Just so you are aware, there are other tribes, but this one, Cassius’s, is the master tribe. It is where all warriors are trained and Cassius alone settles tribal disputes and negotiates with the waers. It is the tribe all aspire to and few are chosen. I say that not in arrogance, but for your education and context.”
“Why would you leave?”
“We all belong to tribes so that there can be order, control, and survival. When, or I should say if, a vampire reaches the age of 1,300 years, then he or she is given the option to be beholden by no tribe. This is really quite an honor, as no one can demand your services and no tribe can force their restrictions upon you. That leads me to reason number four; I have earned the right to be free from supervision. In reality, it is wise because we get stronger and, if honest, more belligerent.” He cracks a smile, but continues. “Not many of us reach this age due to wars, suicide, or genetics. Some of us live longer, just as some humans live to be centurions, some of us live to be 1,500.”
“Did you know Seth?”
“Know him? I trained him. He was my brightest pupil. A true prodigy with a weapon and perhaps one of the greatest Weapons Masters we have ever known. You would be wise to pay attention during your training sessions.”
Mildly shocked, I decide to move on. “How long have you known Cassius?”
He considers this for a while and proceeds. “Percy will be here soon, but it appears that our conversation has naturally led to the reason you are here. Besides, she has heard it all before.” Another one of those mischievous expressions lights his face. “Before I begin, I must inquire about your hunger. You have obviously been ‘roughed up’ as you Americans say, and it appears as though you have not fed to replenish your strength. Your eyes are sunken and I see the residual effects of blood loss. Will you be comfortable or would you like for me to bring a human in for you? It is quiet and no one will suspect.”
“I’m fine. Not a hundred percent, but I can last another couple of hours before I start to decapitate your patrons.” I say it with sarcastic fun.
He relents with a laugh. “Very well. I have known Cassius for my entire life, as I was born from a member of the Council of War. He was already over a hundred years my elder, but had risen quickly amongst the vampire ranks due to his uncanny skills as a warrior and his depth of knowledge concerning our history. He possessed information that none of the elders had ever known and held it close to ensure it was advantageous to his political aspirations. I was already well established when he negotiated the treaty with the waers in 1353 AD and quickly became a global hero as myths grew. There were always rumors of secret information and conspiracies, but no one was brave enough to investigate, as he was also feared for his ruthlessness. As time passed, he became obsessed with a quest or a search for something. He would disappear for days, even weeks at a time, often to the neglect of his positions on the council. Yet, as I said, even the elders shared a healthy fear for Cassius. He is the only one left who can trace his line back to our progenitor, Anu. His family has always been in rule and has always been a force to be reckoned with.”
I interrupt with haste. “Why is Cassius the only one left? Didn’t he have children?”
“Ahhh, excellent question. First, you must understand that children to us are not like children to humans. We pass on our genes, but never parent our offspring. They are raised in a tribe that specializes in training and educating them before the Resurrectio occurs. Once the Resurrectio occurs, they are relocated to other tribes to continue their training. The young ones are informed of their lineage, but the ‘parents’ have no obligation to them. Cassius chose not to procreate. No one really knows the reasons, but most suspect that he did not want to share the throne or be challenged by the next in line. As I said, he comes from powerful stock, and his offspring would be powerful as well once they developed. The vampire tribes are not immune to assassinations and subversive takeovers.”
From a small speaker embedded in the ceiling, we hear his bodyguard. “Sir, there is a Percy here, requesting to visit with you.”
Bryn casually stretches his fingers over the chair and presses and camouflaged button, replying, “Let her in.”
I’m awakened from Bryn’s trance as she moves through the door with the music following like an entrance song. She is distracting with black leather pants, black halter-top, red leather jacket, and flat leather boots to match. I realize my own leather jacket with tank top and black jeans were her doing as well. Okay, she has a wild side or some rock-god fantasy. Either way, I’m in.
She gives me a serious look and, without polite conversation, says, “Where are you with the story?”
Bryn, standing gentlemanly, says, “I guess we don’t have time for civility, Percy? Would you like a drink?”
“I’m sorry, Bryn. We are at the crossroads and decisions will need to be made this night. Normally, I am not this rude, but I am worried.” She scans me over. “Why have you not fed?”
“There was no time. We can feed when this is over. Deal?”
She relents. “Okay. Bryn, thank you. I know this puts you at risk, but it must be done. I need your direction.”
He replies. “Relax, we are safe here, at least for a while. In the interest of time, I need to complete the highlights of my part in this story.” She sits down in the extra chair, holding on to a thread of anxiety. “It was 1949 and Cassius began to take leaves of absence for months at a time with no one fully aware of his location. It was during this time that Quilici, the waer you met a month ago, approached me through sources off the grid. Since the treaty, he and I had dealings concerning rogues or territory disputes and spent a lot of time in each other’s company. I grew to respect him for his ethics and sharp intellect, but mostly for his compassionate heart. Our relationship nurtured into a friendship that I value to this night. 
“So, we met and he informed me that he was with Cassius on the mission that eventually spurred the treaty. Quilici is wise with his secrets and gives only what is necessary. Of course, he does benefit from it, but mostly he holds them for others, as some information can lead to the most unfortunate of circumstances. He spoke vaguely of Cassius and his unyielding quest for something that could possibly hurt all of our species. He would not intimate the details of the quest, but shared enough to convince me that Cassius was indeed maniacally driven to find an object that would have drastic consequences for us all. 
“Now, Adriel, I did not enter into that relationship lightly. I was on the Council of War; I could have been… could be tried as a traitor and most certainly executed for just having that conversation. Yet there was something in his story that rang true. I knew Quilici and I knew Cassius. It is a cruel twist of fate that we are led by such a tyrant when our enemies have a leader that serves his kind with heart. After much thought, I made the decision to form an alliance with Quilici, something beyond friendship, as this was a deadly game to play.
“Quilici had a network of informants that had located a house that Cassius used during his absences, guarded and permanently occupied by a vampire scientist. He could not interfere due to his new position as leader of their pack. He is actually Cassius’s equivalent to the waers. I could not either because of my position, so I was forced to pull in someone I trusted.” He turned and looked directly at Percy.
I interrupt. “This is an incredible story, and I want to hear all of it, but I have a few questions that need answering.”
He says, “Adriel, your questions will be answered.”
“Listen, Bryn. I like you, I really do, but I’ve heard that for a month now. I’ve been patient with both of you, but this ends now or I’ll walk away and both of you can play spy by yourselves.”
There is an awkward silence and Percy says, “What are your specific questions?”
“What does Cassius ‘know?’ How and why are we connected? Why am I different from all of you, yet accepted as the same?”
Percy looks to Bryn for approval and receives a nod. “Adriel, I will not avoid your questions, but if you will allow me to continue, the story will answer them naturally.”
I huff through my nose, but yield.
“It was then, nearly four decades ago and after years of gentle probing from that new alliance, when Bryn approached me about this… potential threat. I did not offer my allegiance with immediacy, obviously. Bryn is more my father than my actual father, but to commit treason is a life-changing request. After several evenings of thought and a little personal investigation, I made the choice to join Bryn and Quilici. 
“Quilici and I never really communicated in the beginning and Bryn served as the mediator. We were very cautious and did not want anyone to be able to connect the dots. Bryn and I met one evening and he supplied me with a location that Quilici’s informants had discovered. I was asked to find the house, get a head count, learn of their defense surveillance, and gain all the usual information that happens within a strategized mission. During this time we did not live in Frederick County, but had residence in Charleston, South Carolina. So, it was within driving distance to the northern part of Georgia on the outskirts of a small town named Dahlonega.”
I excitedly interrupted. “I know that place. When I lived in Georgia, I passed through there a couple of times. It was beautiful during the winters—covered in white and nestled between mountains.”
She darted her eyes to Bryn and returned them to me. “I’m glad you like it there. It was the place of your birth.”
I am unable to hide my shock. “What?”
She allows me a short moment to absorb this new revelation and then continues as if it wasn’t mentioned. “I spent a couple of nights memorizing security guards, perimeter alarm systems, and the nocturnal feeding habits of the scientist as he came and went. As one would expect, he was very methodical with his routine and it was quite easy to slip in and out unnoticed. There was only one sentry and the security system was primitive. Cassius was back in Charleston participating in council meetings that were unavoidable, so I decided to modify my mission and infiltrate the cabin. It was rather easy getting inside. Of course the sentry didn’t appreciate it when he awoke a night later. I had to scout the cabin quickly because the scientist fed locally and never left for more than an hour. 
“I found the basement entrance hidden under the area rug, as it usually is, and followed its path. The stairs led directly to a hallway with drywall painted sterile white and large windows on each side that allowed one to see each room in detail. One was quite impressive with Bunsen burners, large refrigerator units filled with multi-colored vials, and several rooms appeared to be dedicated to research. The basement was at least three times the size of the façade house above. The environment was eerily silent with the soft glow of lighting. At the very end of the hallway was a windowless white door made of metal that looked like a decompression chamber one would find on a ship. It was completely soundproof to ensure no unannounced visitors would hear whatever experiments were being pursued. I knew that was the room that needed my attention. The door was vacuum sealed, like this one, really.” She gives a knowing look to Bryn and shakes her head.
Bryn replies with, “What? Can’t a vampire have a little fun without others listening?”
She gives him a warm smile and resumes the story. “The door handle was more like a steering wheel that no human could have moved. It was designed so that only one of our kind could enter—only our kind has the strength needed to turn the lock. I recall the sound of pressure being released and air righting itself, but most of all, I remember a child crying.” She pauses for a moment, reliving the night. “Against the wall, on the left side of the room, was a hospital bed with one of the most tragic and beautiful creatures I have ever seen. Her arms were littered with needles and tubes feeding her constant sedatives so that her metabolism could not burn. She was frail and emaciated from hunger, but her cavernous black eyes radiated power. Her scent was unfamiliar, not a human, not a waer, and not one of us, either. She was thin and tall; her bare feet hung slightly over the bed. Her skin hinted of a sunlit tan lost over years hidden in the earth. As I was processing the moment it dawned on me that the child was not crying; it was her. They were tears brought on by relief and hope as she looked into me and found empathy. I cautiously walked over to her and noticed the child’s resemblance to his mother.” She looks at me with blazing intensity. “They both shared snow-white hair, but the newborn had near-transparent eyes with only a hint of green.” 
I feel the pressure build and fight for control as I scan all my memories for a remnant of an image of her and have no success. The emotions leak from my tight grip and I hold back the flood. “You knew my mother? You know who I am? You knew all this time and never said a word?” 
Percy stares at me pleadingly. “Adriel, you were aware that I knew your name and that I had some information concerning your history. If I had shared this with you, Cassius would have found out.” 
I calm myself and search for objectivity. “Alright, I understand. I don’t like it, but I understand. So, Cassius never knew it was you who broke in? You said that he knows now; what happened to change all of it?”
She relaxes her tense shoulders and releases a breath, easing her tension. Bryn takes this moment to touch her knee, silently encouraging her. I decide now is the perfect opportunity to finish my scotch and drink in every strong scent and taste it offers. My head tingles with gratitude and my body reacts with soothing delight as it runs through my system. I take an extra moment, closing my eyes and disappearing in a childish game of peek-a-boo. When they open, the room seems more pleasant and tranquility has stabilized for the moment.
She says, “He never found out, although he removed any potential I had from being on the Council of War due to his reservations. It was when he was asking you about your travels. You gave a list of places you had visited or lived for the last twenty years: 
‘I played safe at first, working my way from New Orleans to Atlanta. After a year or so, I developed the confidence to spend the next two decades experiencing the world. I cashed in a paycheck and bought a ticket to Frankfurt. After several months, I felt something pulling me to Munich, then Paris, and on to Venice, Russia, Spain, finally resting in Africa, with several stops on the way back home.’ 
“Adriel, we are allowed time off, just as humans have vacations, and one of my duties includes visiting other tribes to make certain their training is up to par. I use those trips and take extra weeks to travel throughout the world. A little more than twenty years ago, I felt a compulsion to move, to travel from this place to the next. He knows because that list you gave was my exact list as well. Every place you visited, I was there… in perfect order.” She let that one sink in. 
“How is that possible? Were you following me?”
“No! I don’t know how to explain it. I had no idea you were in any of those places. I had lost track of you the very evening I found you. You said it yourself; something was ‘pulling’ you from place to place; it was the same for me. I see now that we were being drawn together. He figured it out. He must have recognized the sword was special.”
“What do you mean the sword was special?”
“For me to answer that, I must go back to where we left off. She was dying; I could smell death upon her as the pain of childbirth must have been more than she could bear. She spoke with an accent that was ancient and lost, yet I understood every word. Softly, she asked me to come closer so that she could ‘conserve what little strength I have left for Vinculum.’ She asked me to take her son, you, and find a place of safety. You were her only child and must live, as the others have fallen in despair and need you.”
“Who are the others?”
“I don’t know and that is all she spoke of them. She asked if I would grant her that dying wish. Without thought, my heart leapt from my chest and I consented. She then said in a serious tone, ‘This is no mere obligation, it is an ancient oath that costs much, but rewards more.’ I knew my hour was nearly over and the scientist would be there very soon, so I agreed with haste. She led my eyes to her IVs with a silent plead for assistance and I removed them carefully. I could immediately feel the pressure shift as if a cold front was inside the room and she walked to the corner with you in one hand, grabbing the sword with the other. She stared with teary eyes and whispered, ‘Vinculum.’ All those years I thought it was the sword’s name.” She stops suddenly and sinks into herself.
Bryn breaks the stillness. “I had thought that as well, Percy. It appears that we both missed a very important piece of this puzzle for many years.” He shrugged back into his chair, pondering some alluding mystery. I kept my mouth shut so the story would unravel at a quicker pace.
Finally, after nearly a minute of quiet, Percy speaks. “She was already beginning to heal, but we both knew that her life was near its end. She sat down on the floor, crossing her legs, and gently placed you on her right side. She said to me as a mother speaks to a daughter, ‘Please, sit on my left and do not be afraid. I will not live through this, so I must ask more of you. His name is Adriel and his power will be immense and unknown, as we have not seen one like him since the beginning. He must have access to my sword, which will soon be his by rightful inheritance. Do you have something I may write on?’ I scanned the sanitized room and found a blank paper and she penned the word ‘Vinculum,’ folded the paper in half, and asked that you receive it when you were ready. I hesitantly accepted the note when she started chanting in a language that was hauntingly seductive with fluid incantations that resonated like melodies. 
“The air smelled clean, with no active or competing scents, as if oxidized by a strike of lightning, when she asked me to grab the hilt of the sword. She stopped abruptly and said, ‘It is time. I can sense your sorrow, and it is for that reason I know it is no mistake that you were chosen for this task. Please do not shed tears for me, as I have lived a full life for two millennia… and tolerated things in the last two decades that no one should experience. I am ready for this life to end; it would be a worse punishment to live with these recent memories.’ She had to stop and regain her composure as a quivering lip expressed her deep well of feelings. ‘When he is ready, find him. I… I cannot last much longer, remember this ritual, you will be his and he yours.’ 
With wet eyes she gently reached for you and placed your hand on the tip of the sword. In that beautiful moment, I felt the air move. Well, not the air, but a current in the air pulled into her. Somehow she absorbed it, manipulated it, and nurtured the current until it crackled with blue electric lines arcing around us. She intangibly reached into you, extrapolating your personal storage of energy and it buzzed and shot out in crooked bolts eaten by the sword. She poured her life essence in the form of electricity into it as well and it glowed with a blue haze. The sword slowly heated until my fingers blistered in response. I desperately wanted to let go, but it would not allow me, as my hands were welded to the hilt. You began to cry with pain as we both felt our insides being pulled, then filled, pulled, then filled as pulsating energy became our blood. The entire room hissed and thundered as lights faded on and off with synchronized effort. Then it stopped. Total and complete silence as your mother collapsed, and in the midst of breathing her final breath, she said, ‘When the time comes, the others will fear both of you, but they will need an heir.’” 
Her last words are frightening, but my emotions are so raw with sensitivity that I dip my head to hide the embarrassment. Bryn lightly touches my hair and says to me, “Adriel, you have every right to mourn her death. Even though you did not know her, the void of who she was has been filled and emptied.”
I strain my neck upward and meet Percy’s eyes in shared sorrow. “Years ago when I left home and went to New Orleans, I used to spend the evenings walking through the Garden District and unofficially touring old southern mansions. I loved the architecture and aged beauty of a city that clung to its past. One evening, I recall the half moon was brighter than it should have been and street lights dampened in competition. You’ve been in the cities at night; most people think they are noisy and buzzing with activity, but in reality they are still only pierced by occasional sirens or gun fire. 
“It was that type of evening that I experienced my first real taste of unrestrained violence and its result. Two young guys, older than me then and much larger, cornered me on a side street, demanding my wallet and shoes. Looking back, I was stupid not to comply, but I was stubborn and young so I refused. They threatened me and pulled a knife. I remember thinking they wouldn’t use it because that would never actually happen in real life. I was surprised when he slashed at me. I reactively raised my left hand to shield my face and as I pulled it away, felt the blood pumping out where the knuckle of my index finger once was. It was a clean slice that left my finger dangling with only several threads of blood vessels and skin that refused to let go. Months later, I still felt the top section of my finger throb with pain, even though the bone was still disconnected. That’s how I feel about her. All these years I knew I was there was a part of me that was detached. I knew because it hurt. Now, after a restless search, I find you and my mother, only to have her cut off from me permanently.” An appreciative silence lingers for a while. 
Percy waits for me, then says, “We don’t have parents or family who would sacrifice so much. In many ways I envy you. Be thankful for the memories, for the richness that they give.” She breaks for transition. “Adriel, I recall you saying that you were sixteen when you left home?” 
“Yeah, so what?” 
Her eyes shut searching for archived memories and I see her nostrils flare, inhaling to confirm the data. “I was there that night. It was bloody, as I found two fresh carcasses with their heads crushed into the cement and brain matter splashed all over the curb. Yet that seductive scent had no effect on me due to a trail of blood that overwhelmed my senses. It was gravity, pulling and stretching me until I caught myself with heavy breath snapping out of a trance. It was the same blood I smelled on you a month ago and this evening. I noticed four of their friends running down the street, looking for the person who killed their buddies. They must have witnessed the struggle from afar and were going to teach you a lesson, one that would have ended your life. I observed this from the roof adjacent to the assault when an incredibly strong feeling came over me. It was an undeniable urge: primal and vicious. I was under its spell and lusted for their blood. I dropped from the roof and butchered all four men with utter brutality, as if they had done something to deserve such a gruesome death. I recall wondering why I was so careless, why I would have killed four when I could have simply drank from one.” 
Bryn sits back and scratches his chin thoughtfully. “I think this bond is more powerful than we imagined. Adriel, may I see your left hand?” Without question I place my hand in his. “Did you have your finger surgically reattached?”
“No, I never went back. Hell, I didn’t even go to the emergency room. I was scared that my blood and fingerprints would be all over the murder scene and that the police would lock me away for a very long time. In fact, well, this didn’t seem strange at the time, but now…”
“Go on,” he eagerly commands.
“I stopped at the local 24-hour pharmacy and picked up some gauze, peroxide, and what not. I remember the cashier being both concerned and pissed that the floor was slick with blood. I crawled into bed that night with a burning fever and didn’t wake up for three days, except for the occasional delusion here and there. When I awoke, my finger was healing, still nasty, but the skin was connected. I bought a splint and it took about a year for the bone to actually reattach. I guessed that it was possible because other animals heal and fingers are saved often. Thankfully, it was my left hand.” I smile at the joke.
“This will take more thought, but you are definitely not wholly one of us.”
“What?” I demand.
“Your finger reattached without surgery, without assistance. It regenerated while you were only sixteen years of age.”
Percy lets out a gasp. “How is that possible? He experienced the Resurrectio only a month ago?”
Bryn returns the volley. “I hesitate to speculate this early, but I think that young Adriel has never experienced the Resurrectio and never will.”
“Spit it out, Bryn,” I say.
“Vampire children are human in nearly every way; they do not heal as quickly or as dramatically as they do after the Resurrectio or run hot, as they now say. Yet, you were regenerating digits at sixteen, and you successfully defended yourself against two larger, older opponents, who had weapons, with lethal force. Percy says that you were somewhat immune to the elements the night you were reacquainted and now you are more than that. It seems with every perceived life-threatening situation your body reacts by transforming you more into what you were born to be. You were raised in an environment that was sanitized and controlled. You had no need of your inherent capabilities. In other words, they lay dormant from lack of need.”
Percy steps on my question with one of her own. “Are you seriously hypothesizing that he was born as what he is without need of the Resurrectio?”
“Yes, and that he has not experienced the total transformation. The process is not complete!”
Rarely am I a loss for words, but on this particular occasion I sit with mouth agape. I regain whatever thread of self-respect is left and say, “I’m really not interested in redoing puberty.” A spark of laughter ignites in Bryn and even Percy joins for a moment as stress drains to tolerant levels. The thumping vibration of the music is getting stronger as the DJ sways back and forth in time and I am lost in the picture.
“Adriel,” Percy says, “we do not have much time. Do you have your questions answered?”
I crawl through the haze of daydreaming back to the conversation. “Thanks, Percy. How did Cassius end up with the sword?”
“I knew the scientist’s arrival was imminent, so I was able to mourn her loss for mere seconds. I picked you up with care as you were sleeping. The sword was still swirling with a lightning-blue current in the pattern embedded on the blade. Your mother mentioned the sword’s role in your future, so even with one hand carrying you, I reached for it, only to be shocked. I threw the sword with shards of electricity splintering off and disappearing in the air. I made a quick decision to leave it. In hindsight, I should have wrapped it in a cloth, but I still don’t think I could have escaped with both hands occupied. 
“I vanished, unscathed and unknown, into the night. At 4:00 a.m., Quilici and I met at a rendezvous point near downtown Atlanta in the Five Points district. It was there, in a local restaurant, that I gave you to him and that was all I knew until a month ago.” Percy rested and realized that she had inched her way to the edge of the chair, leaning forward with excitement. She indiscreetly wiped the dampness from her hands on her leather pants and straightened her posture, ready to receive questions.
“So, that’s it. My life began in a science lab and a restaurant… That explains a lot.” I say it sardonically. “You mentioned earlier that both of you were under the impression that the sword was the Vinculum. Can you explain that part to me?”
She says, “When your mother looked at the sword and said the word, I assumed it was a name. The sword has otherworldly qualities and absorbed both of your energies. I thought perhaps it was some bond to your people, to the ‘others,’ or to your mother. Please remember that up until a month ago, I had no idea that you survived or where you were. Yet, since our re-acquaintance I have felt the same pull, the aches, and the desires you have. It increases with proximity and compounds with each experience. I intellectually understood what she said concerning us belonging to each other, but I did not really understand it until we met again.” 
“What are you saying, Percy?”
Bryn interjects. “The sword is not The Bonded, Adriel.” His eyes dart back and forth to both of us. “You are!” 
I don’t know why I am thrown off. In my heart I knew it to be true, but my breath escapes me and I find myself gasping for air. The demon stirs, gnawing instead of pounding his way to the surface, and I stall half a minute to regain a little composure. I distantly respond, “We are bonded? I mean, I knew something between us was happening. I knew it was more than puppy love, but an actual bond?” I emotionally retreat and they allow me the space and time to return. “Okay, we have a tether. It is growing and none of us knows what will result from it?”
Bryn smiles. “Ahh, love, isn’t it grand?” He ends with a chuckle of irritating delight.
Percy responds before I can. “Funny, Bryn. It seems as your powers increase, so does our bond. I have a feeling we will have our questions answered sooner than you think.” 
I rotate my neck around with cracks and pops to release stress and decide to change the subject. “Let’s look at this critically. The sword and bond are two entirely different issues. The sword is somehow important enough to Cassius that he kept it as his own for nearly four decades and important enough that the waers retrieved it, stating they would return it to ‘its rightful owner.’ It has a current of electricity that flows through the tribal tattoos when ignited by either my birth mother or me. How did Cassius explain the arrival of a sword that was not built for him in a culture that places so much emphasis on the construction of a personal sword?”
Percy respectfully waits for Bryn to answer. “Cassius left that evening when the news arrived of the infiltration at Dahlonega and returned two days later with the sword, claiming that it was the sword of his ancestors. He said he had come across it after a 1,000-year quest derived from an ancient text long forgotten, which described an unbreakable sword that was a symbol of ultimate authority. He claimed that only the king of the tribes could yield its power. 
“We did have the opportunity to test its strength and could never succeed in blemishing or scratching the surface. Of course, all these tests were accomplished with his direct supervision and one special rule: Cassius was the only one who could touch the sword. The text was conveniently lost again, and no vampire investigated, as that surely would have been a death wish. As time passed and small skirmishes were fought, we found the sword impressive, with a blade like a razor that never needed sharpening. Everyone assumed that the sharp blade coupled with its strange imperviousness was the power he spoke of. No one suspected what Percy and I knew, that the true power, or what little we know of it, was beyond his abilities.”
“Is Quilici the only waer in this little espionage group?”
Percy answers, “Yes. No one can know. We have not discovered Cassius’s true objective and until we do, this must remain our burden to carry.”
The bodyguard interrupts us once more. “Sir, they’re here!”
Bryn looks in my direction and says, “It is time. You must move on, as this game of ours has become more dangerous and more fun.” He ends with a smirk.
I say in retaliation, “I still have a question that needs answering.”
“Hurry, Adriel, what is it?”
“What was my mother?”
He doesn’t stop moving to answer. “I am afraid that your question is too complicated for a response now. You must go to Quilici and quickly. Percy, you know where the place is. Travel there tomorrow evening directly after the break of dawn, before the pack arrives, and he will provide you with more of what you seek.” As Bryn is talking, his hand snakes into his tight-fitting right pants pocket and I hear the jingle of keys precede a slight click from a car remote. Yet, instead of a distant car door announcing its availability, the ceiling quietly slides across, creating an opening large enough for one person. The ceiling is about ten above with no access. Above the ceiling, by another ten feet, I can see a trap door that leads to the roof with an iron mini-ladder beyond reach and immediately below it. He says, “It’s my private escape. No human can reach it, but with a well-tuned jump of twenty feet, you can latch on to the ladder and open the hatch. From there, you are on your own.”
Percy looks on with mild surprise. “What will you do? They will catch our scent and know we have been here with you.”
He smiles. “Why, Percy, I had no idea you were so concerned for me.” She frowns and lets a small grunt out. “I will be fine. Remember, I’m independent and attached to no tribe. They will suspect, but it is of vital importance that I remain neutral for as long as possible.” 
The bodyguard interjects. “They are walking this way, sir. What do you want us to do?”
Bryn stalls momentarily and grins. “Tell the DJ it is time for the ‘anthem.’” I take a peek through the one-way mirror and see the two vamps shoving their way through the crowd with a focus never leaving their target. Then, in a shark-feeding frenzy, men start running in mass to the dance floor as the vamps become wedged in a stampede. 
I pull myself from the stare and look quizzically at Bryn. He replies to my unasked question by pushing the second hidden button on the chair as the speaker system rumbles to life. I find my answer as I hear screams and roars in melody with “It’s Raining Men.” I laugh, shake my head, and make an effortless, vertical jump onto the ladder. As I peer down, the ceiling silently closes with another chapter in my life.
Seconds later, I find myself soaking in the myriad of sounds and smells climbing from the streets below. I’m grateful for the open air and stretch with affection as Percy formulates the plan. She breaks the silence. “You seem awfully relaxed for someone who is being hunted by vampires.”
I shake off the stress as a dog shakes off water and reply, “Hunted? Do you really think Cassius will kill me or you?”
She ponders, then says, “No, not yet, but there are worse things than death, Adriel. You need to feed and we need to leave this place before they catch up. Their names are Abram and Isabel. They are old, trained trackers, and very battle savvy. Cassius fears that we will discover the truth and is taking appropriate measures to contain us.” As the last word trails from her soft lips, she glides down onto Connecticut Avenue and sprints for the escape. Damn!
I jump to follow and feel a pressure from the wind push me in her direction. I smile at the ease of it all and land in a full run, passing her with childish pride. Yet, even as the speed comes naturally, I hear the rumblings of hunger pangs siphoning my reserves. I need to feed soon or the trackers will surely have us. I slow the pace to a casual walk and turn to face her. “Percy, I don’t want to run. The hunger is beginning to assert itself. I need to feed, and the truth is, I won’t allow Cassius the pleasure of thinking we fear him.”
“You are willful, but I understand. Are you prepared to make this decision? Once it is made, it cannot be undone.”
“There is no decision; the choices have been stolen from us. If we run, we can’t return, as he already is aware of our betrayal. At least if we choose to fight, we send a message.”
Percy thinks and smiles. “We make our stand here.” She begins to case the surroundings as we stop on yet another narrow street, but there are too many humans on their party quests scampering through the sidewalks. “Follow me to higher ground.” Great, back to the roof. We jump in unison, landing on a renovated metal roof that responds with a muffled thud as our shoes touch with gentleness. “Adriel, they are skilled and you will need to utilize tactics, not brawn. Although your strength has increased, you are not on their level. I recommend playing to your gifts, like speed and that sarcasm of yours, to unravel their focus.”
“I was beginning to wonder if you appreciated my finer qualities,” I say sardonically.
She smiles. “I appreciate that it can work to our advantage, as Abram is prideful and Isabel has a temper issue. For some reason, your blood is tainted to us, but we can drink from vampires and waers. There will be only one each, and with your burn, that will not be enough to sate your hunger. So you will have to exercise incredible willpower after it is done so you don’t create a killing field below. Once the cycle of feeding begins, it will not dissipate until the need is met.” She inhales and says, “They are here.”
Within a second, I feel the air vibrate from a disturbance as Abram and Isabel pummel through it, crashing down with angry booms and fixed eyes. He is the shorter and thinner with a shaved head and crooked teeth that look out of place in this century. He’s old. She is a muscular athlete trained for combat, sporting a face that reminds me of German weightlifters and a shaved head to match. Both of them wear matching military camo with combat boots for added effect. I guess Isabel is the special-ops leader as she speaks with command. “Good evening, Percy. Cassius would like to visit with both of you this evening and asked us to make certain you made the appointment.” 
They address Percy as if I am too young or no threat. Either way, it pisses me off. So, I decide that I will respond. “First, I’d like to say how impressed I am that two older vampires like yourselves have been able to keep up with the fashion industry. We all know that dickheads in camo is the new black this year.” He places his hand on her shoulder for mild restraint. I don’t miss a beat. “Thank you, Abram. I was starting to get nervous,” I say, dripping with antagonized sarcasm. “Secondly, you can tell your master that Percy and I will have to decline the invitation due to a conflict in our schedule.” I’m hoping the contemporary humor isn’t lost when I hear her heart quicken with offense. I inwardly smile and peripherally sense that Percy is pleased as well. 
This time Abram reacts, but with composed tone. “That was well done, Adriel. My sister is fierce in combat, but at times she lacks the tolerance that is necessary for preamble.” He takes one step toward us with confident ease and stops. “I’m going to dispense with the pleasantries if we cannot get this matter resolved rather quickly, as Cassius can be less charitable than Isabel.”
I reply with utter enjoyment. “I can see that vampire inbreeding still exists, so I’m going to do your species a favor and do away with your family line.” His eyes burn with rage and I stoke the fire one last time. “Percy, let me kill his girlfriend. You take Abram.” 
Percy doesn’t have time to respond before Isabel dashes with adrenalized speed and murderous contempt directly at me. Although she must have been proud of the quick response, it is slow motion to me as I dodge and block a flurry of sloppy attacks with ease. I silently thank Seth for his training. Isabel sneers at my arrogant smile and ramps up the assertiveness in strength rather than speed. I block her right hook with time to spare, but the powerful momentum throws my arm to the side and her fist connects. My left jaw groans in response and swells to show its displeasure. My head snaps back and I see her smiling to mock me, so I decide now is a good time to test her agility. I turn and, with the wind at my back, leap over a gaping chasm three-stories high from the present building to the next. Gravel scrapes the roof as my feet slide with a gentle landing. I shift to see if she is following and find her midair, howling a bloodcurdling scream with wrath and unbridled anger as her companions. She barely makes the edge, but rolls and leaps another fifteen feet, tackling me with a surprise move. My back pulverizes rock as I skid with her weight crushing my ribs. As the movement stops, Isabel straddles me and begins a combination of body punches that force me to reevaluate my sarcasm. I’m wheezing from a broken rib and feel the warmth of fresh blood as it fills my lungs. As I fight back a cough, the blood spatters and bubbles through my mouth like a drowning gurgle.
She stands, admiring her handiwork with a grin. “Seth mentioned that you would possibly be a formidable opponent. He said that you possessed gifts that I had never experienced in combat and to be cautious. I find you pathetic.” She grabs a fist full of my hair and leans in with sour breath. “I’m going to beat you into a coma, then join my brother in murdering your precious Persephone!”
Without thought, my body rises with such speed that I see her eyes still focused on where I was as I pass by her in a jump to kill Abram before she joins him. I hear her in the distance yelling, “Nooo!” but I don’t look back until I stick a soft landing. I realize my mistake because, as I shift, Isabel is already midway over the deep chasm, fully intent on finishing her promise. I just react, not with strategy, not with tactic, just in natural defense. With arms hugging my sides I stretch my fingers and am surprised to feel a tangible presence of air hovering around me. I clench my fist, trapping the air, and push my arms forward, releasing the air at the last moment to throw whatever I had at Isabel. There is a lull and silence and I feel a little foolish for the theatrics. Then, in the distance, I hear a chainsaw revving or a train speeding in our direction. I stop and look at Isabel, as she is still in flight, and an unexpected jet stream of tornadic wind roars to life, whipping around me with deafening violence as cyclones of debris are shattered or blown high into the air. I can’t hear the fight behind me or the panicked scream of Isabel as the wind growls and whistles.
The gust smacks her hard, then pushes her backward with such energy that the wall trembles with her arrival. Before the bricks splinter and shards of white mortar fall, I race to the kill. I hit her, my knees connecting with her solar plexus and hands palming her face, covering her eyes as they flutter in and out of consciousness, fighting for survival against the comfort of deep sleep. Damn gravity! We tumble in a downward spiral, struggling for position, and I swing her underneath to make certain the brunt of collision is hers to absorb. Timing is critical, as I want to smash her head into the ground simultaneously with the moment of impact. My patience is rewarded with a crack and a thunderous boom that literally shakes the foundation of concrete when we land. Isabel’s skull has a fracture, but nothing like I was hoping for due to her thick, calcified cranium. Yet, the blood seeps out in languid streams and the scent penetrates me. My eyes shut instinctually, savoring the warm metallic taste that tickles my senses, and my heart accelerates its pace. Muscles contract and eyes narrow as I shove my left hand over her face and angrily push it to the side. There is no gentleman here, no concern over human manners or messiness as I shred her neck with jagged fangs and drain her of every ounce of blood. It still isn’t enough and I catch myself licking her neck for spillage and biting her again just in case there was a drop I missed. 
I lift my head in famished pain, howling for more as a cacophony of human sounds want my attention. Their blood pulsates; their hearts beat. The music is building toward the climax when, through its symphony, a muffled cry pierces through my bloodlust. Invigorated from Isabel’s blood donation, I once again make the three-story flight and arrive to find Percy buried in Abram’s neck, slurping up a drizzle of blood. Abram isn’t dead, but has lost enough blood to become immobile and defenseless. Percy hears me through her feeding and turns in my direction with an intensity that I have never seen. While kneeling over her victim, she unhurriedly stands and walks toward me with purpose. Her hair is baptized in blood and brushes red paint on her leather clothes as the breeze moves in her direction. She carries a vicious lethality and steps on Abram’s hand with apathy in her approach.
I say in a whisper, “Percy don’t… don’t come near me. I’m so hungry…”
She doesn’t stop or wipe the stained blood from her face. “Let it go, Adriel. Be free of your lust!” She comes closer and my heart is beating so quickly that I can’t hear the intervals. 
I say louder, “Please, Percy, I don’t want to hurt you!”
She disregards my request and pauses with the heat of her breath on my neck. “I am not afraid of you, Adriel.” I restrain my hands with all of my will and my eyes blur with need. She asserts uncanny strength and grabs my head with both of her hands, glowering through my eyes, lustily saying, “You are my bonded. I’m going to take what is mine!” She forces her mouth on mine and roughly probes with her tongue. I fight to resist, controlling what is trying so desperately to be loosed, and finally give in. 
I grab her with fierce passion, crushing her body into mine so she can feel my pleasure. I can’t think. The waves of pressure are leaking, no—waterfalling—and I feel like losing control. I sense my body dematerializing as if atoms are separating and looking for a new host to satisfy. I spent an entire life in control, ensuring no part of me escapes, and in this moment I am scared, scared that I will not be me if this continues. I recoil in fear, spying Percy frozen with translucent skin and eyes imprisoned in silence. Her veins are bulging and mapping her face blue as a matching haze is pulled from them to me. I can feel their cool touch seeping into my pores and burrowing farther until they become a part of me. Both of us are paralyzed, but cognizant, watching as a spectator while our essences mingle. I try to get away, to push her far from me, and discover she is startled at my appearance as well. It is a moment of dreadful fear, more than I have ever felt. It is a fear of losing oneself to another and we both will our way back, but lose and gain something on the journey. 
Our lips part tenderly and I say, “What has happened, Percy?”
“I do not know, but it is obvious that the process is maturing,” she says. I can feel her palpitations and cold sweat.
“What should we do?”
“I have never experienced anything similar to that, but I’m strangely hungry. Hungry for blood and hungry for…” She meets me in a deep gaze.
I touch her lips, wipe the blood clean, and cautiously kiss her with gentle caresses and soft, full lips. We hold our teeth in check, exploring the other and lightly touching. This time we savor the moment.



 
 
 
Chapter 10
 
My eyes are welded shut, cutting off the world around me, but I hear a voice trying to penetrate this bubble. It sounds like a muffled version of Percy, gentle tones and lascivious melodies, but I don’t want to wake up yet. Leave me be, Percy. Let me slumber in the darkness where even dreams can’t reach me. I know she touches my forehead when I feel the cold pressure sizzle on my molten skin and surreptitiously thank her for the respite. Her supple voice moves closer as I can nearly decipher words from the tunneled echoes. 
“Adriel… Adriel… ADRIEL. Can you hear me?” 
I pry my cemented eyelids open and a blurred version of reality greets me. They shutter in sequence giving an S.O.S. in an attempt to focus and gauge the unfamiliar surroundings. I croak with a dry throat. “I can hear you, but moving may be a problem.”
She leans in slightly, allowing her lips to touch mine, and says, “Good evening, my Bonded.” I feel the spark jump from her lips. She ignores it and persists. “I awoke twenty minutes ago in a similar condition. The paralysis will fade in minutes, but it is midnight and we are very late for our appointment with Quilici.”
With shock, I sheepishly reply, “I can’t even remember anything after… the roof.” I can feel my blood rush, tingling with memories. 
“It is muddled for me as well. I recall only snapshots, beginning with feeding on Abram and ending here in this abandoned house. We collapsed in exhaustion before the sunrise and slept until now.”
 Abandoned house? My eyes pivot back and forth, scanning the room for details to jog a misplaced memory, but return with no success. Dry, rotted wood and dank floors overwhelm the senses, as the air is heavy and pungent. The stagnate room, once a wine cellar, lay old and forgotten, and empty barrels are scattered throughout; roughly carved shelves line the walls. The hardwood floor is acting as my pillow, splinters lodging their way into my hair in a feeble attempt to leave this place. I don’t blame them. It’s heartbreaking to see someone’s possessions and history discarded, even while it remains centered in the city. Ouch! My fingers twitch with an electrical convulsion, signaling their eagerness to join me as I wake from sleepy death. 
I decide this thoughtful break has lasted long enough so I respond to her patient waiting. “My body is starting to wake up and I feel refreshed, even renewed.” I sit up casually with an arm resting on bended knee. “I recall you saying that you were hungry for blood and remember you feeding on Abram. I’ve never seen you drink that much.” I end the statement like a question.
“Something changed last night. We both felt it happen; somehow, I shared in your hunger and you were sated through me. I woke this morning to a pond of your sweat.” I feel the sticky cling of a waterlogged shirt, my wet hair cooling my head. “Your temperature has increased and I understand vaguely that your transformation is not complete. My temperature has risen as well. I feel the burn and its demands are… immense.”
I ponder this and say, “So, our needs have been increased, but yours is fed with blood and mine is fed through… what? I didn’t feed after Isabel, but was famished; yet my hunger disappeared when we were near each other. Wait, are you saying that my hunger is satisfied by you?”
She has thought this through; my words were not rewarded with astonishment. “Perhaps. This is all unfamiliar to me, but before we speculate too much, I think we should seek out Quilici. He may have some answers.”
The haziness of a memory is starting to form into a clear thought. Isabel taking flight over the abysmal chasm, and in midair, a gust of wind hitting her with such force that her skin ripples while her body changes direction. Her crashing into the building wall and the brick crumbling. I realize that it was my will that pulled the wind last night. 
“Adriel, are you all right?”
I run back to the present and decide that some things are better left unsaid—I’m just not capable of articulating it, much less reconciling what is happening to me, so I respond. “Yeah, I’m fine. I sometimes get caught in my own mind. Sorry.” Her expression tells me that she knows I’m withholding something, but she shifts to a smile and we have a nonverbal agreement: I’m allowed space and she will be ready when I am ready. I reach out and use my fingers to comb her disheveled hair and she responds with affection, placing her hand over mine. “Percy, what’s another half hour?” 
She cocks her eyebrow with a mischievous grin and is about to respond when I brush aside her hair with puzzlement. She demands, “What is it? What is wrong?” 
“Your hair… It’s turned white. There is a rather large streak from the top to the bottom right here in front.” I follow its length with my fingers, as we have no mirror for her to see. 
“Is it white or grey?”
“It’s the same color as mine and I think it’s sexy. It kind of gives you an edge.”
“Quit teasing me, Adriel. This is serious. We need to go!”
I move my fingers to her cheek and she touches my chest in response, tugging my shirt until we meet. The kiss is tender and slow, reminding me of dreamless sleeps where I’m lost in tranquility. I never want to wake up! Unfortunately, she has other plans and pulls away with dreary eyes and deep insatiate breaths. She says with an ethereal voice, “We need to meet Quilici, but I promise to finish this later.” So that was our exit strategy. Go and find Quilici, get some answers, and deal with whatever comes next.
 
* * *
 
It is a long drive to Frederick from D.C., lengthened by a feeding stop at a local fast-food restaurant. I guess irony is not lost on the vampire tribe, as Percy and I share a combo meal including some tasty alternative ketchup. Surprisingly, it is enough to satisfy both of us, and unlike the actual food served there, we leave energized from a nutritious serving. An hour later, we arrive on North Bentz Street, straddling the narrow lane in search of a local bar-slash-waer hangout. If this is their lifestyle, I begin to wonder if I’m more related to them than the cookie-cutter suburban vampire tribe. 
I push a button to lower the window and get a mild brush of cool ambient temperature as the interior of the car gradually changes air pressure. The melancholy of winter has passed and the streets are lined with murky remnants of snow piled in corners like humans discard everything. We’ve passed the accessible section of downtown that baits people with fine dining and craft beers to the more insidious parts nearer the rim. The streets rebound with sirens and marital bliss as a couple is arguing in one of the row houses with windows cracked. My parents always disagreed behind closed doors, so I assumed relationships were easy… Riiiight. In hindsight, I think a healthy shouting match, coupled with the occasional lamp throw, is therapeutic. So I approve, even though their decibel level offends my sensitive ears. 
Percy snaps me out of my world. “Adriel, we are very close and need to speak with Bryn in case our tardiness has caused an unforeseen consequence.” In other words, in case we’re screwed. She wasn’t really asking for permission as her lithe hands gently touch the nav screen, locating Bryn’s personal cell number. The screen is slower than her reflexes and it causes a slight frustration evidenced by her grimace. The Bluetooth connects and a static ring follows. 
“This is Bryn’s phone,” screams a low, masculine voice that belongs to Bryn’s bodyguard. We can barely decipher the vowels from consonants as house music overwhelms the connection.
For some reason Percy yells in return. “THIS IS PERCY. I NEED TO SPEAK WITH BRYN IMMIDIATELY.” I look to her, shaking my head in disapproval, and she apologetically shrugs her shoulders. The background noise disintegrates with a vacuumed suction and I know he must be in the VIP Room. 
“Hello, my friends. You must have seriously misbehaved last night because Cassius has stopped by twice, investigating the disappearance of his two favorite commandos.” Before I can reply, he quickly continues. “BUT that is a story for another time because any information that I possess could potentially be extracted and used against all of us. Did you learn what you needed from Quilici?”
Percy and I dart our eyes to each other and back to the nav system as if it is his avatar. “We haven’t made it yet,” I say to spare her the embarrassment.
“What? I specifically asked you to meet him directly after the sunset to avoid his pack. Surely he is restless with anticipation and wonders about your wellbeing.”
“Can’t you just call him and ask him to meet us somewhere else?” I say with pragmatic tone.
Without hesitation, he responds with frustrated sarcasm. “I could if I thought it would be a good idea for his pack to have my number on his phone. This is covert—no one knows and we have kept this secret for centuries. It is not the time for careless actions.” I hear him inhale deeply to invite some Zen in. “Only you can make the next decision. Either you risk your lives with his pack or you flee to reevaluate and alter our plans.”
There is a long silence as Percy and I smile, knowing that neither of us considered the choice and she replies, “We will meet with him this evening.”
“That is what I supposed. Percy, have your wits on alert and be very, very cautious. The waers have heightened instincts beyond our own and will sense your motives.” He stops and then starts again. “Adriel, what happened to you last night?”
I reply, “What do you mean? I thought you didn’t want the details of our little skirmish.”
“I am not referring to your unfortunate encounter, but of your metamorphosis.”
My neck snaps forward like a crash dummy as Percy slams on the brakes in shocked response. She pulls to the side, illegally parks, and asks for me, “How do you know?”
“The weather. It was a clear night with no clouds to hinder the star’s light, yet unannounced crackles of thunder bellowed throughout the night.”
This time I respond. “What does that have to do with me?” 
“You will find out soon enough, but do you seem different?”
Percy answers, “More than you can possibly imagine,” and hangs up with a push of the button. “I am not ready to talk about it and we are here.”
Figures, I assumed her abrupt stop was an overreaction, but apparently she was attentive to the conversation and directions as we were one block from the bar. I’ve always admired those who are capable of accomplishing multiple tasks—as for me… it’s a good night when I can drive and think. I push the button once again to roll up the window and evaluate the area. I make it a lifestyle choice to always walk into dangerous situations with a minimum of two alternate routes for escape. 
One block ahead I see the corner bar wedged in between two streets that converge the prominence of downtown with the danger of urbanized living. I look to Percy for the green light and get the nod, so we muster the courage and step out into the street with our senses on DEFCON 5. The sidewalk is cracked and uneven from years of settling and disrepair, giving insight into the political influence this part of town has… none. Perhaps they want it that way, as a waer pack would presumably take comfort in anonymity due to their unusual appearance. We hug the building walls on our way to the entrance, avoiding unnecessary attention and discover a human acting as a bouncer. On the old wood door hangs a crooked sign marred with rust. ‘Closed.’ I imagine they hired a human because attracting unwanted attention would be counterproductive, but he is large enough to ensure no one gets through.
Percy decides that female charm is the best option for entrance and exudes sex as her weapon of choice. She sheds the focused-warrior march for a more seductive saunter and invades his personal space, meeting him eye to eye. I stop a couple of feet back, dipping my head so that he doesn’t intuit a challenge from me due to my height. 
Percy tenderly places her finger on his shoulder, lightly kneading like a cat, and purrs, “We have an appointment with Quilici.” Simple, to the point, and very convincing.
I see his eyes through the mirrored sunglasses as they swing back and forth with dilemma. Either he lets her in and possibly gets some later, which would result in some dire consequences from his boss, or he refuses, making the waer’s happy, but forfeits an opportunity to have a taste of Percy. Personally, that isn’t even a choice for me, damn the consequences! Unfortunately, he must have had some experience with the waer’s displeasure as his resolve steels in painful memory. He responds, “I’m sorry, miss, but we’re closed for the evening. You both need to leave.”
Percy’s countenance flashes from savory to savagery as she quickly moves her hand from his shoulder to his throat, lifting him off the ground by a couple of inches. His sunglasses go lopsided as his nose crinkles from pain and his neck cries out in snaps and pops as ligaments readjust. My old friend, adrenaline, greets me with a hot injection while the moment intensifies. The bouncer isn’t surprised that his heavy-muscled frame is a child’s toy to Percy, indicating that he is very aware of what kind of creatures stalk the night. So Percy makes a quick adjustment to use that to our advantage. 
“Either you provide us with an entrance or I will make you provide us an entrance. I do not take pleasure in killing humans needlessly, but have done so hundreds of times in situations that warrant such violence. Do you understand your choices?”
Through choked breaths and blood-filled cheeks, he gags. “They… already know… you… are here.” He moves his stare to a tiny spy camera hidden within the crevices of distressed wood. Damn, should have seen that one coming. With reckless ease, she discards the moron like a smoker flicks a used cigarette and he smacks the uneven pavement, skidding to a halt mid-street. Percy simply ignores him, categorizing him as benign, and focuses on the camera. Within a couple of seconds, the door clicks and buzzes, signaling our approval to enter.
I grab the knob, ignoring the whimpered cries of our battered moron and pull with hesitant anxiety. I look to Percy and say, “Here we go.”
Instead of house music with its hypnotic beats, we are welcomed with the irate crunch of distorted guitars, complimented by scratchy vocals that scream of death and rebellion. The bar reverberates with danger as music creeps through the splintered wooden bar and handmade benches. This place is simple, but someone spent his time creating the entire ambience with precisioned care. These are blue-collar men and women who wouldn’t be caught dead in a mall or upscale restaurant. They build what they live in, finding pride in the process. 
All eyes are on us as the air is thick with tension. The music dwindles in volume, leaving room for the awkward silence; I want to put my hands in my pockets to hide from this moment. There are twenty-three of them sitting and milling around with scornful looks, either due to their long-standing hatred of our kind or because we interrupted the schedule as the live band is preparing for a set on the stage. These waers dwarf us with gorilla shoulders, standing near seven foot, and Sasquatch hair pokes out of their shirts. Even the women are taller than I am, and thankfully, easier on the eyes, as their hair is substantially less ubiquitous. I wonder if they are born that way or if electrolysis is a technology firmly embraced in their culture. Most of them are sporting T-shirts with well-worn blue jeans and the occasional flannel button-down to complete the scene.
Through the crowd my old friend, Caedmon, stalks toward us. The others submissively back away, providing a clearing. It’s strangely emasculating as I wrench my neck upwards to greet him. “Good to see you again, Caedmon.”
“Shut up, young one!” Well, I wouldn’t exactly consider him a gracious host. “Either both of you are incredibly stupid or shamefully naïve. The only reason I have not killed you is because I can’t wait to hear the reason for this… little visitation.” His teeth fit together perfectly with top and bottom incisors snapping shut in between words. I take a quick observation around the room and find that all of them have teeth at full length. No wonder they keep to themselves; it would be difficult to blend in when your teeth don’t have the capability of retracting. “Please tell me you heard what I said, boy!”
Oops, I must have tuned out for too long. “Tell you why we are here—you’ll kill us, hurt us—yadda yadda yadda. Is that about right?” 
His anger increases tenfold with the insult and he closes in, fighting back a temper. The others follow his lead. “I’m going to teach you some ma—”
Percy interjects. “I think not, Caedmon. No vampire can be assaulted without your pack leader’s permission. You are still second in command, are you not?”
He begrudgingly stops and creases his brow, looking for a loophole or some strategic plan to kill us when a waer lady says, “Back off, Caedmon! Quilici will be here within the minute.” It’s interesting. I sense disappointment and unrest amongst the waers, as if they desire to follow Caedmon, but are made to serve Quilici. The woman’s eyes indicate sharp intelligence and her body is hardened by war. She commands respect as well when she glides to our rescue and the sea parts for her like it did for Caedmon. 
Caedmon says disingenuously, “Of course, Stella. I would not want to offend the great and mighty Quilici.” 
“Watch your tongue, old friend. It is natural for the next in line to challenge the Alpha, but it is unwise in such times.” She turns her attention to Percy and me. “He is, as you said, strange for their kind.” She rubs her hand through my hair. “Perhaps even exotic.” I feel the irritation emit from Percy.
He replies, “You also should be careful. These are not times to confuse our objectives.” She releases her hand from my hair and smiles as a response. He nods in approval. 
The mumbling rises and, like any party where the void of music is perceived, the voices naturally fill the volume level. I look to Percy and she gives her best assurance look for good measure. I take another gander to appraise the situation and notice the doors are blocked by a couple of very serious-looking waers. We are surrounded, outmatched, and have very little hope for survival unless Quilici arrives soon. With perfect timing, I barely finish the thought and a door slides open from the back of the bar, revealing a rear-entrance hallway. I’ve been thrown out of enough bars to recognize one when I see it. The whispers cease with Quilici’s entrance and everyone backs off in fearful respect—everyone except Caedmon. He stands his ground with shoulders back in good posture, signaling his defiance and equality. Quilici comprehends the gesture and, through dreadlocked hair, shoots him a silent warning.
Caedmon assumes the leadership role in this investigation. “Thank you for joining us, Quilici. I was just about to interrogate these two vampires.” He spits out the last words to add drama to the power play.
Quilici returns, “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Caedmon, but until you are Alpha, I would appreciate the respect I demand!” The last section of the sentence was growled with threat. “Now, move aside.” He steps forward and smells us to retrieve the scent. 
Caedmon reluctantly accepts his position and says, “They just showed up, a gift for us. It appears Cassius has made an error in judgment.”
Percy replies, “We are not here representing Cassius or the vampire tribes. We have come seeking a private audience with your Alpha.” A wave of shock rolls through the room, followed by murmurs. Quilici rubs his coarse beard, thinking. This move gives me the clue necessary to conclude that no one knows of his relationship with Bryn, Percy, or me and that it must be kept confidential. He’s playing a dangerous game.
Caedmon emphatically says, “What is this? What you have to say can be said here in the presence of the pack!” The crowd is getting restless, with mild cheers and encouragement that only feeds Caedmon.
Quilici interrupts with his bass command. “Calm down, everyone. We are at war and this may be a pivotal opportunity for us to gain an advantage. I asked them to come here. Follow me.” The atmosphere is crushed with heaviness as the pack that was confused at the start becomes agitated at the apparent betrayal. Our late arrival forced him to lay down his cards, although I’m sure he is still holding a pair up his proverbial sleeve. The statement was not a request, but the assumed command of a true leader. My impulse is to follow, as is Percy’s, but Caedmon reaches out his arm is defiance.
“This is an outrage! With all due respect, Quilici, we are a pack at war and one waer, regardless of their position, should not hold information privately. We have a council that deals with these situations.” His eyes squint in dramatic suspicion for all to see. The other waers begin to react by siding with Caedmon; Quilici senses the turn in momentum.
Quilici weighs his options and thoughtfully responds. “I want everyone to listen to me.” The crowd encroaches with perked ears. “Cassius’s intention is to eradicate the waers. There are schemes that are in motion, and have been for centuries, that would bring us great harm. These two vampires have risked their lives to assist us in our survival. I apologize for the traumatic news, but time is of the essence and I must speak with them… privately.”
Quilici conveyed his reasoning with gentility, as a father does to a child, letting them know there are some things children will not understand. From what I’m told, he has been their pack leader for nearly a century and is held in high esteem due to his wisdom and intellectual acuity, but impending war lends to brutality and strength, not diplomacy. When they couple that with his covert investigation that has been withheld from the entire pack, he has a genuine trust issue. 
The tension continues to mount and Caedmon penetrates the unease with sharp words. “You have intentionally misled us, Quilici, and I cannot allow this to happen!” The circle is tightening as the noose is pulled with growls that are born deep in the gut, rumbling and vibrating the air. My heart reverberates in response and I feel my old pressure building.
“Do you dare challenge my ability to effectively lead, Caedmon? Are you prepared to commit treason against the packs for your ambition?” Quilici fights back with assertiveness, but the tide has shifted and it’s too late.
Caedmon retorts with victory, “I have not committed treason, Quilici; you have with your secret deals and secret meetings with rogue vampires. I’m starting to wonder if Cassius is the true enemy or perhaps this war has been manufactured.” The seriousness just ramped up and the waers feel the heaviness.
Stella enters the closing circle and says, “We must remain focused on our true enemies! Let us call a council mee—”
Interrupting, Caedmon states, “NO! Stella, the council has failed due to his conspiracies! Your wisdom has been accepted for centuries and you are our trusted advisor, but your counsel is not wanted or needed here. Get in line before I start suspecting you as well.” Stella impishly retreats, disappearing behind the line of waers.
Quilici hisses with venom. “Nora, Rueben, take this insubordinate filth into custody and I will deal with him later.” Two gigantic waers step forward from the crowd. Reuben is every inch of seven feet in height and has a shoulder width that must make it a challenge to walk through a door ungreased. His beard reaches past his bulking chest, eventually meeting his dreadlocked hair. Nora, several inches shorter, compensates with her vacant stare. I’ve seen that look belong to assassins who kill without attachment or emotion as their conscience has been chipped away with each victim. Men, women, and children have no meaning or value, aside from the cost of doing business. He is intimidating, but she is to be feared. 
They walk past Caedmon and stop near Quilici, one on the right and the other on the left. Quilici says, “What’s going on, Caedmon? Have you planned this moment?”
The bellowed laughter of menace with words dangled on the end. “No, I’m sorry, Quilici, but you’re the only one who seems to be ‘planning.’” 
Caedmon imperceptivity nods his head, and before Quilici can sense the incoming danger, he gets Al Caponed with an aluminum baseball bat to the back of the head. The bat rings like it struck a similar metal and Quilici drops quickly with dim consciousness, but I sense his hasty recovery in process as the floor thuds in response. I’m grateful that no blood spills, as I don’t know how waers react to their own kind. The last emotion we need here is bloodlust fused with chaos. Nora and Reuben wrestle a groggy Quilici to containment and hold him there for the audience. 
Kneeling with head bowed, a restrained Quilici cranes his neck up to Caedmon with great effort and says, “You will pay for this, Caedmon! Let them go and I will consider your cooperation when the time comes for your judgment.”
Caedmon merely dismisses his words as a king ignores an insignificant peasant and turns to Percy and me. The waers follow his lead and train their sights on us, yellow eyes glowing with feral needs. Quilici struggles in the background with muffled threats, which are lost of deaf ears, as his influence has been stamped out. Caedmon says, “Nora and I will question the young one and we will discover why Quilici has turned his back on his own kind. We will discover the truth of Cassius’s role in this war, and we will discover why this ugly boy is so important!” Stifled cheers rise in volume, encouraging the hesitant others to howl along in an orgy of ferocity. Three waers on my right start thumping their chests as apes warn their enemies of immanent peril. This spreads, and within moments, the bar is saturated with a cacophony of primal war sounds as the excitement reaches near shark frenzy. Caedmon yells in hypnotic fury, “Kill her!”
The levee breaks, several waers enveloped in madness, charging through with arms cocked back for a deathblow. Percy reaches behind her neck, unsheathes her sword, and slices through one of their necks while on her way to weightlessness from a stealthy jump. Searing-hot blood sprays aimlessly, projecting unfettered streams on everyone and everything in a five-foot radius. He grabs his throat in a feeble attempt to pressurize the bleeding, but the thick blood oozes through his fingers, dripping onto the floor. The scent hits me… I’m not hungry, but the imagery is so powerful that my body reacts with instinctual desire. Fortunately, they aren’t influenced by the scent and merely continue on their quest to ruin my evening. Percy evenly lands in the corner of the room near the front, facing her unruly crowd. Gravity pulls me to her direction with the speed of light drawn into a black hole, but the intention is lost as Caedmon snatches my arm and yanks me into a bear hug. His vice grip is so powerful my struggling is an infantile temper tantrum in his grasp. 
After I recognize my frenzy is utterly useless, I focus and center myself for strategy, withdrawing from Caedmon, the bar, and the waers. My last sight is Percy, wild with concentrated rage, preparing for battle as three waers stalk in. Lingering remnants of blood distract my thoughts, but I push deep into my mind, searching for a way out. I can see the electrical charge that gives life to my pounding heart and move toward it with determination, but faintly, in the distance, a static sound rolls in. It reminds me of my old AM radio that could never receive a transmission. The signal amplifies and dissipates without any articulate message getting through, yet I knew it is there as broken words filter through, splintered from the crackle, giving me just enough to vaguely understand the intent. I hear the tone, the emotion… It’s Percy! She’s speaking to me through my mind without words, but with feelings. Somehow, I know that she feels a deadly resolve to protect me and is willing to die in the process. I pull back from the startling new revelation with frightened urgency and return, finding that electric pulse sparking within me. When it ignites, I grab it and move it into my body, letting it flow unregulated as it builds with intensity. 
With energy crackling through my veins, my eyes creak open, allowing shards of voltage to jump through them and disappear into the air. One of the waers catches the freak show and stands dumbfounded as a person sleepwalking doesn’t know if he is awake or dreaming. He inches his sinewy finger directly toward me and screams for Caedmon to watch out. I guess Caedmon takes his warning under advisement as he squeezes the air from my lungs in retaliation. I feel a tad nauseous, tiny droplets of cold sweat beading on my forehead, when the lights begin to flicker and buzz with electricity. The crowd becomes distracted by this new predicament, and Percy gains an extra second or two to live. My breathing is so rapid and shallow that I can hardly concentrate on fighting, much less feel the pain Caedmon is inflicting. The buzz of current swells like a beautiful crescendo, becoming the only sound my ears permit entry when a fuse explodes and the power goes out. 
My own personal current is surging through me, looking for a weakness or opening to escape. I feel its ambition and attempt to maintain a semblance of control, though I am certainly beyond it. As the generators roar into life, electric bolts jump into me from unused electrical receptacles and my inner reservoir draws them in to feed and grow. My blood is hyper-charged, racing and building. The power presses me from the inside out until it is stifled from lack of space. The pressure is becoming too much to contain, so I look to my new enemies for respite and find the entire room, friend and foe, in a openmouthed stare—directed at me. In that moment, I notice blue arcs of electricity sizzling and humming from speakers, lights, and whatever else is charged, reaching into me. My teeth chatter with lightning and my clothes smoke with heat. Thin lines of blue appear, then disappear, burning their image into our retinas, and we all blink in unison, readjusting our vision. Caedmon, in prideful rebellion, refuses to let go, snaking his python arms around me with more strength as my ribs crack to accommodate him. The pain is sharp, demanding a primal and wild reaction. Without a thought, I release the pent-up energy in a cry of relief. 
The humming of current is so loud my ears fall deaf. I watch as silent screams, warning Caedmon to let go, are received as empty and useless. His arms suddenly spasm with pulsating shocks as the energy breaks through my skin, surrounding me and giving Caedmon a free lesson of the importance of grounding wires. In a flash, he flies to the nearest wall, cracking wood with his thick head, and lays dazed from the shock. I guess the waers find me yesterday’s news as they scurry in mild panic to stomp out small fires that are quickly maturing due to stray bolts of lightning, which run hotter than the sun. 
I’m grateful for the release, but the energy still circulates wildly. Caedmon wearily stands in an effort to ascertain this new development. His hands cover his ears to shield them from some noise that I’m not privy to, when I notice the sting of tears pooled in my eyes and an earsplitting scream fleeing my mouth. The situation is lost and I’m baking from the inside out when Percy launches from the corner and tackles me. We roll and tumble off the stage, crashing through tables and chairs to stop near the back. 
With a sigh of relief, I crumple, exhausted from the strain as the energy somehow drains from me. It leaves me with no will nor strength to fight, let alone walk out of here, so she places her gentle hand on my chest, comforting me, and turns to the chaos as waers evacuate to escape the raging inferno. Caedmon gives us a death look and shifts his gaze toward Quilici, finding Nora and Reuben thrown to the side as he stands with tempered wrath on his mind. Nora and Reuben right themselves before landing and look to Caedmon for direction as charred wooden rafters fall, giving in to the flames. This creates another desperately needed distraction, and Quilici doesn’t hesitate to utilize the gift to his advantage, running through the flames as they lick his arms and singe his body hair. He arrives with no greeting, lifting me with a single hand and tossing me over his right shoulder as he turns to Caedmon for one final look. 
The room is nearly empty as Quilici says, “You will pay for this with your life, Caedmon!” He shifts his focus to Nora and Reuben, finishing. “And if I discover your involvement, you will share his fate!” With a solid wall of fire trenched to separate us from them, Quilici kicks down the door and it explodes from the power, giving us safe passage through the rear entrance. As we leave, I can hear the bellowed howls roll and echo through the dead streets of Frederick proper.



 
 
 
Chapter 11
 
In phases I hear familiar sounds of fire trucks, a car engine revving to life, short pieces of dialogue, and then the world starts to make sense again as lucidity crawls into my mind. I struggle to sit up, my body depleted of all its precious reserves. I fall back to the leather seat, bumping my head on the door on the way down. My vision is now sharp as Percy peaks her head out from the front passenger seat and says, “He is awake.”
I respond by walking my fingers up the back of her chair and clawing the headrest, pulling myself into an upright position. As I sit up, a tiny self-congratulatory smile escapes and I lie back into the bench seat, pleased with my effort. I say, “You sure know how to make a guest feel welcome, Quilici.”
That remark gets a well-deserved giggle from Percy as she is now used to it, but is not received well by him. I can’t win them all.
He ignores the remark. “You will have to forgive my lack of humor this evening, Adriel. I was not prepared to reveal what has been kept secret for so long, and because of it, I have lost more than you could possibly imagine. Please know that I do not blame you or Percy, as she has informed me of your situation last evening.” Percy turns her head in embarrassment as if she betrayed me by giving away what was personal. 
I feel the guilt emanate from her and want her freed from it, so I say, “Percy, you did the right thing. He has to know and there must be honesty and transparency between all of us if we are going to make it through this alive.” I emphasize “all” and eyeball Quilici for good measure.
She lifts her head with a silent thank-you-for-understanding look and he continues. “We are almost there.” Quilici points out the window with his head and I follow his lead as the rain pelts the SUV with soft drops of water, rather than the stinging, smaller version that seems to be more popular here. The waves smoothly slide down the window, distorting my view, but through it, I see the trees with their new buds waiting for spring to arrive. Although the position is different, I recognize the area. Quilici must have a home on Braddock Mountain, overlooking the valley where a quaint upscale town nestles between this range and another. He promptly turns left into a steeply descending gravel driveway, crunching his way down a winding trail for half a mile until we arrive at his house. 
This area was once the summer home spot for Frederick’s wealthy with a tram system connecting the two, but with the dawn of affordable automobiles, some of them decided to make it their full-time living quarters. Through the years, the old homes simply remained and were renovated to accommodate the fluctuating trends of culture and the technological advances as well. Now it has old-world charm with the modern conveniences, and most importantly, a view worth killing for. I let the last thought linger and wonder if that is indeed how Quilici managed to acquire this beautiful residence. 
The SUV comes to a halt and I hear the whiz of seatbelts returning to their compartments and doors unlocking automatically, giving a strong hint that the ride is over and I should get out. I’m still lethargic from earlier, but manage to ease my way through the door and walk to the cobblestoned path that meanders to the front door. The door is appropriately large with dark-stained wood and brass doorknobs that are aged from years of neglect, but somehow fit into the contemporary décor. Quilici fumbles for his keys with his enormous hands and claws, eventually unlocking the door and walking through without having to duck. Bright ambient lighting and soothing brown and yellow colors greet us, accompanied by leather furniture that exudes masculinity, yet nothing too aggressive, which would have contrasted too harshly with the classical music lightly filling the room with serene melodies. 
It’s an awkward juxtaposition—having the previous pack leader of the waers bloodied and burned in the kitchen brewing a fresh cup of dark-roasted coffee with Dvorak in the background. I listlessly nose my way into the living room to discover gigantic floor-to-ceiling windows that literally stretch wall to wall with a panoramic view that extends for miles. I approach the window and see that it drops straight down; we are perched on the side of the mountain. As Quilici strolls in, I hear a shower spurt several times and then stream from a bathroom forty feet northwest of my position. It must be the guest bathroom, and Percy must be taking advantage of this safe moment, and I fight the urge to join her. Damn, this radar-like hearing is cool! 
“Your feelings are obvious, Adriel,” he says as he wedges into a custom made recliner.
“What do you mean?”
He raises one eyebrow and tilts his enormous head to the side. “I understand that you can come across… foolishly at times”—(ouch)—“but I can sense your intelligence and believe you to be much more keenly aware than you let on.”
I smile. “I’ve been around long enough to know that two people don’t always think identically, so I ask questions to make certain the meaning is clear before responding. And yes, you’ve read me well, but I didn’t think it was too obvious. The closer we are, the thicker and more entwined our bond becomes.”
He gives me a thoughtful look and stands. “I’m going to take a shower as well. I’ll see you in a bit. I don’t have clothes that will fit you, but the washing machine is near the garage on the left. Feel free to use it if you must.” He reaches the master bedroom door and pauses. “You have no idea how unique you really are. I’ve spent most of my long life on this journey, and to actually meet one of you is truly an incredible experience. When we talk this evening, I will tell you what your mother was and in part, what you are as well.” I lose focus with the profundity of the statement and am jerked back from my deep wonderings when the door bangs to a close. 
I stall a moment, unable to move or think, still depleted from whatever happened to me at the bar, and hear my ligaments snap and moan as I stand to make my way to the bedroom. I don’t know how, but I sense Percy. Not in a clear way, but I know her vicinity and vaguely understand her feelings, or more appropriately, her emotions, as she is confused about us and frightened of this endless depth we share because of a decision made decades earlier. I feel the sting of guilt that I am somehow responsible for robbing her of a life and path that would have been hers to take. So with heavy heart, I enter the dim room washed with soft lights from lamps resting on eclectic furniture. It’s warm with tranquility as his house is a continuous flow of escapism from the restlessness of feedings, wars, and politics. I sit on the bed, thankful for a moment to be alone with her with no pressing matter to attend to. 
Steam is sneaking under the bathroom door and I hear the knob click and turn as it opens without a sound. Percy stands with wet hair and towel wrapped around her voluptuous body, revealing long legs and supple shoulders. Control, Adriel, control.

She says with silky tones, “I know you, Adriel, from the inside. I sense your sorrows, that you blame yourself for our relationship. You actually hurt for me.” She diffidently walks over to the bed and sits very close to me, strumming her fingers through my hair. “I do not regret making that decision so many years ago. We are both strong and relish in our individuality, but this… thing between us reels us to each other in ways that break our barriers and reveal privacies. It is the permanence and vulnerability that I cower from. It will take acclimation, for both of us, but please don’t think that I hold remorse. I gave myself to you and will give more. What we have is strange and terrifying, but it is real.”
“Is it? Or are we just some contrived result of a love potion? I want what we have to be genuine and that can only be achieved through choice.” Our eyes meet in a tender moment and she slides her hand down my cheek to my hand, cupping it in gentleness.
“I made that choice, and even though you were a child, I knew there was something there. Through the years, I have looked back and questioned my reasoning. Was it done in impulse or out of compassion? But since we have reunited, I know it was right and there was always something beyond the Vinculum. I chose who you would become and perhaps who we would become together.”
“I get it, but my heart aches for you regardless.”
“And that is further evidence of it being right. We are more than a spell, Adriel. I choose tonight to surrender without animosity or regret.” She continues with mischief and lust. “Why don’t I help you get cleaned up?”
 
* * *
 
We both settle into the living room, satisfied, as our predicament somehow seems to be more manageable. Quilici is patiently waiting with a piping hot cup of java resting next to him on an end table constructed from deer antlers. I shift from the table to him and see a proud smile, as he must play the part of hunter and artist, which explains his bohemian style. His long beard is a thin rope tied by four thick strategically placed black hair bands that have been robbed of all femininity and are complimented by a dreadlocked ponytail to match. I’ve never been a fan of the male ponytail, but he pulls it off without being pompously irritating. It’s probably due to his body-builder frame that dares you to laugh, as it wants desperately to break free from a tight button-down polo stretched to the max.
He says, “I hope you found the accommodations satisfactory?”
I cringe in embarrassment, but Percy stands tall. “More than you can imagine.”
He loses the smile as he lost the victory of wit. “Have a seat, please.”
I choose the other recliner and Percy eases into the large couch, wiggling until all is well and comfortable. I always like to see people when I speak to them and have an issue of personal space, so being on the same couch while talking is a bit too much for me to handle. I’m glad that she understands. I look at Quilici, really look at him with his sharp cornered jaw and high cheek bones that rest below eyes expressing ferality, but deeper beneath is wisdom. He is definitely more animal than most humans, with large teeth, thick skin, and hair-like fur. Yet, somehow he’s actually attractive in a masculine mountain man way. 
He catches my thoughts and says, “‘Never judge a book by its cover.’ An old saying that has had many forms through the years, but has survived due to its truth. We are savage during battle, relentless in a hunt, passionate with lovers, extremely loyal, kind to our young ones, and compassionate to our families. We are like you, like humans, and even like the vampires, as most of us are decent beings, but there are those who crave power and all that it entails. Thank you for seeing beyond your vision.” 
I nod my head. “You aren’t the only kind who has been misunderstood. Are others like you, though? Are they sophisticated, drinking coffee and listening to classical music?”
He laughs. “Not even close. There are some, though, and we do have music, but usually it is very aggressive, as you found earlier this evening. As for coffee and tea, I enjoy the taste, but as you are painfully aware, the effects are not recognizable.”
Percy says, “Are we safe here? Caedmon seems to have orchestrated a coup with planning and thought and it would not surprise me if he scouted this location.”
Quilici retorts, “We are safe. This has been my dwelling for a hundred years, even before Frederick was chosen as the tribe and pack central location. No one, not even my past lovers, knows of this place; it is mine and mine alone. Well, up until this night. Yet, you are correct concerning Caedmon; he has been planting seeds for decades, anticipating a potential situation that was provided this evening. It does worry me, but we will have to carry on because our journey is more important than my status as pack leader or his betrayal.”
I let slip, “He smells like Africa.”
He immediately responds, “What did you say?” With a quizzical look, I repeat it and he rubs his massive chin and says, “Explain it for me.”
“It’s kind of stupid.”
“I doubt it. Please go on; we will not mock you.”
“Well, there are some people or waers or vamps that leave a strong scent that surfaces memories for me. For instance, when I smelled Caedmon, he reminded me of the time I spent in Mogadishu, Africa. It’s extremely hot with arid conditions throughout the year, but when the rain comes, it pours. It’s more like taking a bath than a shower, because the waterfall of rain is so dense that you can’t feel the individual drops when they batter your skin. There was one day in particular that I was walking on the sand when one of those storms blasted in. It lasted five or so minutes, but the sand was so dry that it absorbed the water with unquenchable thirst and when the storm moved on, there was no evidence that it had ever happened. Nothing would satisfy the dry earth and it would take all nature could give and want more. That is what Caedmon is to me; he is unquenchably ambitious and no matter how much he accumulates, it will never be enough.”
He turns to Percy. “Percy, as I understand, your kind you have an acute sense of smell, but it is not as complex as ours. Is that correct?” She considers and nods yes, so he goes on. “Our ancestors all had senses that were equal to a waer’s and we kept them due to our need. The vampires required less of these senses because they relied more on camouflage and deception.”
Percy interjects. “So, we once had your abilities?”
“Yes, but Adriel still does. For a waer, when a scent is powerful, we see the scent in memories, connected insightfully to their hidden character, and never forget its peculiarities, no matter how faint. He has simultaneously evolved, possessing the benefits developed over time, yet retains our original mutation.”
I reach from something just beyond my grasp. “Part of this picture is eluding me. There is something about his scent that’s familiar and I just can’t place it.”
“You will,” he says with confidence. 
Percy questions me with curiosity. “Who has recently elicited these memories?”
I think back and reply, “Cassius is the icy death from Russia. Franz is my spelunking cave in VA; you are a katana. Bryn is the mountain breeze in Germany, and Seth is a god.”
Percy says, “You’ll have to explain that one.”
“As a child, my memories of most gods were deities who seemed ambivalent to humanity until provoked, when they would wipe out entire cultures with systematic precision. Seth is a god among humans.”
“There is much truth in that,” she says. 
I move forward, resting my elbows on my knees, and rub my drowsy eyes, saying, “I don’t understand why you aren’t a memory as well.” 
Quilici receives the statement with a hesitant breath. “A powerful scent has very little association with a smell, as you would think of it.”
I interrupt. “Sure, a scent is actually a detection of molecules that we all exude…” 
He volleys. “And within those tiny molecules is the DNA that makes each of us unique. Very good. For the most powerful of our species, and for humans, there seems to be a genetic marker or a warning signal buried in the complexities of DNA that we are sensitive to through smell.”
I interrupt. “So somewhere throughout our evolutionary history, it became an advantage to recognize these special creatures, which could potentially ensure survival either through avoidance, friendship, or mating. Does that sound about right?”
“Yes, you are correct.”
“Have we found the actual gene that creates this scent?”
“I’m afraid not. The Human Genome Project mapped out the human genes years ago and there are rumors that the vampires have emulated that with our DNA as well, but it is extremely sophisticated and locating the genetic variance would be like finding the proverbial needle in a haystack.”
“That leads me back to the original statement. Why are you not a memory for me?”
He breathes through his oversized nose with sadness. “I do not possess the variant DNA. That is why Caedmon challenges me after only a century or so of my position as Alpha. One becomes an Alpha by challenge or by appointment by the existing Alpha. Our previous pack leader chose me as his successor because of my knowledge of the events, which are unraveling now. He commanded that the story I am going to weave for you be kept confidential until such a time as this.”
Percy interjects. “Before you begin, I think it is important that you are aware that there is more to Adriel than what was seen this evening. He is changing rapidly, as we witnessed earlier with the electricity, but also last night he seemed to control the wind.”
I say, “I didn’t know you saw that.”
“Were it not for that diversion, Abram would have killed me.” She turns back to Quilici. “Can you explain what is happening to him? Then we will need to discuss what is happening to me as well.” She runs her fingers through her white streak of hair.
“I have pondered that for a couple of hours, but before we begin to speculate, because that is all we can do, I think I need to fill in the gaps, as they say, for both of you.” He shifts his eyes to me. “Adriel, what did Cassius share with you? No details please, just an overview.”
“Anu was the first of our kind due to the assimilation of blood-water and humans. There was a Blood War and two groups survived, then separated; one relocated into the forests, becoming what you are, and the other remained in the caves, evolving into what Percy is.”
Quilici continues the story. “All that he said was truth, although only a portion of it. Please allow me to go back a few years to 1353 AD in Rome, Italy. The Black Death had been killing its way through Europe for six years, reducing the world’s population by about 100 million humans. It was due in large part to the plague that we were able to feed without detection for so long because of the mass graves and low life expectancy. In spite of that, our food source was plentiful, so there was very little competition, as the population of humans was still abundant. The Black Death coupled with their ceaseless wars ironically created a more peaceful atmosphere between the waers and vampires. It was well timed. Our kind had been at war for millennia over territory disputes or feeding grounds, which, in turn, led to casualties, diminishing our species to a very small number. So the leader of the vampires, a particularly beautiful and intelligent female called Lucretia, began to formulate a strategy to ensure both of our kinds, not just survived, but prospered. It was difficult overcoming thousands of years of compounding distrust, but she was a very willful vampire and forced it to work. In fact, I understand that she may have been even more willful than you, Adriel.” He and Percy snicker at my expense. “Our pack leader and my mentor, Felix, had several meetings and negotiations with Lucretia, which resulted in a treaty that, until recently, had been honored. Cassius was on the council at that point and actually helped negotiate some of the more problematic subjects. For the sake of time, I will leave the particulars of the treaty and concentrate on Cassius and his role, which resulted in the greatest discovery since our kind began.
“Cassius was already well known throughout the world for his ambition and that he accumulated secrets on all current and future council members. He would have been comparable to your American Joseph McCarthy, who held confidential information on everyone, using it to his advantage by leveraging and blackmail. He was also quite the scholar, as you most likely know, collecting rare books and learning all there was to know about humans and our kind as well. He was quite aware that information was powerful and that it would provide him the avenue to attain his position as leader and then sustain it. 
“It was during that time in Rome when the treaty was drafted and accepted that Cassius could roam free without fearing the waers on his private quest to locate obscure books or information. One evening in Venice, he was perusing one of the local church libraries and stumbled upon a book that mentioned Anu, the Sumerian god, but this book was different from the typical mythology handed down from generations of oral traditions and semi-literate writers. It spoke of a diary of sorts, a book of Knosis written by the mythological god himself. The church had apparently discovered this book in the 2nd century AD, and with no regard for history or tolerance of different opinion, promptly misplaced it somewhere in a church on the outskirts of Rome.”
I interrupt like an excited school kid. “He had that book in his office.”
“Yes, he always keeps that one accessible to others for study, if needed. That particular church was within the agreed upon feeding boundary of the waers, so Cassius had to meet with Lucretia and convince her, through his vast collection of her indiscretions, I’m sure, that it was in their best interest to find the Knosis. She, in turn, struck a deal with Felix that was neither simple, nor expeditious, but after months of anticipation, he was rewarded with an understanding that allowed for Cassius to be accompanied by one vampire while the waers would have two as well to make certain there was no alternate plan.” 
I say, “Alternate plan, ya think?” 
He relents. “Your remark is noted. There was a treaty, but that did not eliminate our innate suspicions of each other. The temporary easement was granted. Cassius chose Gisella as his partner.” He settles back into the recliner with a deep sigh, hands clasped behind his neck, and goes on, “Such a beautiful name for a ruthless killer. She was deadly perfection and terrorized our kind for nearly a thousand years until the burn took her from us.”
Percy, inquiring, says, “Was there more to that story?”
His smile dissipates slightly into a regretful frown. “She was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen, and for a young one as I was, she left an indelible mark. We were lovers fueled by the fires of passion and mystery, but as you know, those torrid affairs blaze with such intensity that all are consumed.” He rolls his head forward in painful memories, stalling for a moment, then lifts his gaze to meet me. My eyes are darting back and forth in deep thought and he interjects. “Adriel, I see where you are going and I believe that I have inadvertently jumped several pages of the story. There is no doubt that you have a shared lineage, but we do not have those answers.”
I stop the search and lock on him. “Were you able to have children or young ones, as you call them?”
Percy lets out a muffled gasp, as she can’t hide her surprise, and he answers, “To put it simply, no. There has never been a cross species between waer and vampire due to some natural rejection. We are not really that different from a genetic perspective, but our chromosomes will not mingle.” Percy and I are on the edge of our seats and he says, “Please, allow me to continue. I promise we will address your questions.” Both of us let out a breath that neither of us was aware we were holding and marginally relax, but still tenuously cling to anticipation. “The Knosis was hidden in the Church of Giovanni a Mare in Gaeta, which was a sea town south of Rome, but north of Naples. Humans at that time were very superstitious, readily assigning satanic labels or supernatural attributes to anyone who presented themselves out of the ordinary, so we thought it best to meet on the beach of the Gulf of Gaeta, hinging near the town borders. It was several hours after sunset when we arrived, and without electricity, the town drifted quietly into sleep early in the night, allowing us the time to investigate the church undisturbed. 
“The priest must have had a particularly long day, as he left the candles burning from what appeared to have been a late Eucharist or ritual and a sputtering fire struggling to maintain its life to heat the room. The church was an interesting fusion of old architectural styles that accentuated the gothic entrance and domed roof, but the hidden beauty lay within as gold and wood collided with animated shadows cast by the candles. In the covenant between Lucretia and Felix, it was negotiated to allow the waers to analyze and read the book first since it was obvious that Cassius’s intentions were insidious. I was chosen for that task because of my love of books and history, with my warrior pack-mate Demetrio guarding our interests. With our preternatural speed, the book was located by Gisella soon after our entrance on a top shelf, dusty and stiff from centuries of neglect. I vividly recall Cassius masking his excitement with ambivalent disinterest, but all of us were quite conscious of the book’s importance. Although we did not know the content, we knew that he would not make such great effort without great reason.
“With hesitation and slighted looks, she relented, handing the Knosis to me and I promptly sat down at an old wooden church bench, whispering my prayerful thank yous for such an opportunity. Of course, you realize that my prayers were merely thoughtful expressions aimed at no one in particular, but I was thankful nonetheless. I read what Cassius currently teaches his tribes of our ancient ancestor called Anu and his metamorphosis, the Blood War, and the departure and evolution of the waers and vampires. Yet, there was one more of our kind also described in the book that has been kept an institutional secret that only the four of us at the church, our respective leaders, Bryn, and I suspect Seth have been privy to.”
This agitates Percy and she remarks, “How can this be? How could I have been with you and Bryn for so long without this knowledge?” I could tell that she was hurt from the apparent distrust more than offended that they had a secret.
Quilici senses that as well. “You were already tortured and, in time, unofficially ostracized from the Council due to your actions the night of his birth.” He points to me. “We could not risk Cassius extracting this truth from you and Bryn would not bear your death at Cassius’s hands.” The sting of the offense was bated by Bryn’s concern, so she let it float away with her exhale.
After a soothing exercise, she responds, “You’re right, of course. It would have been poor strategic planning to freely give information to those who did not need to know, but I am intimately involved and withholding the information affected me. I do not appreciate being played as the pawn, and from this point forward, I will require your word that I will have access to all pertinent data.” I don’t say a word to interrupt this demand, knowing that she is deadly serious and her wrath is not something to be toyed with.
“You have my word, Percy. Our friendship has always been important to me, but as you mentioned, this could have cost you your life and may still.”
I say to get us back on track, “What was the other species?”
“There was a second group, if you will, that left the sanctuary of the caves to the vampires in a quest to find escape from the useless wars and bickering caused by the cave-dwellers. They were similar to the waers in that they sought isolation under the protective canopies of mature trees deep in the forests that were beginning to reclaim the earth. This group split from the future waers in a long and arduous journey south to discover a warmer atmosphere that would accommodate abundant life.
“The Knosis stated that as time passed these cousins learned to meditate and subdue the hunger that plagues our kind to this day, but it did not happen through self-control. Every evening they would gather in a circle, stretching their hands and fingers to touch the other next to them in an attempt to connect and explore the parameters of their mutation.”
I interrupt. “So, did they start the ‘60s’ revolution?”
“Adriel, please. This is serious.” I shrug a nonverbal sorry and he continues,. “It was during one of those episodes that one of them released his touch, yet the presence did not fade. It was as if they were still physically connected, but were not. The others caught on quickly and it is unclear, but later they apparently learned to absorb the nutrients found in blood from sentient creatures without killing them.”
Percy says, “I don’t quite understand.”
He rewinds and rethinks the approach, as any effective teacher would, and says, “Well, the Knosis was written by a powerful man, but he was only as scientifically advanced as his culture. So, the explanations were primitive because the world understood the universe through myth and magic. He thought they drained the life from the blood of animals and humans without killing or touching them, and as they learned to perfect this craft, it was soon discovered that they could also draw on the natural forces of wind, water, and lightning, or as they wrote ‘fire from the heavens.’
“The latter talents were mostly rudimentary; they only had minor effects on the weather, such as a sprinkle on a hot day, a gentle breeze, or using a tree as a lightning rod. However, there were small hints saying that one or two of the most powerful had manipulated lightning and rain.
“In a modern explanation, without having any evidence or subject to actually study, I think they operated on a subatomic level. We now know that everything is connected and that all of us are made from the same materials of matter and that we constantly are exchanging those atoms. For instance, 95% of our atoms will detach from us every year and move on to become a part of something or someone else. So, they somehow physically understood this, learned to control it, and drew in the necessary chemicals from blood that were required for survival, eventually attracting electrons to move air, water, and catch the attention of lightning.” I give him my best skeptical look to express my cynicism. “I understand your reservations, but I have no other way of coherently explaining how they do it without one of them present.”
Percy buys into the story, but I reply with a touch of acrimony. “So, Quilici, to paraphrase what we have learned thus far, they are cousins of ours that have kept their presence a secret to every human, vamp, and waer on the planet, other than your little conspiracy team, that is, for thousands of years and they can control the elements with their minds?” I stop and start quickly, adding, “Not to mention they suck the life out of humans and animals through subatomic displacement.” I end the sentence, trying to wrap my mind around it, but it is so difficult to believe in a world of fact and science.
He senses my struggle and says, “Yes, that is fantastical, but true.” He shifts to Percy. “Your evidence is sitting here questioning the absurdity of it all.” Now that caught my attention because innately I know that I have indeed drawn electricity and moved the wind. His point was made. “They have been called many names through the millennia, but are known as the fae.”
I spit out, “You mean fairies?”
“Yes, that is a more recent extension of the name.”
“Okay, wait a minute. You get to be the badass werewolf, Percy is a bloodthirsty seductress, and I get to prance around in the woods in a ballerina outfit?” Even he smiles at that one.
“If that is what you wish, I will not stop you,” he says with equal wit and the laughter reverses in an uneasy shift to my direction. “They are not small, impish creatures that sprinkle dust on bright flowers, although they have been known to appreciate nature. They were the witches and mages feared throughout the ages for their elemental control and sorceries. They were the elves of mythology: lean, beautiful, and violently protecting the earth, yet seeking harmony with all. Anu wrote of their power and gentleness as they evolved. 
“He described them as taller than mankind, but less stocky, which most likely happened as the oxygen-rich jungles fed their systems, but atrophied from the absence of hunting. I believe that the absorption process also stripped their hair of pigment. 
“The only picture found of them had a woman with your color hair. Their eyes mutated to the darkest black, which gave a contrasted appearance of obsidian burrowed into ivory. Percy can attest to this, having direct experience with one of them.”
He stops out of respect, permitting her time to respond, and she refuses, motioning him to go on. “Anu said that their unique feeding mechanism prolonged their lives by centuries, enabling them to live around 2,000 years, but like the vampires, nature is not kind to that direct affront and is intent on eliminating their species by sterility. He mentioned that very few were born and I speculate that it has only progressed in that direction, making Adriel a very special young one indeed. 
“Well, to continue the story. I was obviously flabbergasted at the new revelation and Cassius snatched the Knosis from my quivering hands when he noticed that my reading was complete. He voraciously consumed the content, slowing down in sections that primarily dealt with the fae, giving me some indication that he was dimly aware of our history, but ignorant of theirs. 
“After another hour or so of Cassius memorizing certain sections, our primal instincts were urging us to find shelter and rest, indicating that the dawn was near. He was anxiously sitting upright on the bench with Gisella listlessly writhing through pews and chairs while Demetrio and I stilled our focus to make sure Cassius did nothing inappropriate. Of course, we were not focused enough. When he finally completed the exhaustive read, which just happened to be timed perfectly with the imminent sunrise, he sifted through several pages until the fae chapters were neatly pinched between his thumb and index finger. I remember looking at him as he smiled, and I knew… I knew he was hinting at treachery, but for some reason the moment became surreal and my reaction sluggish as he ripped the pages from the book and promptly threw them in the fire. Demetrio recovered quickly and jumped at him with ferocious speed, but Gisella flanked him, drawing her sword with careful precision against his massive throat and the flames engulfed the old, dried parchment in mere seconds, incinerating all evidence of the fae.
“You probably see the strain of anger even now marking my face as it continues to be a source of contention. I was outraged and roared with such force that windows cracked and neighbors awoke frightened, huddling their offspring into corners. Cassius showed no fear, as a psychotic who lacks the ability to feel emotion or empathy, and with a small gesture, extended his hand and asked that we all sit down to discuss what had happened. The fury would not let go of me, so I paced to leak its vigor and found that no one accepted his invitation, including Cassius, because that would have placed them in an inferior position for battle. 
“He whimsically ignored my intensity, stating that no vampire or waer should know of the fae because there would be those who would seek them out and use them against the other, creating another war that neither of us could afford. He said that they hid themselves in an attempt to flee from our blood thirst and live peaceful lives in accord with nature and humans. He said that it would be a gross injustice for us to hunt them down against their wishes, forcing them to reengage our kind without their consent. Then finally, he proposed that we say nothing of what was discovered and when asked, merely state that a book was found, but does not have the information we sought. This would be enough half-truth for a skilled manipulator to pass our innate lie detector test without too much interrogation. 
“The night had escaped us as the light from the sun crept over the Gulf of Gaeta, spray painting the air with oranges and yellows. It was truly a magnificent sight, and one that our kind does not see often, yet it was lost on the weight of our lethargy as we fought to remain conscious. Cassius was starting to show the signs as he bent over, catching himself on the bench and avoiding a comatose sleep that would have surely been his last if the locals discovered him. We had to leave. All of us slothfully made our way through the rear exit and gathered all the strength stored for emergencies for a final sprint to safety. Cassius threw me one last smile and thanked me for the assistance before he and Gisella dashed from the church through cobblestoned streets for sanctuary. Demetrio and I paused for a very brief reflection when I heard them in the distance. I realized that Cassius, at that time, had no real experience with our kind, due to the tense relationships, so he had no knowledge that our hearing was much more sensitive than his, as he must have thought they were out of eavesdropping range. 
“I perked my ears in concentration and specifically heard him say, ‘Did you find the addendum?’ 
“Gisella replied, ‘Yes. They do not suspect.’
“The last words I heard before they departed were spoken by Cassius. ‘Very good. We will have our starting point.’ They must have run from there and we had no more time to wait either. 
“When we returned to debrief Felix, we shared the entire story, leaving nothing out. He commanded that the information be kept confidential, as the treaty was tenuous and the majority of waers should not suffer for the wicked plans of a couple of vampires. Eventually, I was selected to be his heir as Pack Leader, primarily based on that evening, to make certain the waers would be prepared for the day that Cassius’s plans would be actuated. Bryn and I formed an allegiance, eventually including Percy and, aside from the occasional rumor, there was a calm of inactivity until the night Percy and I met in Atlanta.” 
There was an inordinate silence as we all considered what was said when I injected, “Did you find my parents for me and give them the paper with ‘Vinculum’ etched on the surface?”
I notice Quilici staring deeply into his lukewarm coffee and I wonder what burden plagues him. He shakes off the melancholy and joins the conversation again, saying, “It was a strange coincidence that led me to your parents. I was caught off-guard when Percy presented me with an infant, especially one as interesting as you, and to be quite honest, I had no idea what to do with you. Percy briefed me on the evening and promptly left with only the information she walked in with.”
I say, “How did you select my parents?”
“I remained in Atlanta and it was a complicated challenge to feed you and me with no assistance. The second night I was in a local convenience store, searching for formula, when I overheard two well-dressed humans conversing about their extreme disappointment that the adoption was cancelled because the young mother decided at the last moment to keep her child. The female was mildly distraught and her husband played the role of comforter as her tears dropped with cadence. I could not utilize legal means for your adoption for obvious reasons, so I spontaneously decided to take advantage of the situation and started a conversation with the humans. 
“Through the years, I have rehashed the scenario hundreds of times and cannot seem to piece together the events without labeling it odd. I am six-foot-nine with wild hair and most likely the largest human they had ever seen, yet they showed no signs of intimidation or awe, just pleasantly accepted me, and with very little convincing, accepted you as well. The entire deal was completed outside the store about midnight over a soda and handshake. Surreal would be a descriptive word, but if possible, it was stranger than that. They never asked my name and did not inquire as to why I never asked theirs. We simply parted ways and I never knew your location until I saw you with Cassius. Were it not for my extreme desperation, I would never have given you to them and would have planned more carefully, but the time was short and the opportunity seemed fortuitous.”
My mind is swimming in the murky sea of memories with faded snapshots of my foster mom whispering in the ear of my foster dad while peering in my direction. I try to focus on that picture, transforming it into a film that is cut and melted from poor storage. Movement begins and the silent film eases into life with sounds of silverware clinking and our dog, Texas, barking in our backyard. I must have been four years old, but remember straining my ears to decipher their clandestine conversation while playing with the peanut butter and jelly sandwich for a diversion. I hear the scattered questions between mumbles. “They were right; he is different. I’m scared, honey. What happens when he grows up? Where will they take him? Why do we have to hide?” I fast-forward to the present and am relieved that Percy and Quilici did not notice my temporary departure, so I decide it is best to keep this small revelation for me, for now.
Percy breaks the intensity. “Quilici, has Bryn told you everything that has happened to both of us?”
“Yes, he has.”
“What is your hypothesis?”
Once again he moves back into the recliner and replies, “First, let me summarize what I know so we are all on the same page, as it were. You were bonded through Adriel’s fae mother at the conclusion of the ritual. I also found it absolutely fascinating that you followed him around for nearly twenty-five years while he roamed free, hopping countries every so often. I am conjecturing of course, but think that she needed someone to protect him. Even without your knowledge, you played the role well and in one case, saved his life in New Orleans. It would not astonish me to discover that you were instrumental in saving his life many times through your travels without realization. I digress. When you eventually met in person, there was a physical aching that drew you together and it seemed to heighten during times that Adriel unleashed his nature. Recently, you physically united and the moment caused a sliver of your hair to adopt his color of white. What am I missing?”
Percy answers, “Both of our metabolisms have increased, requiring me to feed more due to an increased appetite and yet, Adriel’s hunger has diminished.” I see her contemplating whether she would like share a confidence and then the decision is made with resolution. “We can also feel each other, but not physically. We can sense the other’s intentions and emotions, although the clarity is rather muddy.”
“Hmmm, that is fascinating. I wonder if the fae’s ability to absorb or draw in particles is related to your predicament.” I can tell that he thoroughly enjoys this kind of mental exercise and understand why Felix chose him as the Pack Leader during this time. He is cool headed, a critical thinker, and able to hold information with discretion.
He continues. “It also appears that Adriel’s maturation is a process, and it would make logical sense that your bonding is a process as well, beginning at his birth and now is nearing the end of its growth, as Adriel is nearing his full maturity as well.”
I interrupt. “I’m starting to feel uncomfortable with everyone assuming I’m a young one in puberty.”
He half smiles and returns to the conversation. “Forgive me, but to us, you are young. You have not experienced the fullness of what you will become. Although I think you are physically ready, your mind has not accepted it yet.” He darts to Percy. “The more he accepts and utilizes what he is, your bond will solidify. The question is why Adriel has less need for blood now. It would appear that he did not inherit the fae ability to absorb nutrients from his surroundings, but requires less somehow.” He taps his chin in sequence and catches Percy and me sharing a look, then says, “Would you like to articulate your thoughts on this?”
I acquiesce to Percy. “We think that I have ‘absorbed’ some of his metabolism and immune system, but it would be more true to say that I have more of the blood-water within me. If I were to dip a cup into the ocean and fill it to the top, the ocean would still have the same molecular composition in the same percentages as would the cup. Just as Adriel has retained what he is, losing nothing, in spite of giving me a cup full.” She allows the message to be received and goes on. “Also, his burn still increases, but, as we discovered from his unique experience with the Resurrectio, he does not age as we do and I seem to absorb his hunger or, more appropriately, he is sated by my presence.” She gives me a salacious wink and I feel like a young one in puberty. Damn!
He replies, “This Vinculum is unusual and powerful. We really have no way of knowing what will result from its snare. Let me think on this for a while. Meantime, the night is disappearing and there are a couple of more items I would like to discuss.” He purposely walks into the master bedroom and I hear the whoosh of a closet door open and the grumble of clutter as he digs for his prize. Percy and I remain in complete silence while she considers the stories told this evening and I wrestle with Caedmon’s scent.
Unfortunately, time is short and Quilici arrives with a frame turned around so as not to spoil the surprise. He struts over to the coffee table, peacocking his hair in extravagance, letting us know that he has information that no one else possesses. 
He says, “The next evening, after the four of us found the Knosis, I returned to the church, hoping to find some evidence or piece of information that would help me discover his true intentions. I was very fortunate as one page was left unscathed, hiding under the second pew, and I took it, eventually having it framed.” He places it gently on the table, right side up, and we are enraptured. “The painting was faded due to centuries of neglect. Fortunately, it was caught before irreparable damage was incurred. It is Anu, albeit archaic and childish for today’s standard of art.”
He was a massively built man, not in height, but in muscle. His hair was the darkness that humans ran from to escape predators hunting in the night and his skin was a soft ivory that mirrored the pelted snow of Northern Europe. It is when I methodically arrive at his eyes that a burst of heat races through my arteries. His eyes are my eyes, no difference at all. I lift my head to Quilici in wonderment.
He responds. “You have more of the blood-water than any of our kind since Anu, and this is what gives you your hunger, senses, and I suspect… immortality.” He lets that word hover for a stretched pause and says, “You are partially fae, Adriel. You are also partially vampire. What you are not is less than both. You are more. I do not know how this happened, but the genetics have combined, giving you the progenitor’s abilities and the benefit of evolution. I think your fae mother robbed you of any potential to be as strong as a waer, but we cannot all be perfect.” He chuckles. “You are one of us, but different. Do not get any delusions of grandeur, though. You are not undefeatable. You are not a god, and you are not a match for an elder of any species yet. Caedmon could have killed you this evening, but for reasons unknown to me, he chose not to.”
I shout, “That’s it!”
Percy, startled by my explosive outburst says, “What?”
“I know where else I smelled Africa. A while back, during sword lessons with Seth, I caught a scent on him that was foreign. It was as if one tiny molecule had jumped from his clothes to my nose—it was Caedmon.”
Percy asks, “Are you positive?”
And Quilici answers. “Of course he is. The memories are never wrong. This is much worse than I imagined. Seth withholds nothing from Cassius, either by choice or due to their innate lie detector. If Caedmon and Cassius are conspiring, the pack has been compromised and the entire waer population, the vamps as well, will be under their joint leadership.”
Percy says, “We must discover what Cassius’s true purpose is and why.”
I say, “I agree. There must be a way they communicate. If we can somehow intercept the conversation, we can make our plans accordingly.”
Finally Quilici chimes in. “There is a place just beyond Burkittsville on a trail that leads up South Mountain where Caedmon retreats for privacy. He has no clue that I am aware of its location and it seems like a probable meeting point.”
“Why don’t any of you use cell phones?” I ask.
Percy steps in and says, “We can detect lies, and the waers have even been known to feel intentions. This can only be accomplished if we are physically present.” Makes sense to me.
Quilici adds, “We will leave immediately after dusk. I imagine they will need to talk soon due to the most recent happenings. It is near sunrise and we require rest, but there is one more thing I must give Adriel.” He steps out of the living room and exits the kitchen door that leads to the three-car garage, the door closing behind him in a vacuum. 
I turn my attention to Percy, saying, “This doesn’t seem real. I’ve been moving so quickly I haven’t had the opportunity to reflect on all the changes to me, to us, and to our roles in the bigger picture.” I let out a breath. “If I’m being honest, I don’t feel equipped for this. I’m not a hero or even a leader. I mean, I realize that these new abilities are remarkable and I don’t take that for granted, but at the end of the day, they’re just weapons. What matters is the heart of a person. Who they are. I’m afraid I don’t possess what truly matters.” I can feel her tender concern and she encourages me without words.
Then she speaks. “You have much to give, and as you said, your abilities do not define who you are. If they were to disappear never to return, I would still be here with you. I appreciate your humility and concern, for those are what make you truly powerful.”
Right when I start to feel the serenity of Percy’s presence, a sharp pain doubles me over and I let slip a whimpering cry. It inches through my abdomen, up the neck, and finds a resting place right behind my eyes. The pressure is so intense that my vision blurs with dotted halos reminiscent of a delightful little migraine. I squeeze my eyes shut in an effort to crush whatever has invaded my body and creak one open, finding Percy suffering from sympathy pain. She doesn’t feel the ubiquity of it, but her demeanor has changed with a long wince. 
I hear her say, “Quilici, what are you doing? Take what you are carrying and leave!”
Quilici responds, “I cannot. This is his by right and he must work through it.” He finishes the thought and unsheathes the sword that was stolen from Cassius, that was stolen from my mother. The sword glows with an electric blue light that seems to be nervously dancing within the tribal inlay, desiring to get out. The pain subsides to a dull ache, spreading throughout my entire body and pulls me from the inside in the direction of the sword. I stand in submission and walk toward Quilici as he matches my pace with the curious look of examining a science project on his face. The sword pulls my hand forward and stray shards jump from me to the sword, sedating the dancing blue to a soothing river that flows gently back and forth in the pattern. With compulsion, we touch, the sword and I. There is a mild transfer of energy from me as the sword swallows all it can digest, then cools in appreciation as my body feels whole and calm.
I say, “It isn’t alive, but it is a shadow of life. I can sense its desire to connect with me and I feel more… complete.”
Percy moves in my direction, but is very careful not to touch me, letting me know that she is nervous about our bond and the sword as memories flutter through her mind. Quilici takes a step backward to accommodate any power fluctuation from the sword and says while rubbing his chin, “It is even more than we thought. I know nothing of the sword other than what Bryn and Percy have shared with me, but I may know of someone who can provide some helpful information about this, your mother, and the intention of Cassius.”
Percy and I simultaneously furrow our brows, signaling an unspoken question. He receives the signal and answers accordingly, “I know where the scientist is.” After the initial shock is over, I catch myself with a death grip on the sword and slowly allow my fingers to relax enough to lessen the tension. 
Percy is not fairing much better. I feel her emotions and this is strike two for Quilici. Reining them in, she asks, “At what point in time did you find his location?”
He knows better and immediately responds. “Bryn, through his extensive network, narrowed down the possible sites last month, and then last night called me with an actual address. I promise I had no idea until then.”
The tension evaporates and I say, “Well, let’s get through tomorrow evening and find out all we can about this cute unholy alliance and then we’ll make plans to go visit the good doctor. Does that sound about right?”
In unison, “Sure/Yes.”
The sword has calmed down with lethargic swirls aimlessly flowing and I feel the connection, as I am tired and feel the tranquility of sleep calling me too. The conversation ends quite naturally and Quilici parts ways with us to his chamber underneath his bedroom. I guess all the houses have this in common. Percy and I make our way to the basement and are pleasantly surprised to find a bed with fresh linens, soft music, and no windows. I yawn first and then feel compelled to stretch as yet another layer of tension is released in preparation of a good day’s sleep. Percy is watching me with curiosity, so I ask, “What’s up?”
She answers while laughing. “Nothing is up. I just never thought I would be sharing a bed with someone.”
“You’ve never slept in the same bed with someone else?”
“No. I am certainly no nun, Adriel, but this is new to me. To a vampire, it requires complete trust to allow another being to have access to your sleeping quarters because we are utterly defenseless. Even in our community we had impregnable doors that kept us in and others out.” 
I sneak over to her, lightly touching my body to hers, and feel the heat of her satisfaction. Wrapping my hands around her limber waist, I softly pull us into each other as our lips almost touch. I sense her need as she licks her dry lips, ensuring they are moist, and with lurid desire, she kisses me. After several long tumultuous minutes, we release and she smiles with insidious delight, whispering, “I think I’m robbing the cradle.” Damn!
It is a strange day of dreams and visions as we sleep huddled close with my sword to my side like some sort of perverse ménage à trois. I can hear voices chanting and singing about upcoming war and hooded people trekking through the woods on a mission, speaking a language that is both unfamiliar and melodic. One of them stops and looks directly at me as if she knew I could see her in my dream, and at the moment she removes her hood, I awake.



 
 
 
Chapter 12
 
I rise from the dream, panicking and pulling the sheets with me, and feel the cold pool of sweat gathering around my hairline. I strain for clarity, attempting to remember her face through the shrouded hood, but see nothing other than her eyes. I can’t resist a spastic shiver from a chill when they catch me. They are the abyss of darkness swallowing light and I can feel the hypnotic glare luring me to rest with promises of tranquility. She was familiar, yet alien, and she knew me.
Percy must sense my discomfort as she gently scratches my back, kneading her way to successfully calm my nerves. I feel the stress bleed out rhythmically with each exhaled breath and my shoulders slump, expressing their resignation. She says, “Do you want to talk about your dream?”
I’m about to reply when my heart jumps gears, revving beyond its usual speed limit. It’s that second of terror when I think that I’ve forgotten something important or left it behind and I do a quick visual search, hoping that something will jog my memory. Without thought my hand reaches for the sword and instantly upon touch my body reacts with a shot of morphine, making the world right again. Percy is a witness to this anxiety attack and comments. “This question may sound odd, but does the sword feel like me? Not physically, but in desire, in need.”
I contemplate the question for several minutes before responding. “No, but yes. It is similar in how we connect. I’m drawn to the sword because it seems to want my excess energy and… I can’t zero in on the details, but it is an echo of the fae. Well, at least I’m guessing they’re the fae because it belonged to my mother. Whoever it is, though, I can sense their life in it. 
“Yet it’s dissimilar because the connection isn’t organic or emotional. How can one compare the love of an object with the love of a person? The sword reacts to me, but it’s not real… It’s like a weapon designed specifically for me. That’s it! I feel the truth in it.”
Her touch increases in pressure and I figure she must be memorizing this through osmosis when she replies light-heartedly, “We make quite a trio.” Then, abruptly serious, she says, “What do you think would happen if I touched it?” Good question and I can tell a remnant of fear still remains from a night almost forty years ago, but I offer it to her anyway. She responds hesitantly, but yields to curiosity—first poking at it with her index finger to test the reaction, and then once the threat is negated, she wrapps her hand around the hilt. 
She says with elation, “Nothing! I feel nothing.” Swinging the sword in an ancient kata, she nearly gives me a Van Gogh look and smirks at my apprehension. “You do not trust me?”
I’ve been around enough women to know the answer to this one. “Of course I do. It was just a natural reaction, that’s all.” She lets me get away with the rehearsed response and I’m grateful. 
She respectfully places the sword next to me as an artist is careful with meaningful art and, with her head still bowed, she says without looking at me, “I have to admit that I am relieved that the sword is not connected to me as well. No offense, but that is a burden that you can carry all by yourself. I am curious how the shadow of life within it communicates to you.”
She is smart, a tactical maneuvering to the original question concerning my dream. In my experience, most people are willing to move from one subject to the next without much thought, or even from friend to friend, lover to lover, or car to car as nothing is sacred and everything is disposable. Apparently, when she latches on to something of interest, she will not release it easily and I appreciate this insight into her character. So, I decide to compensate her efforts and simply describe the hooded people wandering through the forest and the lady that knew I was observing them as if the dream were real. I share with her that the lady’s eyes were mesmerizing darkness that whispered for me to let go and fall into her. Yet, I felt no fear.
She says, “We both need to think on this, Adriel.”
“Should I tell the story to Quilici as well?”
She breathes deeply. “I trust Quilici, but the tethered relationship that has been created between you and the fae is new and fragile. Neither of us have any idea what they are doing nor if there is some confidential message being communicated. I do not want to be hypocritical, but this situation may call for secrecy, at least temporarily. What are your thoughts?”
“No relationship is simple. They each have depth and while some are lakes, others are oceans. I trust Bryn and Quilici, but what exists between you and me is unique and fathomless. We should include them when the time is right, but I just don’t want to muddy the water and divert our attention from this current mess we are in.”
“Agreed. There will be plenty of time to deal with the future.” As the final word trails off, we hear a gentle tapping on the upstairs door that leads to the basement. Percy reaches over beside the bed to a light switch, flipping it down, and it reacts with a slide and click that releases the locking mechanism on the door. One can never be too careful when sleeping. 
Quilici’s massive frame pounds the aged wooden stairs into submission while he ducks through the narrow stairwell for the descent. His presence is intimidating and I cringe at this new position I’m in. At six foot two, I am quite used to looking down on people. There is a certain comfort that I have from a position of physical dominance. It appears the shoe is on the other foot because I feel like a child insecurely looking up to an adult for approval. He senses my juxtaposition and chooses to dismiss it while saying, “I was correct. There will be a meeting this evening at 2 a.m. in the location we discussed earlier.”
I break in. “How do you know that?”
He responds. “The tribe naturally follows the most powerful Alpha—it has always been that way. We respect strength, but only appreciate wisdom, which has resulted in most of the pack supporting Caedmon with his claim to Alpha. Of course, the other packs around the world will have to support him as well, but that is a history lesson for later. Even with his power, there will be a few who remain loyal to me, and fortunately, one has already been in contact with me. That waer is on the perimeter of Caedmon’s inner circle and has access to his comings and goings. Through a brief discussion, we combined information and feel that this is the most likely scenario.”
Percy goes into strategizing mode and replies, “First, we must feed because we will need all of our strength this night. I would like to visit the Graveyard.” Quilici looks confused so she continues. “It is not an actual graveyard, but a feeding ground that only Adriel and I are privy to. It will not require us to hunt and will be expeditious, as we will need to arrive at South Mountain ahead of our enemies. Are there any objections?” 
Neither of us offer an alternate plan, but I imagine it’s for different reasons. Quilici understands the urgency this night will demand of us and that we will need to simply think of food as fuel, dismissing the thrill of the hunt to ensure our objectives are met. I think of Percy. Behind the logic there is a mercy for those who desperately seek death as their final reprieve from a world that is cruel and unyielding. She feels an obligation to care for her damaged humans the way a volunteer at the local animal shelter cares for dogs that are riddled with malignant cancer. If I would’ve disagreed, she would’ve possibly ignored me, but worse, she would’ve been disappointed at my lack of empathy. Quilici wraps up the conversation with speedy finesse and begins his ascension to the main floor to sip on the floral tea that has permeated the air. I shake my head at the thought of the prior Alpha of the worldwide waer community having breakfast tea before drinking the blood of humans as his brunch. I turn and find Percy mirroring my amusement and we share a private moment as old couples who have known each other for decades. Okay, this is getting scary.
She says, “There is one store on our way out that we will need to visit.”
“Why?” I’ve always been a ‘why’ person, not one of those ‘what’ ones. The question is as important as the answer.
To my disappointment her answer is “You will have to be patient, Adriel.” 
 
* * *
 
We arrive an hour later at an indiscreet store surrounded by colorful storefronts that desperately want attention with their bright purple and orange paint contrasting the white doors. They are specialty shops managed by owners that give this small town the character other cities have lost due to corporate takeovers and gigantic supercenters. I’ve always aligned myself with this kind of town where individualism is encouraged and acceptance is almost always assumed. Although, there are always a few that want to force everyone into the same church, the same school, and the same clothes, but fortunately, they’re considered the unusual ones by the majority. I can see why Frederick was chosen by the waers and vamps as a headquarters as most citizens just leave them alone, or at the very least, their southern roots prohibit them from being rude.
Since it was on my mind, I say as we park by the meter, “Quilici, out of all the places to live on this planet, why would the Alpha of the waers and the leader of the vampires choose to live in close proximity to each other?”
“When the treaty was agreed upon, neither group trusted the other. So it was written into the covenant that we would always have our leaders within the same city to make certain the other did not do anything that would jeopardize the peace. Strangely, it has worked well for centuries because no one wanted to be responsible for creating another millennium of war… that is, until now.”
Satisfied with the answer, I shift my attention back to the unassuming store. As we shut the doors, the chirp of the alarm system pierces the semi-noisy street. The two stores on either side are painted brick while this one remains original, proudly displaying its old age with dilapidated shingles and worn-down mortar. The door hasn’t seen repairs since before I was born, rusty hinges painfully creak like knees on old men. Quilici, being the eldest, holds the door open as Percy and I enter cautiously, anticipating the worst-case scenario. Wood flooring with soothing brown drywall that nearly matches in color, but holds just enough contrast to please the attentive eye. It’s a tailoring shop, and well frequented, judging by the walls, saturated with hanging jackets and shelved with boots. The floor has several racks of shirts, pants, and other assortments of clothing that aren’t crowded, but give the shopper a sense of variety with room to peruse. I look closer and notice that many of the clothing selections are Big & Tall, or more appropriately Huge & Ginormous, because the only person that would fit them would be whom I walked in with.
From behind a black curtain, a slightly tall man at six feet with a delicate thin frame enters to greet us. He steps to the counter with natural fluidity while his neatly combed and straight grey hair lays around his shoulders and over his black turtleneck. Before he speaks, I am evaluated with sunken, wobbly eyes that dimly resemble the color they once were and he says, “Welcome Quilici and Percy. What ca…”
I cough out, “What is he?” as I reject his scent as abnormal. It is a human smell, but I detect something mutated.
I look around and notice no one displaying shock at my deduction or outburst as Percy says, “You were right, Quilici. I cannot detect any anomaly, but he sensed it immediately.”
The thin, pale man leans over the desk, looking through me and says with satisfaction, “He is what I have heard, and more.” His tenor is creepy in a sexual predator kind of way, so I back away casually, giving him all the space he requires. “No need to fear me, young one. I am merely a servant to your kind.”
I correct him without delay. “I think you may have confused surprise with fear, old one.” I couldn’t resist.
To squelch the tension, Quilici chimes in. “He is an Avvelenato, or in English, the poisoned. In the first ages of our evolution, our kind could occasionally procreate with humans, causing some mutations, but only a mirrored image of what we are. Those that were more similar to us were hunted down and killed due to their weaknesses and their inability to fit in with either species. Yet, those that favored humanity were granted leniency because of their unique ability to blend in and do our bidding during the sunlit hours. Their numbers are few and diminish with time because our genes are recessive, but there are enough that continue to carry our mark.”
The shop owner respectfully adds, “We are born of human parents who carry the DNA and, if we are fortunate, found by your species before it too late and given sanctuary.”
I ask, “What do you mean too late?”
He responds. “Many of us are incarcerated, in mental institutions, or dead from suicide or the state before located.”
Percy demands our attention and says, “Adriel, could you imagine what it would be like to have our hunger for blood, yet no physical need for it as sustenance?” She lets the thought linger, then says, “They are born with a blood lust and no means of appropriating the need. Most of the vampire mix are sociopaths, severe schizophrenics, or just suffer from extreme manic depression. When you hear or read of serial killers, mass murderers, or even monsters that launch genocide, there is a very likely possibility that they are Avvelenato.”
I reply. “Are you saying that all the bad shit that happens to humans is because of these guys?” 
“No. Humans are quite capable of murder and ill intent without their assistance, but I am saying that the worst of them could be what Riley is.” She points to shop owner, giving me his name. 
Quilici picks the discussion back up. “Although he is a vampire mix, there are others who delineate from our line. His kind certainly has more of the psychological issues, but our kind is much larger and prone to rage. When wars are brutally fought with no respect to the Rules of Engagement or villages are burned down with no survivors, the waer blood is a strong possibility as the Avvelenato from our bloodline are emotional creatures with heightened senses and near preternatural strength.”
“What is the sanctuary that you offer them? If they are truly psychotic, how are they to be trusted or controlled?” I say with justification.
Percy glances to Quilici with a non-approving stare, begging him to reply with reason. Quilici receives the request, grudgingly accepts, and says, “We cannot scientifically explain this as of yet, but there is a natural order of things between our kind. They innately accept our positions of authority and we, in turn, care for them, giving them refuge and utilizing their talents or areas of interests. For instance, Riley has a genuine talent with sewing and creative designs that accommodate our unique criteria. There is also a side of him that yearns for blood. He is detailed, thorough, and meticulously precise, which is the perfect combination to meet certain needs of the tribe or pack that require, how should I say… anonymity.”
I strike the question, “Are you saying that Riley is an assassin?”
Before Quilici responds, I hear Riley inhale, a sound crammed with yearning as he fantasizes about a past or future murder. Then Quilici rolls his eyes and says, “That is correct and he is rather skilled in both talents. This may sound odd to you, Adriel, as you thought you were human only months ago, but it is our way and must be done to ensure our species survives.”
Percy steals the next sentence. “I think both of you may be underestimating Adriel and his willingness to approach this new life with pragmatism. He killed when he thought he was human; he has killed since, and I suspect that he will have no problem killing our own kind when the situation demands it. No one—human, waer, or vampire—should relish in the apathetic and calculated murder of another, no matter their species, but all of us understand what is necessary for survival, whether for food or protection.” 
Everyone sensed her dangerous tone as she spoke and Riley seemed to soak in her cold resolve with unreserved pleasure. She continues. “Riley, what have you heard?”
Whimsically he answers, “Now, Percy, you know that I can’t reiterate what has been said in my presence. That would surely not end well for me with business, and perhaps it would end my life as well.”
I could tell she was sensing his need for approval and that he really wanted to share what he must have overheard. Both species must trust him as a confidant, or at the very least, an impotent threat for him to have information that we desire. She says, “Riley, you have been an excellent… no, the most efficient talent I have ever seen in my three and a half centuries with the tribe. You have completed missions that privately were said to be impossible for one of your kind, and in some cases ours as well. You are smart, intuitive, strategic, and cunning, and if there is anyone who is not afraid of our kind, it is you. You have known me for years and know that I am loyal, so let us dispense with these games and tell us what you know. In return, I will offer you assignments on the side to stave off that unnatural hunger of yours.”
I can see his wobbly eye bouncing with vibrating speed, attempting to weigh the risk and reward of Percy’s proposal. He shifts the glare to Quilici for confirmation and receives it with a slight nod, then over to me he stops and lingers for a while, contemplating with murderous inner dialogue. Finally, after the moment is geared up to burst, he says, “They have been actively looking for him. The incident last evening in the waer bar was enough to start a ripple that has since grown in depth and speed, which now includes the waers and vampires in a unified effort to capture Adriel. They questioned me concerning your whereabouts and I, of course, explained that I am a neutral party. Yet, in this particular instance, that was not enough and they demanded I confide all information I have collected. Fortunately, I have learned to quiet my impulses and they detected no lying from me. So, in reality, you already owe me quite a debt, but I am willing to let that triviality go because I am finding this absolutely fascinating.”
Quilici interrupts, “What of us?”
“You and Persephone are to be killed on sight for treason. Having you here in my store will give them a scent to track, so I suggest that you make this quick.” He stalls for a second and finds Percy. “I have the coats to your specifications and I must admit that it may be some of my most brilliant work. Give me a moment to retrieve them.”
Like a ghost he disappears into the back room, leaving the mood heavy with anxiety. Quilici is the first to break the spell. “If the waers and vampires have joined forces, the danger has multiplied significantly. We must make haste!” 
I withdraw into thought, remembering every detailed experience with Cassius and think of the similarities between my new friend Riley and him, yet I’m certain that Cassius thinks of himself as superior. They are both sociopaths, lacking the ability to empathize with others, which in turn enables a truly objective ability to strategize or plan. What if I had no concern for others, no thought for their futures, and simply thought of them as pieces to achieve my results? If I were unfettered by the chains of conscience, it would be so much more efficient to accomplish whatever mission I desired. In epiphany, I say, “My gut is telling me that this is much more complex than we imagine. Cassius has been planning and manipulating this scheme for a millennia, and I can’t help but wonder how deep this is. He’s ruthless and won’t concern himself with the loss of a waer or vamp as long as his objective is successful.” 
Percy thoughtfully responds, “We need to…” 
At that moment Riley slides through the curtain with a couple of garment bags in one hand, saying, “Did I interrupt something important?” The room is eerily silent, as no one is willing to intimate to Riley our plans or questions. So he continues with delightful suspicion. “Here are the long coats I’ve created to your, ummm… almost exact specifications, Persephone.” He languidly places them on a hangar to the left and patiently awaits our response. 
Percy wastes no time in unzipping the lengthy bag from top to bottom, revealing a long black coat tailored for a woman with the shorter, more feminine length to accentuate her body… women. Although, secretly I steal a few stares and have a quick fantasy. She senses my pleasure and I turn red with embarrassment, which, in turn, gives her pleasure—damn these games. After slipping on the coat, she feels the texture and gives an approving nod to Riley. 
She says, “This is absolutely perfect! The material was something I did not expect, but am very pleased to find.”
Riley, grinning as much as a psychopath can, says, “It’s the fabric used in athletic gear to wick away moisture. I thought it would serve dual purposes. Your temperature runs high and the light fabric is breathable and it is also thin enough to yield to your body’s movement during battle.” He notices Percy looking for a slit on the outer back of the coat that would give her access to the sword. “I apologize, Persephone but I did have to make one modification. You wanted a coat that would securely house a sword and make it readily accessible, but you also mentioned that it would need to be stealthy to ensure one could be in public without unwanted attention. So, instead of the hilt sticking out of the coat like a beacon, I decided to go another direction. Inside your coat on the left side, there is a seam that runs from the high waist to the bottom. It is identical to the other side in every way, but this one has an opening that will perfectly wrap around your scabbard with no bulging, no hilt in plain view, and no hindrance.”
Percy, with subdued excitement, unhooks the scabbard from her belt and fills the black coat with its entire length, save the hilt, which is left uncovered to pull in an emergency situation. A glimpse of my fantasy returns. The coat accepts her sword and closes around her, leaving no evidence that a lethal weapon is a second from being unsheathed. She holds back a full smile, letting half of it slip, and says, “You have outdone yourself this time, Riley. It is fashionable and practical. Adriel, you need to try yours on as well.”
I follow the same procedure: unzipping, removing, and trying on the porcelain-white coat to gauge the fit when I notice what a talented sempster Riley is. He’s never seen me, well at least that I am aware of, and yet the sleeves are perfect and the waist is slim with an athletic cut. The coat is similar to a trench coat, resting below my knees, and conforms to my body without revealing too much, still concealing my sword. Like Percy, I unhinge my scabbard from my belt and steal a glance to Riley as he is paying extra attention to the intricate glyphs snaking through the scabbard. It’s a matching set, but the sword alone holds the power and the scabbard is only a storage container that has been crafted with obvious adoration. His eagerness bleeds all over the room and my heightened senses are saturated with his blinding need to see what rests within, so I grant his wish. With a click I unsheathe my sword; a metallic zing echoes as metal rubs metal. 
The sword constantly glows now with my stolen energy, waiting to be released in some way still foreign to me. Riley steps closer, but cautiously stops short of getting within touching distance. I realize that he is practicing self-control as his urge to take what he desires is suppressed within his grimaced frown. He clamps his arms to his side and breathes heavy, inhaling the mysterious power that radiates from the sword and me. 
He says, “It is indeed strange—the connection that is.”
I say, “What do you mean?”
“I will not live the long life of your kind, but I have seen much in what has been given to me. I know a specialized weapon when I see one.” Percy and I catch each other instantly in a surprised exchange that another would know this instinctually. He goes on, “I see that you already have discussed this.” He perceives Quilici’s concealed astonishment. “Ahhh, and it appears that Quilici has not had the privilege of that conversation. Trust is earned, Quilici, not given. Adriel was wise not to divulge all information; in my experience, leverage and knowledge have more power than armies of soldiers.”
Percy cuts him off to heal a fresh wound. “Quilici, we trust you and I am sorry that we did not share this with you, but time has been our enemy and every moment has been filled with battle or strategy. From this point on, you will know what we know.” She was sincere. I could feel it without having to utilize any special method of detection, as our bond was strengthening. The oppressive guilt mixed with betrayal steadied and calmly dissipated, leaving a clean, crisp air of forgiveness in its place as Quilici conceded as a parent forgives his children. “Riley, thank you for your services. I will make the transfer immediately from my usual account and will be in touch with you soon for a mission. Are you open to accepting jobs that would include our kind?”
Riley shudders with satisfaction and says, “That would be a lifelong dream come true. I’ve always wanted to test my skills against your kind.”
Quilici says, “Well, you will have your chance soon enough.”
This was the departure hint as the conversation was wrapping up so I interject, “Riley, thanks for the jacket and the color as well.” I give him a half smile and he accepts. “It was good to meet you and to learn of your kind.”
He responds, “The pleasure was mine, young one, but I do have one more jacket. Percy, what would you like for me to do with your special order?”
Percy must have forgotten about the order and processes her response in a flash. “Overnight it to him.” Then she looks to Quilici and me, saying, “All of us need to carry our weapons at all times, so I had another made… It’s special because it was made for two swords.” She anticipates my question by making an instant read on my curiosity and responds. “Bryn is highly skilled.”
I say, “I thought only one sword for one vamp?”
Riley interrupts, “He was the weapons master and one of rare talent. Percy, I will make sure he receives it by tomorrow’s night. Now, you must go. You are not my only customers.”



 
 
 
Chapter 13
 
The ride to the graveyard is filled with mission banter as Quilici and Percy discuss the sword and all the possibilities that it creates while I withdraw, resting my head against the window and peering out into the stagnate darkness. I sense Percy understands my yearning for isolation and that my time allotted for conversation was used up several nights earlier. I’ve learned to regulate social interaction through years of overextending myself in the presence of too many people, or even just one would be enough to drain me to the point where I would seek reclusion and recharge for days. I feel the tug of self-preservation pulling me from this place and my temperament growing restless from neglecting “me” time. 
As we are turning into the one-way street, Percy touches my cheek with her delicate hand and the angry beat of my heart calms to a more serene cadence. Although this gesture has an actual physical effect on me, it acts as a catalyst, giving me reason to stoke the fires of independence, and I recoil from her without thought. I catch it in motion, but can’t stop the reaction as my body and mind callously ignore my feelings for her. Apologetically, I say, “I’m sorry, Percy. I don’t mean to hurt your feelings, but if I don’t have time for myself, my needs aren’t being met, and if my needs aren’t being met, then I react by lashing out. I’m not proud of this type of behavior, but it is what it is.”
She doesn’t respond defensively and says, “What we have would be challenging for the most extreme extrovert, Adriel. Of course I understand your occasional requirement for solitude. However, this is not a time that can be accommodating to your needs. Would it be enough for you to have ten minutes to wander free?”
Quilici is a fly on the wall and I think for a moment and say, “You better believe it. I’ll see you in ten.” Three minutes crawl by and we stop at the perimeter of the graveyard with headlights off to conceal our arrival. With urgency I unlock the door and swing it open, leaving the SUV as if something pushes me out. My throat tightens with a mild ache and I swallow hard to suppress my body’s protest to physically leave her as I begin my run toward solitude. 
The cool air whips around me, lifting my mood, and I close my eyes to concentrate on its soothing caress. My pace increases and a slow jog transforms into a full sprint with the wind responding from behind and underneath, lifting me from the tender grass to the clean air. This is what I have been craving. This is what I need, just me and nature—no thought and no plans of war to inundate me. I jump to the trees, climbing their mired limbs with childlike delight, needling my way through their scratching and snagging until I find the top. It’s peaceful here as the old oak tree sways back and forth, dancing with the wind, and I join them in complete satisfaction. I decide this is the time to sink deep into a dreamlike state and embrace the uncongested night, at least for a few minutes. 
Inhaling aromas that filter through the forest, I taste the fresh grass and minty leaves that tickle my senses and move me into a trance. I find myself deep in the caverns of Virginia alone after my partner, Mark, was maimed from a hard fall of twenty feet onto the rocks below. It had been thirty-seven hours since his injury and the flashlight batteries were completely drained as I crawled through a labyrinth of tunnels, carved from ancient rivers, and jagged rocks in complete darkness. It was frightening as hell and I still can’t shake the sound of Mark’s excruciating cries as he painfully phased in and out of consciousness due to a nasty compound fracture off his femur bone. I knew he had only hours left as his blood merged with the underground water in a concerted effort to escape the cave without him. Mixed feelings of hope, resignation, and detachment fought in an emotional battle for control when finally, after hours of anxiety, I found a shard of light squeezing through a crevice. It was in that moment of victory that I heard the last echo of distant whimpering as the cave took the final drop of blood that gave Mark life. 
“Adriel. ADRIEL!” 
I answer with equal brevity. “What?” She hushes me for my effort, so I say, “You’re the one yelling my name.” It sounds like a child defending an accusation… Damn.
She whispers, “I haven’t said a word.” We give a nonverbal understanding that the connection is thickening. “We have been looking for you for twenty minutes and I’ve been worried. I can feel you are unharmed, but did you see anyone?”
I feel her nervousness and reply seriously, “No. What’s going on?” 
“Come down, Adriel.” I realize that I’m still at the top of the oak tree about forty feet above the tree canopy and begin the descent with urgency. I land with a muted thud and watch Percy as her senses are on high alert. With back turned, she says, “They have been here looking for us.”
I say, “I’m sorry. I just lost track of time. It was unintentional.”
“I know.” She turns to meet my gaze. “They are no longer here, but have left us a message.” I see the slight quiver in her upper lip and feel her raw emotions of anger and sorrow. In my experience, those two make a dangerous pair. “Follow me.”
We walk with intention through the sticky snares of thorny bushes and budding trees as the path to the graveyard is becoming overgrown with the life of spring. I say, “What’s going on, Percy?”
She doesn’t answer with words, but stops and, with her hand, moves some brush aside, shifting her eyes to signal me through. I accept her lead and cautiously sneak through the bushes to find the message. It’s bloody carnage, as severed hands with trails of veins still twitching from unsettled nerves and dim eyes stare vacantly at their dismay. Body parts litter the grass and the remnants of cooling blood with a pungent scent smack my nose. I instinctively start piecing together parts for a body count, assessing the situation, and make an educated guess at five victims when a stifled moan catches my attention. At the tree in the center is a young man bound with coarse rope that has rubbed his wrist and ankles raw from what must have been a feeble attempt at escape. With his head dropped and hands floppy, the only evidence of life is the faint beat of his heart, gasping for blood as a fish gasps for water when caught. 
Unlike the lifeless blood splattered throughout the graveyard, his blood is fresh and alive. It sings a licentious melody, luring my demon from his rest, and I feel the pressure growing within me to slit his throat with my sharp nails and lap up what’s left in feral bliss. Percy must have noticed my lust and steps in beside me with a calming presence that is just enough to sedate the demon until my will is strong enough to maintain control. With shut eyes and deep breath, I muster the strength to push down the mounting pressure and give her a thankful nod in return.
When my eyes open, I see his matted hair with recently dried blood and dirt from days without bathing from what was most likely a weeklong binger. So many of them end up in this place, not here specifically, but psychologically, where suicide is the only perceived option. Although he’s been brutally tortured, the real pain comes from within. Thoughts of the young girl from my first visit flood my memories, drowning me in an ocean of sadness. I rip my gaze from his appearance and dive into his state of mind, swimming my way back to the surface. 
He’s been beaten with professional precision. It was just enough force causing him to delicately walk the line of consciousness without falling off the edge into the abyss. I reach out and touch his skin to somehow share in his pain. He winces because his flayed skin doesn’t heal like ours. His arms are stained chalky red, carelessly painted with slow trickling blood winding down from deep lacerations. 
I say, “Those are the marks of vampire claws, not waers.” Percy doesn’t reply, just imperceptibly agrees so I accept the confirmation and continue. “Who did this to you?” 
He gives a light sniff, accompanied by a single tear at first. Then his body convulses with sobs with what must be the last remnant of energy and he whispers a pleading scream. “Help… me. Please… help… me… It hurts.” His begging trails off as tears well up in Percy and she reacts by grabbing the thick rope and pulling it apart as a human would break thread. He collapses without a residue of strength remaining. I hold him firmly, close to my body, letting his blood soak into my shirt and tears drench my neck. I feel a rage building, a righteous anger that pushes my tears out with a scream to accompany it. Through red filters I see Franz smirk at the boy’s pain and Hanz laughing robustly in amusement as they enjoy killing the others in front of him just to take pleasure in his emotional writhing. Vocal chords must have been severed first to prevent any screams, resulting in wet gurgles that were absorbed by the trees. This boy must have been frozen in fear from the anticipation of death as he witnessed the gore fest with a front row seat. I mentally drift away from the slaughter back to the caverns in Virginia and hear the horrific cries of a man begging me to save his life, pleading with me to find help, and all I could do was cover my ears and wish it away.
I awake from the daze, holding the boy’s limp body, and realize that I must have crushed what little spark of life that remained without knowing it. I drop him in a flash of guilt, looking to his empty stare for consolation, but receive no such reward. 
Quilici says from the edge of the tree line, “Your strength is maturing, Adriel. You could not have known that would have happened, so please release yourself from unnecessary guilt. The poor boy wanted death and you gave it to him. Although accidental, it was needed.”
Then Percy says with slight chill, “I know who it was that did this. I can smell him!”
I remember the caves in Virginia and say, “Franz!”
Quilici and Percy nod simultaneously in approval. I raise my head, looking into the night sky and letting the resentment run its course, wondering how someone could do such a thing. I’ve killed, killed this boy and countless others, but never have I intentionally mutilated a human or animal for that matter. These guys were sadistically sending me a clear message that they are willing to sacrifice whatever I hold close, including my affinity for humans. Yet what terrifies me most is that Percy and Quilici are now merely obstacles to their objective and have no real value other than through my worth. They will be hunted down and utilized as bait if necessary and when I am captured, they will be disposed of like this poor young one slumbering at my feet. 
Percy breaks the silence. “Do not worry, Adriel. I am not a victim nor have I taught ‘Hanz and Franz’ everything I know.”
I reply, “What do you mean taught?”
Quilici interjects. “Percy was a Team Leader for a… special group that took care of special problems.” He pauses so I have time to absorb the indirect meaning. “This, of course, was before your birth and her eventual demise because of it. Her team consisted of four members that were all specifically trained to track, capture, and extrapolate relevant information from potential threats to the tribe. Percy had been the lead for a century or so with Hanz and Franz appointed as her new trainees. Cassius himself chose those two without the consultation of the Council of War, which was a departure from the system of selection and approval. There were many rumors that floated around, but I suspect he chose them for the greater purpose of his own personal scheme.”
Percy says, “In order to be selected, one must be tested physically, intellectually, and psychologically. Their psych reports were disturbing, even for a team with missions like ours. They lacked empathy, were immune to guilt, and possessed a will to succeed no matter the cost. This was most likely due to their insatiable need to please an authority figure and Cassius capitalized on this weakness, exploiting them in every way at every opportunity. I was charged with their training, but he deliberately manipulated them into unconditional loyalty.”
I respond. “So, there are two psychopaths who are trained to hunt us down and torture us because their father figure gives them positive encouragement?”
She replies with resignation, “Basically, but we will have our opportunity with them before that happens.” Then it turns serious. “No one kills Franz… He is mine.” Her words are frozen with a total absence of heat and a shiver runs quickly up my spine in response. She must perceive my expression of ignorance and proceeds to further explain. “They were the ones designated to extract information concerning your birth and abrupt disappearance. Cassius interviewed everyone—our team being the last. He was vague in the questioning, being exceedingly careful not to reveal more than what was needed to detect a glimpse of a lie. If his scheme were to leak or if he were to become suspected of treachery, all would be at risk. I recall him frustrated and ready to accept that the fae had somehow located your mother and taken back what they felt was rightfully theirs.
“After the entire tribe, including the council had been asked questions, it was my turn. No one suspected that one of the team would betray the tribe. It was unheard of, and Cassius scheduled our interrogation merely to please his constituents. I was justifiably nervous as Cassius is a vampire of rare talent that can detect untruths and lies with implausible accuracy.” She shifts her attention to me and says, “Riley is unique to the Avvelenato in that he has learned to deceive our internal sensitivities to abnormal patterns that signal a lack of truth or a blatant lie. I have only heard of several other vampires that have achieved that ability as well.”
Quilici asks, “Who amongst the vampires, and why would the waers lack that ability?” 
She cranes her neck sideways, startled at his question, and answers, “Waers are too emotional to control something so delicate. You are more predisposed to rage and excess than the subtle manipulations required for true deception. I’m not dismissing your kind, Quilici, but let us have honesty when it is needed.” She lets her words hold for a moment, anticipating his acceptance and is satisfied as he grunts the equivalent of an okay. She goes on. “The vampires that possess that ability are sporadically found in the descendants of Cassius. His father allegedly had the ability and used it to his advantage, creating a web of deceit so intricate that no one in his lifetime was able to unravel it to remove him from his position. There were others in that line through the millennia, but most were just whispers of rumors, or tall tales as the humans call them. So, Adriel”—she stares through me—“you can imagine Cassius’s surprise when you lied to him about your abilities the day that he revealed our history to you. He was well aware of your power spikes, but wanted to place you in an awkward position of subordination by forcing you to answer his questions. If you would have been honest, then he had you and if you would have lied, then he would have shown you how superior he was and that he could not be fooled.” I recall that evening when he knew I was deliberately misleading him, but dismissed it, as a chess master never reveals his true intent until necessary. I’ll also never forget the beating he gave me… asshole. She continues, “You are alone in your gift, Adriel, at least as much as I am aware of, excluding Riley, who may be even more of a mystery. That being said, we mustn’t be distracted with this. Let’s return to the story.
“He was shocked when I was not able to dodge the questions with honesty and genuinely upset, I think. Although his emotional response was not based on his tender affections for me, but rather his disappointment, that in spite of his uncanny intelligence and craftiness he had been swindled. That actually made my situation direr as his precious male pride had been wounded and nothing motivates a male vampire like ego!”
I say, “So, I guess all races have more in common than I thought.”
“Unfortunately, yes, I’m afraid so. Yet that is his weakness as well, but that is for another time. He personally oversaw my interrogation through Hanz and Franz, ensuring that I was the recipient of the most horrible of tortures, and preemptively started rumors that I had lacked courage during a mission, leaving the team in great peril. That is the worst of offenses in militant circles and gave justification to my unusual treatment as peers and colleagues turned on me in that instant.” I hear the reservation in her gentle voice begin its journey to steeled resolve. “They did… things to me that I will never speak of and laughed while doing it. I realize that Cassius is the leader and his command is what instigated the atrocities, but I blame Franz. He was the vampire who… He will die by my sword and it will be slow and painful.” 
Hatred seeps from her lips and I am careful not to interrupt, knowing that some things need to be said without rebuttal. Yet, I feel the angry pull of a protective lover as my heart begins to beat with fury at what they did to her. I control the impulse so I don’t add to what already must be painful, but make a private resolution that one of them will die by my hand. It takes a moment, but she snaps back from the murder Franz fantasy and wraps up her thought. “I have done and seen horrid acts to humanity and our kind for what I believed was the greater good. Quilici and I are more than we appear, Adriel; beyond the façade of my empathy and his sophisticated culture is the primal lust for blood and death. We are animals and nothing more.”
I say, “I guess we’ll have to agree to disagree. I think beyond the blood and murder you are sophisticated and empathic. I’m just a young one, but I know that I can’t fight what I was born to be, but I can embrace it and accept that I am more.”
She gives a non-verbal thanks and says, “I’m still going to kill him.”
I return, “As long as Hanz is mine. He needs to be accountable for what he did to this sacred ground and more importantly… to you!” A pause settles to leak the intensity and I continue with another thought for distraction. “Wait a minute. Why were you and the twins at the bar together the night we met, or became reacquainted?”
She says, “Every year or two they invite me to have a drink just to reminisce about the old days and how they miss having me around. After several hours the conversation inevitably ends with some casual questions concerning you and that night. Cassius is no fool and could have killed me with the approval of the Council of War for lacking courage in an operational situation, but chose instead to let me live. He knew that I could not say anything about his devious plan for a couple of reasons: One, the Council would take his word over mine as he was the leader and had two witnesses, Hanz and Franz. Two, if I did disclose my part in the scheme he would have immediately abducted me and eventually had me killed. 
“So, he allowed me to live, knowing there could be the possibility that I would confess or make a mistake, leading him to you, or to whatever his true objective is. I was no threat to him, although it always bothered Cassius and the twins that I never broke. He knew I was lying, but could not get his answers.” I felt her pride shine through and knew that males weren’t the only gender that struggled with it.
Finally, Quilici rejoins the conversation. “I hate to keep pushing us along, but we do need to get to South Mountain ASAP.” He thoughtfully stalls and says, “I feel compelled to say this—what we are doing tonight is strictly a reconnaissance mission. We will not be seeking revenge or reacting emotionally when a remark is made that offends us. I realize all of them need to be exterminated, but right now, it is more important we discover their true intent without action. If we were to kill them, the entire vampire and waer nation will be hunting us down by sunrise. Is this understood?”
Percy and I shrug our shoulders, as children being corrected, and give him the affirmation he wants. Percy says, “You are right, Quilici, and for the record, I would never have jeopardized this mission for revenge.”
I interrupt. “I may have.”
He laughs like a tuba surrounded by trumpets. “I’m glad I said it, then. On a more serious note, I am afraid that the SUV will not be adequate for a quick escape in the occasion that circumstances go awry.”
Percy mischievously replies, “I have the answer.”



 
 
 
Chapter 14
 
Twenty minutes later we arrive at a large warehouse with an eight-foot fence snugly wrapped around the perimeter to keep out any of the local delinquents. The parking lot is immaculately clean with plenty of space for employees and customers to park their vehicles without concern of some idiot opening their door and dinging someone else’s. We approach the guard shack at a turtle’s pace, ensuring that we don’t interrupt the night security’s well-deserved nap. The cross arm blocks our entrance and to my surprise a disheveled young man in baggy uniform pants that hang halfway down his legs, complimented by a crooked tie that rests on an untucked shirt, peeks his head out the shack window. 
His greeting is indifferent and expression blank as he says, “Your name please.”
Percy responds, “Percy, Percy Amador.” She tilts her head slightly, reacting to my curiosity, as he checks the list and waves us though. 
The horizontal arm lifts simultaneously with the electric windows and as their motor hums in the background, I ask, “Amador? I don’t know why, but I never thought to ask for your last name. Is this something that you’ve adopted because of our culture or a name that has been passed on for thousands of years?”
Percy responds, “We borrowed the tradition from the Chinese in approximately 2,500 BC and have kept it ever since to track lineage. For most of us, it is a futile practice that has absolutely no meaning, but for Cassius and a few others, it is a symbol of power as their ancestors ruled the tribes. Also, certain families or bloodlines have unique talents and a propensity to produce the best of our species in specific areas. As humans have bred wolves to exhibit desired traits, the vampires have accomplished this as well. Hanz and Franz are the pit bulls of our kind and their lineage is riddled with enforcers and warriors. Cassius has been bred to lead through intelligence, ruthlessness, and his ability to detect untruth or motives. The surname gives us insight into what and who they are.”
I return, “What does your surname say about you?”
“We are trackers. To continue with the analogy, my family is the blood hound.” 
She ends the statement with averted eyes and I notice a tinge of pink flash over her cheeks, so I say, “Are you blushing? I didn’t think that was possible. What’s going on? What are you not telling me?” I’m fighting a smile when a deep bass laugh reverberates from the back seat. “Tell me, Quilici.” 
Percy glances to the rearview mirror throwing him a warning shot, but he dismisses it saying, “They are also known to be very… skilled… lovers.”
He barely finishes the sentence as laughter has now infected both of us and Percy yells, “Shut up, Quilici! And, Adriel, if you insist on mocking my gift, then I’m afraid you will not have the pleasure of enjoying it.” Now that shuts me up fast and Quilici begrudgingly follows and seems agitated that a good chuckle was lost. I turn to apologize and hear the clinging of chains rotating and lifting the warehouse door—saved by the bell. 
Before it reaches the full extension, I can’t help but ask, “What is Cassius’s last name?”
They both pause and say together, “Darkre.”
The door clicks and rattles to a stop, transferring the moment from lighthearted humor to inquisitiveness as Percy drives the SUV through the Warehouse maw and into what appears to be a storage unit for antique cars, boats, and motorcycles. She shifts the SUV into park and removes the keys as she exits the door with a little extra pep in her step. Quilici and I share one final, guarded laugh at her expense and follow suit when he says, “What are we doing here, Percy?”
She answers, “As was mentioned earlier, the SUV will not suffice for a quick departure if needed, so I think a more agile and personal solution is appropriate.” She allows the last word to coincide with her finger pointing and we follow the line to six motorcycles lined in a row to our left. Both Quilici and I grin in anticipation as we hurriedly walk to our newest acquisitions. 
They are a mix of sport bikes with their aggressive appearance and high revved engines and cruisers that explode with machine gun exhausts with comfortable seats for long rides. Personally, either one is perfect for me, but I can’t resist the siren call of a raven-black sport bike with 1,000 ccs of naked power awaiting my command. Percy casually steps over to its matching set, but with a deep purple paint job sprinkled with metallic flakes that glimmer in the light. I straddle the bike, dismissing the helmet and see Quilici caressing a muted-black Harley Davidson chromed out with all the bells and whistles. He raises his head for Percy’s approval and she says, “Please, take it. It belongs to Hanz!” We all laugh and turn the keys, igniting the engines while the warehouse rumbles in response. Within seconds, the three of us are on our way as the bikes scream through the parking lot and race to the lion’s den.
 
* * *
 
The ride is a welcome respite from mind-numbing strategies and plots. On the motorcycle, I’m forced to concentrate on what’s in front of me in the moment rather than the distraction of endless possibilities that become wearisome tangents at guessing someone’s intentions. Cassius really is good at this and deserves at least a little admiration for his efforts. My attention is catapulted back to the road as a rock spits out from Percy’s tire and zings by my right cheek, leaving me a stinging cut as a reminder. Fortunately, the cut heals within seconds and I regain my focus, paying acute attention to the squealing exhaust and deafening wind. I’m grateful for the pair of clear goggles that were left in the helmet to protect my eyes from the watery effect of strong winds as I pierce the air at 85 mph. I miss my MJ’s, but they’ll do. 
Quilici is the first to cross the threshold into Gathland State Park when the throaty grumble of his bike protests against the idle speed as he pulls into the vacant parking lot. I drift next to the War Correspondents Arch to appreciate the archway that was created to honor the Civil War journalists and artists who risked their lives to tell the true story of war. It stretches fifty feet toward the sky and spreads forty feet to keep balance with ornate pictures and artistry to remind tourists that soldiers aren’t the only people affected during war. I wonder how many wars I’ll witness if I live forever. After a moment of contemplation, I turn left, following Quilici and Percy to the farthest corner of the lot. 
All of us remain still in quiet pleasure from the ride before swinging our legs over to begin the night’s quest. Shaking the residual wind and exhaust noise out of my ears, I say, “Why would they use a park that is visited by humans as a secret meeting place?”
Quilici replies, “Caedmon will actually utilize a different entrance on the other side of the Appalachian trail that is not accessible to humans, unless they are seeking adventure. If we were to simply beat them to it and use their paths, we would leave a trail for them and the element of stealth would be compromised. They will never suspect that someone would be careless enough to hike through the human trails, let alone even know the whereabouts of his location.”
I say, “Well, let’s get to it, then.” Our ears are completely healed from any micro injury that may have occurred from the noisy bike ride, so we tune our senses to high alert on our path up the careening trail of South Mountain. 
I thought life couldn’t get any better after the whimsical ride through Frederick, but hiking through the old trails originally worn down by Native Americans is food for the soul. The trail has been cared for through the years by local nonprofits that prune this tree or move that rock, but for the most part, it’s a natural pathway that leads hundreds of miles through several states, all with different offerings. 
We arrive too quickly at the meeting site and Quilici takes this opportunity to brief us, “There will be a minimum of two guards with Caedmon because he is now the Pack Leader. They will probably not arrive before him to scan the area due to its secrecy, but I advise caution from this point on. We will wait until the meeting concludes and then wait another twenty minutes to allow time for their departure before we begin ours.”
Percy says, “What about the breeze? They will be downwind of us and I am quite sure that any waer would be able to pick up our scent from where we are.”
Quilici strokes his braided beard again, pondering an answer. “Adriel, have you practiced controlling the wind?”
I furrow my brow and reply, “What?”
He says, “Well, wind is just the movement of air. It is caused by the uneven heating of land and water as land heats and cools quicker. When the air gets hot, it rises, leaving a vacuum that is filled by the cooler air that remains low and close to the earth. So, somehow you are causing air to rise through increasing the heat of molecules.”
Percy and I think hard on this one. Quilici remains in contemplation until I say, “With electricity, I could control the actual spark that each of us has to beat our hearts and use it to spread and grow in my body. I could also attract other similar electricity into me and even through me as a conductor. It seems that my current is either positive or negative because it must attract the opposite charge. But whatever happens, it starts within me and moves outward.”
Percy replies, “When we were on the roof, Adriel seemed to pull the wind from somewhere behind him and threw it at Isabel. Perhaps he subconsciously detected a pocket of warm air and pulled the cooler air in.”
Quilici’s turn. “Adriel, I want you to concentrate and sink into yourself, finding that electrical pulse, and see if you can work from there. Perhaps your body will show the way.”
I instinctively want to dismiss these ideas with sarcasm, but I know what they say is a road to truth. I decide that sitting down is best and cross my legs, assuming a meditative position with palms resting and up. I breathe deeply, listening to the air fill and empty in my lungs as my body grabs the oxygen for consumption. I move through the arteries and into my heart where I once again find the electrical charge that gives me life. I time the intervals perfectly and take the spark, releasing it as my skin feels the unbridled heat seer from the inside, trying to discover an escape. It flows through me and I have never felt so empowered or alive as I wonder how to use it to my advantage.
Without thought, I reach back with my hands and connect with the ambient energy, forcing it into servitude by vibrating its molecules until they are unified with mine. I then pull with my hands and a tethered pocket of thermal energy is slung forward with such speed that the cooler air rushes in the vacuum with cyclonic force. The roaring wind strips all the branches of their newborn leaves and they bend backward to its power with a creaking of resistance. Our hair shoots straight back and I shout with exhilaration, knowing that no one will hear me over the chainsaw sound of this mini-tornado. 
Quilici leans into the gust, trying not to roll away, and grabs my shoulder to get my attention and lip-syncs, “Stop… NOW!”
I hear the words in my mind and shut down my personal mechanism for air displacement in an instant as the remnant of wind trails off with a diminished howl. The silence is shared by the mountain and us as we try to process the enormity of what just happened. Percy is the first to speak. “How did you do it?” 
I gather my strength and stand up, spaghetti legged, tumbling backward and landing on my back like an exposed turtle. Now that’s embarrassing. I’m depleted and exhausted from the effort, so I remain where I am, resolved to enjoy the power nap, but Quilici has different plans. He gives me a gentle boot to the leg and says, “Wake up, sleepy head. We have guests coming soon.”
I creak open my eyes and generate enough energy to force air through my vocal chords, but try to choose words carefully so I can articulate the experience. Regrettably, he gets the laymen’s version. “I just used my own electricity to heat the air and pulled it, creating a vacuum. I didn’t really pull the cool air, but provided a space for it to fill. Does that make sense?”
Percy combs her fingers through her hair and replies, “It does in a strange mixed blood/fae/vamp/cave-dweller kind of way.”
“Why, Percy, I do believe I’m rubbing off on you,” I retort with victory. 
She gives a rolling eyed humph and, facing Quilici, continues. “He needs to rejuvenate rather quickly because we only have forty-five minutes until the meeting. I advise you not to push him and let him rest until it is imperative that he use his gifts again. Also, we should keep in mind that when it is over he may have to be carried out of here so we will require an alternate plan of escape.”
I interject, “I’ll be fine. Besides, I’m not leaving my new favorite toy to those pricks.”
Quilici considers my statement and says, “I believe he will have enough willpower to do what needs to be done, but we should be diligent and create a Plan B. Adriel, while we work this out, I need you to think of a way to blunt your weapon.” I look quizzically at him. “You can manipulate the air to be a gush of wind, but we need you to expand the air pocket to such an extent they will only feel the tickle of a gentle breeze. Can it be done?”
“Of course it can.” I accept it as a challenge and realize that I’ve been had. He knew that I would, clever, clever waer. 
Thirty-five minutes pass and I’m still figuring out how it will be done when he shifts attention to me and says, “Well?”
“I feel good and rested, but have no clue what I’m going to do, so I’m just going to give it a try and hope that instincts are more appropriate than thinking.”
“Now is the time. I suspect they will be here within ten minutes. No pressure, but our success relies on you,” he says with a smirk. 
I recall those many years training in martial arts when, at first, all I would do is rehearse a series of moves in my mind until it came time to actually engage in controlled combat. When my opponent would make a certain move, I would counter from my rehearsed arsenal, but it took years of training before I could fight without thought, as it became a part of me. My body and thought developed perfect harmony. I can already feel the difference between the first time I accidently discovered this little talent of mine, but it continues to demand attentive practice. 
I dive into myself and quickly go through the routine until I reach out and sense the heated air that surrounds me. The connection remains tenuous and I think of a balloon. I could never blow one up from the tight and thin opening because I only used the shallow excess air in my mouth. Finally, after several attempts, I realized that it required the air deep from my lungs and the balloon reacted immediately. I yawningly breathe and without focused power exhale, allowing the energy to expand, naturally connecting with a pocket that engulfs the entire area. Somehow the air starts to vibrate and buzz with warmth to emulate my own personal storage and I give the air a gentle nudge in my direction, feeling its reaction as if it’s trying to please me. Like water flowing into empty spaces, the cool air strolls in with a delicate draft. This is so much easier than creating a weapon out of the wind, as the effort is less demanding, so I open my eyes, letting the cool breeze wash over me, and respond with tranquility. 
Turning to see my friends, I notice they are caught in the same moment, with minds lost to a gentle message caressing their faces and blithely ruffling Percy’s thin coat. We all awaken from it and see each other in a different perspective—one that isn’t mired in calculated strategies of blood and war, but born from friendship. When a battle is thick and death may be imminent, it isn’t an ideology that gives one the courage to sacrifice life; it’s the soldier beside him. It’s his friends that he is willing to die for because, in the end, that’s all that truly matters. I’m glad that I have some that are worth it. 
Well, look at that, I had a moment. 
It ends as suddenly as it began when all of us catch the downwind scent of vampires and waers. Quilici crouches to the ground, seeking refuge in the shrubs and says, “Here they come; get ready. The vampires are moving toward us from the north and the waers from the northeast. From this point on, no spoken communication and, Adriel, keep the winds moving.” Percy is already in a prostrate position with scope focused, attention zeroing in on her new targets while I shift to make certain the next half hour or so is comfortable. 
From the edge of the thicket, Caedmon appears with his two bodyguards leading the way, Nora and Reuben. She is dressed in blue jeans and a heavy metal T-shirt as if Caedmon rerouted her on the way to a Metallica concert. Her stare continues to lack any hint of life as she scans the perimeter with cold-hearted precision, almost ho-humming another evening’s mission to kill. All seven feet of her partner noiselessly inches his way out of the foliage, stalking an invisible prey with a yellow glow in his predator’s eyes. His brown cargo pants and black tank top snugly stretch around his hulking frame, bulging with the details of muscle as he stops about a hundred feet north of us, his nostrils flaring and head tilted up, attempting to gather information from the forest. Caedmon meanders to the center with the confidence of a secure leader who has no fear of threat or enough arrogance to be ignorant of it and relaxes while he waits for their guests. 
Nora speaks. “They are here.” It is short and sweet, but her voice is like gravel churning in her throat mixed with a kid trying to play baritone for the first time, spurting off-key notes. I hope she doesn’t speak again. All three of them focus on the opposite edge from us and our gaze joins theirs as Hanz and Franz slowly walk out of the grey darkness together. My heart skips a beat with a sudden shot of adrenaline, giving me an extra urge to kill them. I feel the gargantuan hand of Quilici on my right shoulder as he shakes his head. Damn, I resign to his request and turn back to the opening in the field, as Hanz and Franz are now both directly opposite of Nora and Reuben. Incredibly, the tension isn’t as thick as I would have thought. The only waer who is psychotic enough not to have any natural fear is Caedmon, but his lack of concern is due to conceit. It is a casual meeting until Seth walks through the brush, and that is the catalyst to infuse some anxiety into the party.
Caedmon speaks. “What is this? It’s always two guards AND no more. Why are you here, Seth?”
Seth doesn’t respond and moves to the side as a good soldier makes way for his commanding officer, standing in partial attention when Cassius walks through. This time I hear Percy’s heart jump into overdrive and nervously wonder if one of the waers can hear it. Cassius says with silky voice, “I fully understand our agreement, Caedmon, but there are other issues that demand my attention, and for the sake of convenience, I allowed one extra. I hope this is not a problem for you?” 
The question wasn’t a question, but a hidden threat and Caedmon responds, “I’ll approve it this time, but let’s not make this a habit.” Ouch! Either Caedmon is very stupid or much more powerful than any of us imagined; I’m betting on the former rather than the latter.
Cassius is holding back a lashing of rage and filters through steady words. “I appreciate your generosity, my young friend, but I will never seek your approval and I advise you to speak to me with the respect that accompanies a vampire that has killed so many of your kind! Although I appreciate the role you have played so well through the years, don’t ever think of yourself as my equal. You are here because I have allowed it and you have your newfound authority because I have given it.” The situation intensifies as Seth fondles his belted sword, readying for battle, when Cassius nonchalantly continues. “But let us dispense with these elevated feelings of hostility; we are on the same team, after all. What is it that we need to discuss, Caedmon?” Seth allows his right hand to drop away from the sword’s hilt and the thick intensity dissipates to a lower-grade viscosity. 
Caedmon realizes his error in judgment and decides that dismissing the conversation is the easiest means to save face. “I have planted the seed of doubt within our pack, and, as all interesting gossip does, it has spread throughout our global community like wildfire. Quilici is now suspected of being the mastermind behind millennia of secret deals that will threaten the waer and vampire existence. The world is concerned that the young one, Adriel, is his discovery and that somehow he will use his strange abilities to usurp all of our authority.” He spasms with laughter. “There are some who are saying that Quilici actually killed his predecessor and claimed the Alpha position as part of this scheme.”
Cassius replies, “Hmmm, this is even better than I expected. I have carelessly let slip that we have found evidence that the vampire killings were not appropriated by waers, but by our own. It was a small step to presume the guilt of Percy and Adriel, as he was already under great suspicion. Now that Quilici has been outcast from his long relationship with Percy and knowledge of Adriel, the rumor mill is, forgive the pun, electric with conspiracy theories. Their words will never have gravity in our tribe.”
“What will we do with Percy and Quilici?”
“We kill them! They have no use now and can do nothing but hinder our progress.”
“But I have an intuition that there is something beyond young love with Percy and Adriel. Is that worth investigating?”
Cassius thoughtfully considers the request and answers parentally, “I think you are correct, Caedmon, and this speaks well of your intuitions, but she has no value to our plan and pursuing another tangent will only cause an unnecessary distraction. We must kill her.” The moment is long and I can feel the sweat bubbling on my forehead from the exasperating struggle of holding the wind for so long. I turn to Percy and give her a nonverbal cue that my reserves are almost entirely depleted, and before the thought is processed, my body gives in. The breeze shifts direction as I collapse my head on the cool grass.
Caedmon continues. “Finally, we will reach our quest for…” He abruptly stops mid-sentence and raises his nose to the air, inhaling all he can, and says, “We are not alone!” 
Reuben is already in action, moving to our location, and Hanz and Franz follow. A nanosecond before our departure, I see Seth by Cassius’s side, making sure that the odds are even as Nora remains as a counter measure. I burst from the ground with a blur of speed, only to be caught by Percy several hundred yards south down the trail due to my exhaustion. Percy says, “Adriel, you must run. Let’s go!” 
The urgency is obvious through her strained voice, but I have nothing left to give and lean one-handed on an oak tree, panting heavily. I say between breaths, “I’m… sorry, I can’t… go… on. Go… without me.”
She gives Quilici a sharp look and darts her eyes to the three quickly approaching targets. They have an unspoken agreement as Quilici scoops me over his shoulder with one hand and launches forward with the torque only his muscled legs could create. I’m being jostled and bounced from his shoulder, pounding the air out of my lungs with every heavy step, as he rapidly negotiates the rutted trail. At this speed, it takes several seconds and we are near the entrance of the park when my body sends me a signal. I ache all over with a cold sweat like a deadly strain of the flu has invaded my system and my heart flutters with fear. I look for answers, realizing that Percy is nowhere to be found, and with a mild panic forcing its way into my congested throat, I yell to Quilici, “Where is she? I feel like she’s hurt!”
He doesn’t stop, as we can see the bikes in the distance. “She stayed behind so that we could escape.”
“NOOOOOOO! Let me down! We have to go back; they’ll kill her!”
“She knew the risks, Adriel, and they will not kill her as long as you are free. Muster what strength remains and get on the bike.” He gently admonishes me with a command seasoned with compassion. 
I faintly hear the clinks of metal on metal with a low vibration of a deep-throated growl as a battle becomes frenetic nearing an end. “I will not leave her! If you won’t help me, then I’ll go by myself!” An echo of a scream swells through the forest, triggering a sharp pain that slices its way through my head, and I burn with sorrow. The tears start to flow as a part of me has been ripped away and my soul feels the laceration.
Quilici releases me with care, sliding me down his bulky shoulder and chest, leaning my limp body against the motorcycle, and says, “You have nothing to give, Adriel, and we are outnumbered with no hope of survival if we engage them. There is no time to discuss this. She chose to save your life and you would dishonor her by dismissing her decision.” He pauses and changes from imperative tone to softness. “We will find her, but we must be ready.”
I hear his logic and know that she volunteered because Quilici is the only one who knows where the scientist is, but my heart won’t let me let this go. I would crawl back to her and give what’s left of my life to save her, yet I know she did this for me and it would be useless to go back as they would simply kill her and enslave me. I’m in a bad position with only one choice. To save her life I have to leave… I could kill both of them for this agony!
I straddle the bike, my gaze locked straight in front of me, and through spastic sobbing say, “You were right not to tell me about this because I never would have let it happen!” I rev the engine, smoking the rear tire as the bike jets forward. In the rearview mirror through wet eyes, I see Hanz running at full speed with blood spewing from a nasty gash on his neck. Percy must have given her pupils a little lesson on humility before all of them overtook her. A smile pierces the sorrow for a moment, but is quickly overwhelmed as I race though twisted highways with heavy heart and a throbbing loneliness.



 
 
 
Chapter 15
 
 It’s a long and quiet ride and the night seems to understand my sorrow with cloudless skies that reveal the emptiness of space. The stars must know of my burning; they must feel the isolation as they pulsate with sadness on their way to a slow death. I think I’ve gone through the seven stages of grief in the four hours we have ridden, with acceptance and a tenuous glimpse of hope worming its way into my heart. As soon as I let that thought surface, my throat constricts in a desperate attempt to fight off what’s left of my tears. The wind has dried my cheeks of any physical evidence, but there is staining underneath.
Quilici has been in the lead for the entire trip, occasionally peering into his mirror to ensure I haven’t reneged on my decision to follow him. He gives me one last glare and presses the blinker, signaling me to turn on this next exit where an executive hotel is a lighthouse in the night. My gut reaction is to rebel and go forward just because I’m angry at having my choice taken from me as they held their cards close, knowing I would’ve never let it happen that way, but I capitulate, following down the exit ramp to the parking lot.
We pull in and let the engines idle for a moment, giving them an opportunity to settle down from the lengthy ride, and turn them off as they gratefully go silent with a short sigh. I unsaddle the bike and move to the hotel room without a word or eye contact with Quilici, afraid that I will either break down or kill him if we meet. He pays cash for an interior room and asks that we not be disturbed due to a long and exhausting night of work. I cringe at having to share the same room, but I know that he’s only trying to protect me in the small chance that we have been tracked. We receive the key, walk to the 2nd floor, and with dead soul and body, I collapse onto the bed, begging for a dreamless sleep so that her memory won’t haunt me.
 
* * *
 
The trip to West Virginia is beautifully serene and I’m thankful the day has treated me with compassion, granting my wish for a peaceful sleep. I awoke rested, but famished. I still feel short tempered even after feeding on three bullies at a local bar earlier. It wasn’t the usual ecstatic pleasure that washes over me when I drink fresh blood, but more like food was merely fuel for the body, stripped of all its sensuous tastes and smells. I miss Percy.
We take a left on a neglected dirt road, zigzagging our way through the woods until Quilici slows down, allowing his Harley to reverberate loudly through the dense trees. He turns the engine off. I follow suit, and we sit in stillness, wondering if one of us will break the vow of silence taken late last evening.
He glowers at me and then says, “We must walk from here. His cabin is about two miles southeast and the bikes are much too loud. Adriel, I need to know you are ready for this.”
I can sense the pressure building from within and hold it back, but a small levy breaks. “I’m as ready as you are, Quilici. Let’s just get a move on!”
“Are you upset about Percy’s decision or is there something else we need to resolve before this part of our journey begins?”
“I understand she did what she thought was right, and yes, I am little upset that I wasn’t consulted, but I’m also aware there was no other way. When this is over, I’m going after her with or without you. But there is something more to my anger. I can’t control it, my appetite is voracious, and I just feel irate… I don’t know why.”
He does his usual routine with the contemplative chin stroke and answers. “I think there is something beyond your feelings about what happened last evening. You are having a physical reaction to her absence. You fed on three adult men this night and you still yearn for more blood. Also, your temper is on edge, almost as if you are having withdrawals from a powerfully addictive drug. I think Percy’s role in the bonding was one of grounding, or more appropriately, one that absorbs your excessive needs. You are maturing and your requirements are much more than any of ours because your burn is nearly unquenchable.”
I reflect and respond. “So without her, I may give in to my primal needs and become a blind killing machine. Great. I’m sorry, Quilici. I don’t blame you because of what happened. It’s just… my feelings for her transcend my needs. I want her to be safe—I hurt for her.” I let the words dawdle and go in another direction. “What should I expect when we meet the good doctor?”
He accepts my distraction and moves with me. “There may be information about your mother, or lineage, or Cassius’s objective that may be disturbing to you. I want you to be clearheaded and prepared. Can you do this?”
“Absolutely. Let’s go.”
We walk through the lush forest of West Virginia for two miles, arriving a stone’s throw from a simple, rustic cabin that lays in harmony with the nature that surrounds it. Someone must have built the cabin from the local trees because there would be no way to haul lumber this deep into the woods. Two windows keep a portion of the light from escaping and give us a view of a shadow that flickers at the mercy of the sputtering fireplace. There is no landscaping. Why would there be when flowers and shrubs are omnipresent? Quilici whispers, “He is alone and feels comfortably safe. Can you feel it?”
I think he is testing the scope of my abilities, but I oblige him and reach out with my senses. I can feel his mood as one would feel the soft touch of feathers or the coarseness of a wire brush and know the difference. “Yeah, I can sense it too.” I say it like I feel it, with surprise and wonderment.
He grins and replies, “Very good. They must have no inclination that we are aware of his safe haven. It’s good to have some luck for a change.”
“I agree. What’s next?”
“We are going to walk in and reintroduce the two of you.” He chuckles and says, “Let’s go”
I beat him to the door with very little effort and kick it in without his approval. He jogs through with perfect timing and releases a frightening howl that shakes the log cabin from wall to wall. The doctor is shocked from the unwelcome visitation and reacts with sluggish instincts that give me insight into why he chose science instead of warrior training. He clumsily attempts an escape, but Quilici is too strong and quick for such a lazy getaway and bear hugs him, squeezing so hard that his eyes are bulging from the pressure. I can feel my own pressure shift into high tide with waves of blood lust crashing on my shore and I swallow hard to push it away, but it’s near impossible to fight the ocean. 
The doctor impishly screams, “Who are you? What do you want?” Then, as if he answered his own question, he sees my face move from the shadows and boldly says, “It is you. Adriel?”
His surprise actually surprises me because I was under the assumption that he would be in the loop, but Cassius must have sent him out here the day my presence was rumored to be true and abandoned him to isolation until the matter was resolved. He most likely only knows of my discovery and Percy’s role. Her memory surfaces and the heat of anger simmers in response. I reply in a calm, controlled voice. “Doctor, it’s good to finally put a face to all the stories I’ve heard.” Admittedly, the latter part was more menace laced with threat than I wanted, but I continue in spite of the honesty. “We’re going to ask you some questions and I am quite sure that you will want to answer them, choosing your words very carefully.” Yep, it is definitely a threat. His chestnut hair hangs on droopy shoulders and is a stark contrast to the bowl cut, glasses-wearing science geek I was expecting. Although his body is nearly as thin as mine, it lacks the chiseled muscle that is sculpted from constant use. His brown sweater smothers his weak frame and fits him like a sundress over his faded blue jeans. 
I can feel his anguish as he responds, “Will I live past this night if I cooperate?” Simple, practical, and direct. His questioning reveals a lot about his personal approach to life and I appreciate the ease.
I answer with equal simplicity, “Perhaps, but no promises.” Quilici throws him across the room as I would throw a toy doll and he lands violently, splintering the wood behind him. The scientist is slow to get up, but recovers and timidly settles in the corner recliner. He grimaces and nods an okay, so I look to Quilici for direction, hoping he’ll take over. 
Thankfully, he does and joins the conversation, saying, “I am going to rid this conversation of any pleasantries and ask a few very direct questions.” His tone is wild with alpha posturing. “And remember that I will know your lies, Doctor!”
The doctor replies with resignation fastened to serenity. “I’m not as concerned about your ability to detect a lie as I am with his.” 
We both rotate our chins to the side in curiosity. Yet, Quilici says, “What is Cassius’s objective in this scheme?” He was right, direct.
The good doctor answers a question with a question. “Does Adriel have the sword?”
I interrupt. “Yes.”
“Well, then phase one is complete. The sword is the key to begin the next quest as you were the key to initiate the prior one.”
I demand, “What do you mean?”
“Cassius retrieved the addendum to the Knosis and discovered that there was a sword constructed by the fae that possessed their essence within it. The sword that is now in your custody is called the Angeion, or vessel, and it was infused with generations of the fae. If I were a religious man, I would say that they gave their spirits to the Angeion, but in reality, it was more like their thoughts and memories, or at least a small part of them, reside within the vessel. It is a collection of your kind with their history and feelings vaguely reaching out to you.” He sees my change in countenance and responds. “Ahhh, you have experienced this, have you?” I don’t answer. “Well, you are almost ready to receive what it has to offer, then. The addendum stated that if one ever was born that possessed enough power, then that person would be able to hear the sword and follow its lead to the fae.”
I say, “Say that again like I’m a child, just to make sure I understand what you are stating.”
He humphs arrogantly. “It is a compass, a tracking device, that will take you to the fae, but it will only work when you release yourself from the human constraints that shackle you. Then, and only then, will you hear your kind call to you.”
Quilici is an information-starved child, sitting at the lap of a genius, voraciously eating every word, and I’m burdened by all the responsibility. Quilici says, “What do the fae own that Cassius wants?” I’m glad someone is thinking.
“That is the question, isn’t it? They know where Anu sleeps.” That statement hovers in the air for a full two minutes as all of us consider the gravity of his words.
I break the silence. “For some reason it never occurred to me that Anu survived all this time. Why is he sleeping and what does he have to offer Cassius other than history lessons?”
The scientist glares at me with disdain, but retorts, “When he wrote the addendum, he explained that he was wearisome from so many years of life and wanted to rest, yet was not willing to end his life permanently. So, he found a suitable place and asked the fae to protect it while he slept, making certain that no ground buried him or scavengers discovered his body without his approval. He trusted the fae over the waers, which is to be expected.” He spits that out with extreme prejudice and continues. “But we were surprised that he would not grant his secrets to our kind, as we are decisive and intelligent enough to utilize the gift. The fae are a great disappointment to us, as they ran from their responsibilities deep into the forests when they could have assisted our kind in becoming even greater!”
Quilici is obviously agitated, but keeps it cool, saying, “What is this gift that would make you even greater?”
The scientist gets cozy in the chair, relaxing in his apparent victory under the false impression that he’s holding all the cards. He says, “He has the last of the blood-water.” Quilici and I look to each other with jaws agape. “Cassius hypothesizes that, with our modern technology, we will be able to extract the catalyst components that grant eternal life.” He smiles from ear to ear. “We will become immortal and only choose those who are worthy to join us in our endeavor to exterminate your kinds and subjugate humanity.” If he does an evil laugh, I’m going to bitch slap him! Good, the moment is quiet, but heavily pensive.
He seems too comfortable in his chair, glowering in the knowledge that he has given Quilici and me a frightening reality check. I internally review all that he has said and hope I will have sufficient time later to process the data because I know Cassius must have alternate plans and plans that are tangents to those. His confidence rouses me and I say, “You better wipe that smirk off your face, Doctor, or I’ll use your precious Angeion and make it permanent!” His smile responds instantly, puckering to a tight close-lipped frown that slightly quivers with fear. 
Quilici enjoys my reaction and I sense his urge to kill the man, but his resolve to solve the riddle is stronger. I feel encouraged so I continue. “Just so we are very clear, let me repeat what has been said. Cassius needs me to use the sword and locate the fae, who have the secret location of Anu. Then interrogate or manipulate Anu to obtain the locality of the blood-water so that you can then extract and separate the molecules that give you and your kind extended lives and Anu his immortality. Then as a great finale, you will assimilate it with Cassius and his chosen few so that they can rule the earth forever? Is that an accurate description?”
He struggles with that damn smile again, trying to subdue it in fear of repercussion, but the battle is lost from the excitement as he responds, “That’s right, Adriel. I’m pleasantly surprised that you were capable of repeating what I just explained.” His sarcasm is irritating and I want to kill him now. 
“What about my mother?” Playtime is over.
He sneers at her thought and I strike him with a backhand. Quilici and I salivate at the scent of the wet hot blood that shotguns from his nose. The atmosphere cranks up a couple of notches on the intensity scale and the good doctor cowers back in the recliner, realizing that his position of power was a delusion. “Where did you find her and who is my father?”
Quilici takes one step closer, snarling with danger, while I attempt to regain my composure. He replies, “Alright, alright, just don’t kill me. I promise to hide… I won’t ever contact Cassius again. Will you help me? I had nothing to do with her… I am just a scientist obeying orders.”
I take this one from Quilici and grab the chair arms, leaning over inches from his face. “Now I’m really interested, Doctor. I suggest you cooperate or this will be a very long evening. Do we understand each other?” 
He barely nods yes and starts with a whisper. “I don’t know where he found her or how he captured her, but I received a call with orders to meet him in Dahlonega, Georgia, at our underground laboratory. I immediately rearranged my schedule and made a hurried trek through the Georgia Mountains. When I arrived, she was already there and contained with IVs and medication being pumped into her.” The words frail and body were spoken with the pleasure of a sick, private fantasy. “In those years we did not have the science to utilize in vitro fertilization or genetically splice egg cells, so we waited for decades until the technology caught up to our needs. Finally, after years of patience and incalculable failures we were rewarded as her egg cell accepted a vampire sperm. Their evolved natures fought it, but in the end, a one in a million lottery was won.” 
He is grinning in pure delight at his accomplishment when I ask, “Who was the donor?”
He relaxes back into the superior role. “Why, Mr. Darkre, I’m surprised you didn’t see the resemblances.”
I physically cringe and spit out the stinging taste of disgust as his words attack me. In my gut, I knew. I could feel the truth in it, thinking back to the beating I received from Cassius, and wonder how a father could do that to a son. Of course, I wasn’t his son, just an experiment and tool that is required in his quest for immortality. I turn my attention to Quilici as he straightens his posture in validation and I realize that he suspected all along, but thought sharing it without evidence served no purpose. Clever waer. 
I take a well-deserved moment to regain my tenuous composure and think back to my adopted father as he always said, “Never let ‘em see you sweat.” I suck it up and look at him with ambivalence, coldly asking, “What-was-her-name?” He relishes in my pain and wants to disregard our threats to share something that will even hurt me more, but the thought is stuck on his tongue. I goad him. “It must be horrible for you to tremble in front of a being as powerful as me, especially when you know that my blood is tainted by the fae. It’s not pure like yours, yet here we are, and I’m quite the superior, aren’t I, Doctor?”
He jerks back and springs to his feet with inspired indignity. I can smell his contempt when he snaps, “You are nothing! Your power is temporary and when Cassius and I have taken what we need, you will be discarded… with your inferior mutt friend and traitorous vampire.” Now he feels my tension and relaxes in the satisfaction of knowing he has regained control. 
He says, “Oh, I am quite aware they have your sweet Percy.” The demon is pressing against my chest, pounding rhythmically in a slow beat. His words are starting to fade as my ears only receive the loud throbbing of my heart. I squint and lean in to hear him breathing heavy and dripping sweat. “I also know what they did to her last time. It was quite painful, I can assure you, but this time we will not be as kind. You see, Adriel, I’m not the scared little scientist who is hidden in the forest. They will be here within minutes and you will be what you were born to be, a means to an end, and you will have the privilege of hearing Percy scream… just as your disgusting mother did!” Something is clawing though my stomach, trying to escape. “Oh yes, Adriel, she screamed over and over every night, for decades, begging us to kill her. Cassius just kept going, raping her and beating her while trying to create you and laughing in delight. I was sad when it was over.”
I’m shaking my head, trying to let his words get through the bubble and ask, “What did you say?”
He replies with pleasure, “I said your mother begged for death!”
The message is received and I reach into my coat and feel the pliant hilt of my sword, pleading me to use it. A spark passes from me to Angeion, but instead of recoiling from the shock, I wrap my hand around the hilt and unleash it from the scabbard. There is no peaceful connection that sedates me, no feelings of completion; it’s a shared fury that multiplies with momentum as the circuit is in a closed loop. With no sound but a muffled drumbeat from a furious heart, I look at my surroundings to gauge the atmosphere. Quilici is staving off his primal urges with the scientist caught in laughter, mocking my dead mother. The pressure is immense and a small part breaks free, igniting my sword as blue arcs of electricity jump from me to Angeion and back again. I fix my eyes on the doctor, seeing his sudden fear overwhelm his laughter, and raise my sword with both hands over my head. I feel the sting as shards of blue roll over my teeth and down my throat, reconnecting with the source while the ice-blue inlays on the sword pulsate with my heartbeat. 
I can hear a faint scream somewhere in the distance that swells into a “Nooooo!” The deep bass vibration lets me know its Quilici, but it’s too late. I bring down Angeion with such speed that the doctor only has time to lift his arm in defense as the electric sword cuts through his wrist and through the top of his head, slicing his body completely in half from head to groin. Steamy, blood explodes all over the room like a fragment grenade while his body begins a slow incineration. Ashes flake off, changing color from orange to grey as they float through the room and out the unhinged door.
When the moment is over, I hear the remnant of a battle cry and realize it’s me manifesting the escaped demon. Stumbling backward, I release Angeion. The current is lost as I let the sobering effect of revenge wash over me. Quilici catches me before the fall, moving me to the couch where I lounge, gathering my strength. We lock eyes and I say, “Let’s go.” There are no other words needed, and none that would be appropriate, so we run. I don’t run to avoid a confrontation with whoever is on their way. I run for Percy.
Moments later, we reach the bikes and I’m a tad winded from the exertion with Angeion. Quilici says, “We need to regroup and think through another strategy. We’ll go to my retreat and rest there.”
I harden my will and peer into him resolutely. “I’ll not be joining you, Quilici. I’m going to get Percy and I’m going to kill Cassius.” The tone is flat, devoid of emotion, and he senses there will be no negotiation. 
There is a lingering second that stands between us; then he says, “I understand, but do you? We will not survive the night if we simply go charging in to his community without a plan. We are hopelessly outnumbered and you do not have the skill nor strength to kill Cassius, let alone Seth. It is a suicide mission, Adriel.” 
I hear the pleading in his voice and I know the reasoning is sound, so I continue. “I can’t let them hurt her. If we plan, it will be at least a day or two before we can take action and that isn’t acceptable. If I die tonight while trying to save her, they will kill her due to her uselessness. I would rather her die than live with what they will do to her. I know she shares this sentiment as well. I’m leaving. You can choose to die with me or go home.”
I pull out my motorcycle goggles from my right inner pocket and swing my leg over the bike while starting the engine. I don’t even bother to look at him as I throttle the gas and throw dirt from my rear tire. It ends tonight!



 
 
 
Chapter 16
 
The motorcycle purrs appreciatively from the idle rest as I find myself at the beginning of another dirt road. I’m not concerned about stealth or ninja-ing my way through the forest to avoid any unnecessary attention. This time, I’m going straight into Hell and I’m going to kill whatever gets in my way. I take a very deep breath through my nose, steeling my nerves in preparation, when the unmistakable sound of a Harley Davidson rattles the air. I inwardly sigh with relief, thankful for his loyalty. 
Quilici smoothly pulls in next to me, takes a second, and then says, “What’s the plan?”
“We ride in there and call them out. Then we kill every motherfucker we see. When we’re done, we get Percy and I cut Cassius’s head off.” Clean and simple.
“Well, it’s not the most sophisticated of strategies—let’s do it!” I barely hear the last word because he revs the engine so loud that people in Baltimore know where we are. We look at each other one final time, allowing the severity of the situation to wash over us. With murder on our minds, we give a nonverbal gratitude of our friendship and leisurely ride into the vampire neighborhood.
Stealing a busy minute to enjoy what may be our final moments of life, we twist and turn through an overgrown road. Untrimmed branches reach for us, snagging our shirts and scraping paint off the bikes, attempting to slow us down so we can rethink this suicide mission, but our resolve pushes us through. In my mind, all I can see is Percy, whimpering from torture and trying her best to hide her pain from those that would relish in her submission. The vision gives me fuel for hatred and hatred will give me blood.
I physically snarl at an invisible enemy, fantasizing about a killing when the tunneled road opens into the community landscape where nine houses sit in a crescent, facing us as if they were specifically placed there to greet potential threats. The memory of my first evening here rushes in, as the stars still shine unhindered in a cloudless sky and the air is silent with anticipation. We leisurely coast to the center and give the bikes one last throttle to ensure everyone is aware of our presence and then shut them off as the booming exhaust echoes off the trees. 
Without acknowledging one another, Quilici and I dismount the bikes and walk ten yards toward the houses. My head is down in a vacant and mindless stare at the ground as I absorb the environment through my hyped-up senses. I can hear the restless pitter patter of activity in the hidden lower floors and smell the anxiety that always accompanies war. My eyes lift as a sudden reaction to a scent that has become all too familiar when several vamps and two waers cautiously materialize from the undulating shadows. All of them are excited and nervous, but the anxiety isn’t the result of my presence; it’s Quilici. The waers look to him with conflict in their minds, debating the justification for murdering an Alpha without a fair trial or opportunity to hear his perspective. I hope Quilici doesn’t grant sympathy for their apprehension or hold back in hopes that he can persuade them with reason to let us go or at the very least, leave this place. Personally, I hope their inner turmoil gives us the split second advantage that we need to kill them.
One of the vampires says, “You have made a grave error in coming here. I admit, none of us thought you would be stupid enough to do it, but here you are.”
My words won’t be as meaningful, so I decide to let Quilici handle the preamble as he ignores the vamps and addresses his waers. “Friends, you don’t have to do this. I can sense your conflict. Leave now before you do something that you will regret.”
The vampire is infuriated that he is blatantly dismissed and says, “When I speak to a waer, I expect to be acknowledged.” He distastefully annunciates waer. “They are here merely as backup. For some unknown reason, Caedmon and Cassius feel that you may create a challenge, but I see nothing more than a bookworm waer and his scrawny friend.”
The waers take offense to his degrading remarks, but one seems to digest his words with more scrutiny than the other. The other says, “Back up or not, you will not survive this night, Quilici. You’ve betrayed your own kind and have been issued a death sentence by Caedmon himself, the new and strong Alpha leader. You may be a worthy opponent, but there is no way you can survive these odds.”
As his words trail off, the doubtful waer locks eyes with Quilici, nonverbally communicating that he has made a decision. He bows his head in respect then shifts attention to his friend, saying, “I will not fight you, brother, and I cannot in good conscience kill him without a hearing. Deadly force was only to be utilized if there was equal resistance; it was never a death sentence. The rules are being stretched to accommodate an agenda and I will not be a part of it.” 
There’s a minute of dismay when I decide to get things started. I reach into my inner coat, grab the hilt of Angeion, and unsheathe it from the scabbard, the sharp zing of metal vibrating the air. With hatred leaking from my mouth, I say, “I’m tired of this shit. Who wants to die first?”
The foreplay is officially over and the remaining waer ferociously jumps on Quilici, flailing his arms like a kid in his first fight. Quilici is cool and collected from years of battle experience and rolls back, kicking him off with a powerful thrust and sending the young waer helplessly in the air. The waer gains a semblance of control and lands on his shoulder with a crack as ligaments rearrange themselves in response. To his credit, there is no cry of pain as he skids carelessly to a halt and indolently stands with his useless limb hanging limp to his side. While he is recovering from amateur hour, one of the vamps charges in with more finesse and sword raised to finish what the young waer started.
I shift focus to the remaining two vamps that are already circling me as vultures over a carcass. I hope their thinking is premature. I place both hands on the hilt and raise Angeion with my wrist to a vertical position with the top of the blade barely over my head. With a breath of relaxation, I put all the concentration I can muster into the fight and execute the only strategy that I like… offense! 
I begin with the one behind me, knowing they would expect the opposite, and shift so quickly that she stumbles backward from the surprise. I take advantage of the misstep with a flurry of thrusts and lunges that would have made Seth proud. She is just competent enough with a sword to scarcely block each attack with befuddled parries, but I can see the fear dance across her eyes. In a reaction to instinct, I arch my back, feeling the prickly breeze created by the other vamp’s sword that was meant to render me disabled for a couple of months. I mule kick as a response and feel his ribs crack while he is launched in the other direction, surprised from an attack that didn’t utilize the sword. Now I know the weakness of their training. They only prepare for attacks from other vamps or waers, never with someone outside of their culture.
By this time the female has somewhat recovered, perspiration starting to gather around her hairline. She swipes with all she has straight down, trying to split me open. My natural speed is so much superior that I easily avoid the strike, moving to the side and twisting around and gaining momentum for my own attack. I scowl with blood lust, injecting more strength behind the move, and feel the skin and bone separate as her head wobbles for a moment then falls to the ground. The scent is too much to bear and I grab her headless body and drink her spewing blood like I’m parched at a water fountain in the park. Her blood is nectar, sweeter than a human’s and more invigorating as my body hardens in preparation of more. 
With her lifeless body smoldering and twitching on the gravel, I look to my opponent with crazed lust, wondering how to crack that shell to drink his blood too. He is nothing, not a person or an animal; he is only food… and I’m starving.
Quilici has already killed his vampire with a tight squeeze that literally popped his brain from his head. It was a show of physical power that was meant to deter his young waer from any further aggression, but was lost on misguided loyalty. The waer had already healed enough from the shoulder wound to resume his attack and Quilici lets him assert himself. I’ve seen many accomplished warriors fight similarly. They fight with defensive patience, frustrating their aggressive opponents until a fatal mistake is made and capitalized upon. Quilici blocks and counters every white-belt move the other waer has practiced and is now disastrously attempting. It’s a master versus novice and I see the regret and sorrow in Quilici’s eyes that he will have to kill this one.
In rehearsed fashion, the waer does a simple combination of moves and Quilici accepts one slice, fawning with pain. Smelling the victory, he runs in for a killing blow and realizes at the last moment it was a setup, and he has been had. The rest only takes a couple of seconds as Quilici uses his claws to slice open his stomach, letting the entrails slide out, and with his other hand, severs his esophagus as air and blood shoot out, never to return. Quilici watches sadly as the young one falls to his knees and then face first into the blood-soaked gravel.
I return to my situation and find the vampire panting heavily with concern. I stare into him and say, “Don’t worry; it’s just you and me.” I could pull out some electricity, or maybe some wind, but I’m afraid it will drain me before the real fight begins so I stick to swordplay as my only strategy. 
He starts this time with a lethargic attack and I am more than capable of avoiding it with his friend’s blood coursing through my veins. I catch his anxiety when I let slip from my control a small spark that runs from my hand to the tip of Angeion. In that moment he hesitates and I make a bold thrust with a swiping low leg kick as he crumples to the ground off balance and vulnerable. As I make a full circle, my sword follows, missing his neck by a centimeter, but severing his sword hand at the wrist. His look is fear mingled with resignation as he says, “You will never see her again! They will…”
I ram the sword through his mouth to shut him up and withdraw it as fresh thin blood steadily drips from the edges. I know it isn’t enough, so I slit his throat and watch in pleasure when he struggles to cover the wound with his remaining hand while slowly bleeding to death. I glance over to Quilici, squinting through the smoke and ashes as they mix in the stagnate air, and hear him say, “This is only the beginning. Here they come.” He nudges his enormous head, pointing me in the direction of the third house so I can watch as Cassius steps into full view with earned confidence.
Behind him, walking around the corner, is Seth, Franz, Reuben, and finally, about a dozen more vampires join him in a crescent shape that emulates the houses around them. We are not surrounded because there is no need. They know we’ll not be retreating. 
I say with venom on my tongue, “Let her go, Cassius!”
A soft laughter billows from his loser minions, and with a hand gesture from Cassius, they instantly cut it off. He replies, “No more games, Adriel. If you will surrender right now, I will make his and her death quick and painless, but if you decide that a futile challenge to all of us is in order, then they will die in tremendous agony.” His smile begins to slither upwards, delighting at the thought, and I look over to Quilici for confirmation. 
He corrects his slouch, assuming the posture of an Alpha, and says, “I’m with you, Adriel. A waer dies in battle, not as a coward!”
I shift my focus back to Cassius and whisper through my teeth, “I’m going to kill you.” 
His smile reacts in disbelief that someone would actually defy him or even threaten him in public. He snarls, “Seth, you may beat him to his last breath, but no more. Reuben, kill your pathetic, dethroned leader.”
To my surprise, Reuben warily approaches Quilici, giving him a fighter’s respect, and says, “I’ve spent the last hundred years in your service, Quilici, and take no pleasure in killing you this night, but make no mistake; the orders have been given and you will be exterminated.” He hulks over Quilici by about three or four inches up and across and has no signs of pre-battle anxiety. It’s just business, but very, very serious business.
Quilici considers his words and sighs at Reuben’s determination, knowing it would be impossible to utilize mediation at this point, so he says, “I understand, Reuben. Let this begin.” He growls so deeply that his throat vibrates in response. They start to circle each other, feeling for timing and distance to ensure they don’t overextend or create an opening for an advantage. Reuben is the initiator, diving into Quilici and wrapping his gorilla arms around his waist and pressing his shoulder into Quilici’s stomach to knock the wind out of him. They scrape the ground, slashing and grunting in a no-holds-barred fight so raw and powerful that all of us pause for a moment in fearful appreciation.
I refocus, searching for Seth, and find him directly in front of me, holding a poker face that has only one tell, an arrogant disdain buried deep within his eyes. With sword already unsheathed, he lowers the tip in slow motion, stopping an inch above the greening grass, and says, “Are you ready for your final lesson, Adriel?”
I have no clever comeback. We both know he’s the superior swordsman, so I dismiss the conversation and get to it, relying on speed and luck for survival. I fling myself to him so quickly that he lives only due to his immense skill and experience. I chop down while flipping over his head. He wastes no time in admiration and reacts by dodging and then lunges for my heart. 
There’s no banter or words to fill awkward silences—we just fight. Swords are clinging, gravel is thrown from shuffling feet, and we move together in a ruthless dance to death. He moves in for a disabling thrust to end this expeditiously, but I can see his movements in high definition, just slightly slower than real time, so I adjust my weight to my back foot and reverse swipe, slicing his chest from left hipbone to right shoulder. His shirt is absorbing the blood and turning a darker shade of red as he retreats to evaluate the injury. 
I know that this may be the only window of opportunity, so I charge in while he pats his chest making certain no vital organs have spilled out. I bring down Angeion with enough force to slice through his thick bones, but he moves to the side, avoiding my effort and rewarding me with a fist to the jaw. His eyes are burning with enmity now. His chest is healing, but his pride sports a fresh wound. I know I have just emancipated him from restrictions.
He strikes blow after blow in a flurry of combinations that leave me panting from exertion. He slashes through my Achilles heel with a low cut and turns, slicing a line parallel to my spinal cord the entire length of my back. I arch in pain, fall forward to a modified shoulder roll, and fortuitously land on my feet, grimacing with pain. He feints, then lunges, lacerating my cheek with one move and slicing my neck with his hardened fingernails. I’m bleeding profusely from multiple injuries and fall to my knees. My defenses are unraveled, my arms are too heavy, and I just don’t have the time to generate my other gifts. He approaches slowly, savoring the moment, and raises his sword with unhurried pleasure. 
I wince, readying myself for the last blow and to the left I see Quilici and Reuben bloodied and bruised from a hard-fought battle as two juggernauts collide. Reuben grabs his throat preparing to feast on Quilici’s neck when Quilici straightens his elongated fingers and shoves them, claw first, into Reuben directly under his ribcage. Wet and sticky sounds of fingers probing through intestines penetrate the silent air and Quilici’s eyes widen with jubilant discovery. I hear a snap and then a pull, and Reuben’s eyes fade from bright yellow to mocha as Quilici raises his hand, cupping a still-beating heart. He lets out a bellowing roar that sounds more animal than human while crushing the heart in his powerful jaws, letting the delicate tissue string through his sharp teeth. The blood squirts out both sides in a jet stream, spraying his wild hair with dark red and creating modern art on the gravel. 
The scent hits all of us with such force that gulps and lip smacking are warning me of a feeding frenzy. The vampires don’t bother pulling their swords out because their hunger can only be satisfied with their teeth. Cassius yells a command. “Control yourselves!” It’s too late, as they begin stalking over to Quilici for their midnight meal. 
I regain my composure, return to Seth, wondering why I’m not dead or unconscious, and discover that even one as old as he still falls victim to the alluring pull of blood. His face contorts, untamed with savage hunger, and I realize that I won’t survive this. He’s going to kill me. So I close my eyes and welcome death, knowing Percy will soon follow. I hear a swish as his sword cuts through the air and Cassius screaming a hapless “NO” in the background when the ring of metal striking metal stings my ears. In confusion, I open my eyes to find his sword an inch from my nose, blocked by another. Seth speedily jumps back to a safe distance and Bryn says, “You didn’t think I’d miss this party, did you, mate?” I grin and simply nod a thank you while he reaches out, grabbing my hand, and pulls me up while I stagger on one foot with the other dangling from a sliced tendon that is lethargically healing due to other wounds. There is no time wasted; he turns to face his opponent. 
Seth says, “You should have kept out of this, Bryn. I was content to let you live until the burn took you naturally, but now you have forced my hand. And if I’m being honest, I’ll enjoy this.”
Bryn responds, “Let me live? I’m afraid that you may be delusional, my young student.” He slides away from me, intentionally giving me time to recover, and reaches into his long coat… surprise, surprise, another sword. Seth’s countenance shifts from confidence to apprehension as Bryn drags both swords centimeters from the gravel and suddenly raises them in a swirling blur of silver, launching a precision attack. With Seth occupied, I peer over to Quilici and my heart pounds with a shot of adrenaline as vampires are biting and tearing at him in a twist of irony as they play the part of wolves and he the prey. Quilici is shaking, his legs and arms trying to sling them loose. It’s total chaos and his screaming is a death rattle when he falls to one knee, depleted of the will to fight, but that’s when we hear it. 
A high-pitched roar punctures the night immediately followed by a female waer that jumps out of the edge of darkness into the battle. It’s Stella! She tears at the vampires feeding on Quilici, pounding their heads with closed fists and clawing through skin with her clawed feet. She is a whirlwind of rage, kicking up dust mixed with fresh blood, making the scene even more confusing. 
The sounds are horrific with snaps, crunches, sobs, and screams hovering over spilt blood. It’s total anarchy and no one can control it. I feel my wounds starting to heal, but there are too many for this night to handle. Yet I know my will is stronger and I have to save Percy, so I catch the gaze of Cassius as we swap the darkest strain of hatred. He imperceptibly gives a signal and my heart stresses from the pain. It’s the flu again and my body reacts violently with sweat and chills while a dull ache swells from within.
To his left Hanz walks through the opened door, dragging Percy by the hair with no struggle from her bruised and broken body. Her expression is mute, her face swollen from beatings, but she meets my glare in spite of the pain and I shudder in sympathy. I can feel the drumbeat in my chest quicken, its beat pushing blood torridly through weary muscles, giving them life. I can’t hold the demon much longer; he’s gnawing and scratching to escape.
Cassius says, as she is thrown to his feet, “You will suffer for this, Adriel!” He darts his eyes to Hanz and he responds with urgency, kneeling down on bended knee. While she is lying on her stomach, motionless and barely alive, he grabs a fist full of her hair and raises her head so that we can lock eyes. She sees me, through agony and brokenness, for what I am and we know that our bond is more than the Vinculum. She mouths I love you with dried blood cracking on the side of her mouth. Before I can shed one tear, Cassius says, “Kill her,” and with no hesitation, Hanz takes my Spyderco G-10 knife and slits her throat. 
Blood gushes from her, and in that moment, I lose it. I hide a cry in a scream and lash out with all the air that’s left in my lungs. The world leaves me and I’m in the darkness, face-to-face with my demon; he’s a distorted mirrored image snarled by rage, staring blankly with apathy. I want him to take over, I want to leave and crawl into hiding never to return, and I beg him for help. He doesn’t answer or move and I realize that he doesn’t really exist. He’s a phantom, just an image of my darkest and most powerful feelings without actual substance. I am the demon—he is me. 
I surrender to my own blood lust and let the part of me that I’ve contained my entire life break free from the prison of my own construction. I release all the pent up anger, hatred, and every strong feeling or emotion that existed within me. I even reach for my Percy and the love I feel for her, allowing the hurt to grow and fester unabated until the pressure is so immense it erupts. I open my eyes and arcs of electricity shoot through them as I look to the sky and feel the moisture call out to me. I pull on it, bending it to my will as it gathers and seams together, forming dark grey clouds that move swiftly with the wind. In seconds, the rain plummets. At first with a mild sprinkle and then hastily, a torrential outpour comes down, forcing me to squint.
I raise my hands and tense up so tightly they shake in response while reaching for the pocket of air that’s the size of the neighborhood. I boil the molecules, then throw it with all my might and the wind answers, howling in furious wrath and tossing the rain in all directions. It whips around with such speed that a gigantic hurricane funnel is created around me, battering the others. They stop their fighting and stagger from the tornadic winds. In the distance, the angry rumbling of thunder breaks through, hurling lightning from one cloud to the next, and I look to Cassius, emanating revenge.
He doesn’t move, calculating my strength for some sick plan that most likely involves using me for his benefit. It makes my temper rise to insane! I pull the current from my heart and release it into my body. It races to every edge and fills me completely. When there is no room left, it pounds the inside of my skin in frustration. Instinctually, I tear away from Cassius and look once more to the clouds gathering the pressured energy, collecting it, and releasing it as lightning crackles and flashes to the ground. The vampires lose their appetites as hunger shifts abruptly to fear. Lightning strikes erratically and hits a lone vamp, vaporizing him immediately with no evidence left due to the swirling wind. Vampires and waers all lean into the mighty gale with great effort to stay balanced, their hair blown straight back and eyes semi-closed, watering from the blast. One of the vampires tries to find refuge inside a car, but the car slides sideways on the gravel and rolls over from the gusts, crushing the roof and pinning the vamp in a cage of metal.
The energy flows through me and in me from the deepest wells of sorrow when I look at Percy choking on her last remnant of blood. I point Angeion directly at Hanz to yell a threat when the sword transitions from a soft glow to a blue sun and begs me for use. I don’t know what it wants, but I release it. The blue shines so brightly that everyone in the vicinity is bathed in its light. When the vampires raise their hands to shield their tender eyes, Angeion shoots a thick, solid bolt of lightning straight at Hanz, leaving a hole large enough to dive through in his chest. He looks down, stunned from the assault. As the remaining blood leaves his brain, his eyes go dark and his body incinerates, covering Cassius with his ashes. 
A stray arc must have licked Franz; he’s writhing from the shock, impotent for what’s left of the fight. As he convulses, Cassius mentally withdraws, devising a new strategy to accommodate this unstable situation. He fights against the onslaught of wind in an attempt to close the distance between us, but a lightning bolt crashes to the ground ten feet from his position, splintered shards bouncing off the gravel in search of a victim. He stops, blinking away the residual retina burn and sneering in disappointment.
Lightning strikes everywhere and three more vamps are fried from strays, making the scenario even more chaotic. Stella is perched over Quilici in mother-bear-protection mode, salivating like a rabid animal that’ll attack anything that comes near it. She wrenches her neck back and releases a primal roar that mutes the ubiquitous thunder. Over to my left, Bryn and Seth are still locked in deadly swordplay, a haze of silver slicing through sheets of rain. The wind is powerful, but their wills are omnipotent and I know that they will not stop until the other is dead. 
Cassius screams over the wind. “Get in the vehicles and grab… Franz!” HA! I guess it’s time to cut the losses.
They obey without hesitation, and two of the four remaining nameless vampires make a mad dash to Franz, taking each side and dragging him to the pickup truck. They lift him up and toss him in the back while Franz suffers from the groggy effects of shock treatment. The other two pull the doors open apprehensively, half expecting them to blow away in the unstable maelstrom. Cassius walks erratically with feet stressed, keeping balance with the same problem. He finds his luxury car and calls Seth with a nonverbal summons. 
Seth and Bryn are dripping red with a myriad of lacerations, struggling to find a natural moment to break from the fight, but the moment isn’t presenting itself as Bryn relentlessly attacks. Realizing the urgency, Seth springs back with his entire might, landing on the passenger side of the car opposite Cassius, leaving Bryn to stand between us in sentry fashion. 
The pickup truck wobbles through the hurricane and down the road while Cassius captures one final gaze from me. I smell the enmity when he yells, “This is far from over, Adriel! Run if you like, but I will hunt you down.”
I return his loathing with some of my own and reply, “Fuck you!” Thunder quickly follows my parting words, giving it emphasis, and he slams the car door, following his tribe down a dark road and disappearing into the grey night. I collapse to my knees, thoroughly exhausted with nothing left but my thoughts of Percy. 
The clouds thin in response, taking the rain with them, and I hear the last crackle of electricity scurry back into my heart. My panting is light and I think I’m going to faint from the physical and emotional expenditure when I hear Percy struggling for her last breath. I fall to my stomach and start an elbow crawl, drawing on what’s left of my depleted reserves. The pain becomes unbearable, but I have to save her. I open my eyes wearily several times with no memory of them closing as I fade in and out of consciousness. Blood is trailing along with pieces of clothing as gravel churns and shreds my shirt, but I disregard all of it and focus on her.
She’s desperate for air. Her eyes vacantly open, staring into the empty sky, and I can sense her resignation, but I refuse it. I will not let her die! My will strengthens and my body joins in the mission as I push away the overwhelming desire to sleep and reach her. Her mind is nearly departed, her body a broken shell, and with her thoughts, she asks me to let her go. I cry and plead, saying, “I can’t… I can’t do this without you! If you die, I die too.”
My arm weighs a ton, but I lift it with what remains of my strength and savagely bite into it, tearing through tendons and veins. The blood spreads over my forearm then begins a fast tempo, splashing on the ground. I don’t know if my blood will kill her or save her when, with one last effort, I swing my wrist and let it rest on her face, my blood seeping into her mouth. I give her one last tear and fall into the blackness.
 



 
 
 
Chapter 17
 
A misty river gently laps the rocky shoreline with Spanish moss-covered trees leaning over the banks. The night is young, about an hour after dusk as residual light filters through the leaves. I hear a beautifully strange language spoken softly with no bite of panic or stress to sharpen the tones. It’s a conversation. The words flow and transform into comprehension as I hear, “Did you feel it?”
A female replies, “Yes.”
“The impossible has happened. For the second time in our long history the vinculum is complete.”
Another, a male, says, “They must be executed before their powers mature. It is forbidden.”
The female responds, “Yes, but the queen had no other options and believed he was important enough to perform it. They are young and could learn control.” There is a silence. “They will seek us and must pass the trials in the process. If they live, we will…” She stops mid-step, turning her head to the side, trying to sense something beyond her reach. She pulls back the hooded cloak, lifts her darkened gaze to me, and says, “He is listening. He is more powerful than we thought.” And the dream fades away.
“Adriel, Adriel… Can you hear me?” My eyes blast open, panicked from the dream, searching for answers in the hazy moments after sleep. As my mind is about to enter freak-out mode, I feel a warm hand press on my shoulder and I’m quickly sedated by Bryn’s presence. His smile stretches and I see the crow’s feet crinkle in response. He says, “Must be nice to sleep for a week when the rest of us are working.” He gives me a wink.
I open my lips for a sardonic reply when the words are merely muted breaths scraping through a parched throat. I make a hard swallow, trying to wet the vocal chords, and lick my lips, feeling the cracked skin, when Quilici steps in, saying, “You have not fed for nights; your body is emaciated and weak from neglect. Can you understand me?”
I nod yes and gather what little strength I have to sit up. My muscles tremble at the effort and I lay back into the bed, realizing this is not a fight I can win. Quilici gives me a glass of water and I let it fill my mouth and dribble down my throat a little at a time. The water is cool and loosens the constriction, so I clear my throat, readying to exercise my atrophied voice. I say abrasively, “Where’s Percy?” 
Bryn answers, “She is fine, although she has experienced some… permanent changes.”
“What do you mean?” As soon as the question escapes from my lips, I feel her presence. It’s warm and soothing and she’s flooding my emotions with concern for me. The connection is getting clearer and louder when the door crashes open and she swiftly comes to my side. Her speed is fast, not vampire fast, but my kind of fast.
She lets a lone tear spill onto my bare chest and wraps her delicate arms around me with crushing pressure. She says, “I was so worried!” I struggle to return the hug, but my body balks at the attempt, choosing to rest lifelessly in her grasp. Her presence is appreciated and I don’t want her to quit, but she slowly lifts from me and we meet eyes. I drown in them, not with the terror of someone who clings to life, but as someone who wants to sink in the ocean surrounded by the quiet deep. 
I transition from peering into her eyes to looking on them and let out, “Your eye. It’s changed.” She gives me a wicked smile and winks her remaining blue eye, giving her new translucent green one all the attention.
Quilici interrupts, “Apparently your blood has not only saved her life, but I think the vinculum…”
I interject. “Is complete. It’s complete, but will develop.”
“How do you know?” he asks.
“I dreamt it.”
Before another word is uttered Quilici jumps in. “I told you! I knew placing Angeion near him while he slept would give him insights!”
Bryn says, “You were right, old friend. You are a clever waer.” He turns to me and rolls his eyes with a grin.
I describe the dream in detail, leaving nothing on the table and I wrap it up saying, “As soon as I am able, I’m leaving to search for the fae.”
Percy replies, “And I will be joining him.”
“They want to kill us, Percy.”
“They may have some answers we need and perhaps we can learn to use this bond between us. Besides, you are not losing me that easily!” She cocks an eyebrow with a half-smile.
Quilici does his thinking-man pose and then says, “We need to adjust our plans, Bryn. Adriel, Stella is out recruiting waers to join our efforts. Although there are not many willing to rebel against the pack, there will be a few. Bryn was waiting until you awoke and will be leaving immediately to approach some of the disenfranchised vampires as well. I will join you two in the search for the fae.”
Bryn joins the conversation. “I understand that I am needed to recruit the vampires, but I do not feel right about leaving you misfits to your own devices.”
Percy says, “I think it would be wise to meet in person in three months. That should give us the time necessary to track the fae.”
Quilici adds, “It is settled. We will meet at my private quarters in Braddock Heights three months from now.”
There is a lengthy pause as we all look blankly past each other, reminiscing about the past several months. So much has changed for all of us and the road will be mired in danger, but we have each other. Here it is, in a basement in Frederick, that I begin the rest of a long life… I hope.
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