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Chapter 1

 


“What do you mean you killed them all?”

“I guess the meaning I want to convey is that
all who were here have been rendered deceased. By me. The vampires
present are also slightly more deceased than they were when I
arrived.” The shaggy-haired man nodded in agreement with his own
explanation.

“There were humans in those houses?”
Christopher knew his voice was becoming more and more high-pitched,
but he couldn’t help it. Mickey the werewolf had a way of getting
under his skin like no one else could.

“Relax, squeaky. They were familiars in the
employ of Donovan … I think.” He brushed back his disheveled hair
and stroked a sideburn as if deep in thought.

Christopher’s jaw dropped. “But—”

“Yep.” Mickey picked something out from
between his teeth and promptly swallowed it. Christopher was
thankful he could not see what it was.

“Wipe that face off your head, kid. A
familiar ain’t a person no more. It’s an extension of the vampire
it serves. Besides, you know the rules. No human witness left
alive. You’re a vampire. Act like one.”

There were some things Christopher would
never get used to.

Donovan should have known better than to
betray Lucifera and think he could get away with it. The remains of
his mansion still burned in the otherwise cool night air twenty
yards from where they stood next to Mickey’s ancient Camaro. Two
other dying house fires smoldered a quarter-mile to the north and
south.

The shaggy man who had caused the destruction
hardly looked human at all. His eyes were a little too red. His
fingernails were a little too sharp and pointed. His canine teeth
were entirely too long. And his sideburns were so shaggy that they
bordered on the ridiculous. Mickey was a werewolf whose human skin
barely covered the face of the beast.

“I go to sleep in my room and I wake up in
the trunk of your car.” Christopher waited for the werewolf to
answer his unspoken question, but a nod was the only response. Time
for a more direct approach. “Why did you bring me here?”

Gashes and cuts covered Mickey’s bare torso.
His pants were mostly intact, but his feet were covered in burns.
Christopher wondered how he was even still standing after suffering
such injures, but the werewolf was as cheerful as ever. “I was
hoping you could tell me. Lucy said to bring you along with me and
you would know where we needed to go.”

Lucy. He tossed her name around like it was
nothing special.

Lucifera Romana was master vampire of Los
Angeles and most of the west coast. To Christopher, the thought of
her sharing a bed with the unkempt, unrefined, wholly unpleasant
brute before him was difficult to stomach. But though he could
think of at least a thousand others he would have preferred to be
his driver, he could think of no one better to have on his side if
things turned ugly.

The werewolf was correct about one thing.
Christopher knew exactly where they had to go. He just hadn’t
thought it would be this soon.

“East. We go east.”

“How far east?”

“Alabama. We have to save my sister.”

Mickey yawned and strolled around behind the
car. “I’m in the killing and mayhem business, not the damsel in
distress business.”

“Consider it a career change then, because
that’s where we’re going.” The young vampire was surprised by his
own resolve. He hoped it would hold out.

“Well, well,” the werewolf chuckled, “look
who grew a pair.” He retrieved a spare shirt and an old pair of
boots from the trunk. Even as he buttoned the shirt, the wounds on
his torso were healing. Perhaps the most frightening quality of
werewolves was just how difficult they were to kill.

The werewolf had no idea what was at stake
and Christopher did not care to enlighten him. It didn’t matter.
The creature never seemed to have a care in the world, no matter
the situation. The fact that Lucifera had bid Mickey to go wherever
Christopher suggested made things a little easier.

The first pangs of hunger hit and the young
vampire clutched his stomach.

“You ok, kid? You look a little green.”

“Did you bring my bags?” Christopher
snapped.

“In the trunk.”

Christopher bolted around to the back of the
car and found his heavy leather travel case. He silently
congratulated himself for having the foresight to keep it ready in
case he needed to make a hasty departure. His clothes and other
things were all in their proper places, but the one thing he needed
to quell the soul-ripping hunger wasn’t there.

“Mickey, where is my blood?”

The werewolf scratched his head and stared at
the vampire, whose hands were beginning to tremble. “Oh yeah. You
didn’t want that stuff. It was cow’s blood.” He stuck his tongue
out and contorted his face in disgust.

“Damn it, Mickey. Where is it?”

“I drank it.”

“There were six bottles!”

The werewolf looked Christopher directly in
the eye. Then he burped. “So there were.”

The vampire took another deep breath and sat
down in the passenger seat. Mickey had often threatened to kill him
but he’d never imagined his method of choice would be
starvation.

“For a dead guy, you sure are breathing
heavy,” the werewolf remarked.

“Let’s just go.”

Mickey closed the trunk, then sat down in the
driver’s seat. He cranked the old Camaro and peeled away from the
burning house, leaving a cloud of dust to mingle with the smoke
from the dying house fire. Within minutes they were roaring down
the San Bernardino freeway on the first leg of their
two-thousand-mile journey.

Christopher’s knuckles turned white as he
gripped the passenger door handle. Nausea from the thirst was
setting in sooner than usual. The unnecessary breaths came faster
and faster.

“You puke in my car and I’m wiping it up with
your face,” the werewolf snarled.

Christopher kept his eyes closed tight and
concentrated on each breath. Pain crept up from his gut. The thirst
for blood was so unlike human hunger. A year earlier, missing lunch
would not have made him think about eating the next person he
saw.

“You’re a blood virgin, aren’t you?”

That was not something Christopher ever
expected to come out of the werewolf’s mouth. Pain and hunger were
suddenly the last things on the vampire’s mind.

“What?”

“It’s pretty obvious.” The werewolf never
took his eyes off the road. “Anybody can see it. The question is,
why?”

Christopher was stunned. It was no one’s
business but his own. He stared at the werewolf, wishing he was
strong enough to kill him. At the same time he began to wonder if a
vampire could die from embarrassment.

“It’s okay. Think of me as Dr. Mickey. I know
a thing or two about this stuff.”

Christopher fought valiantly to change the
subject. “Wouldn’t you rather know why we have to save my
sister?”

The werewolf shrugged. “Not really. Since you
haven’t contradicted what I said, how about answering the question?
Blood. Virgin. You. Are. Why?”

Christopher knew that once the werewolf had
his mind on something, there was no distracting him. Maybe this was
a good thing, though. The werewolf had no friends that Christopher
knew of. That meant he had no one with whom to share the
horrifyingly embarrassing facts. It would be nice to talk about it.
Not unlike confession.

“I don’t know. It’s not because there haven’t
been opportunities.”

“Sure.” The werewolf nodded.

“I mean, I have met so many women since I
came to L.A. I have gone out with several, but I always focused on
my research. I just never had the time. Then I was turned, and that
really complicated things.”

“Um…” The werewolf’s brow furrowed. He seemed
confused, but that was not unusual, so Christopher continued.

“I’m not a prude or anything. I just don’t
want to do it for the sake of doing it—”

“Kid, what are you talking about?”

“You’re right. I’m a virgin. I died a
virgin.”

The werewolf growled and slammed his foot
down on the emergency brake pedal. The rear wheels locked, sending
the car into a spin. Christopher grabbed the seat and braced
himself until the screech of tires stopped.

Ignoring the honking from passing cars, the
werewolf shifted the car into park and turned to face the vampire.
“You have never had sex?”

“Wolf! We’re in the middle of the
freeway.”

“Answer the question.”

Christopher looked out the window. Less than
a foot away, cars were roaring past as the drivers shouted
obscenities at them. There was no escape. With a resigned groan, he
turned back to Mickey. “No. Never. Third base is the farthest I’ve
gone. I thought you said you knew.”

“No, I meant I could tell you ain’t never
drank a human’s blood: a blood virgin!”

“I thought you said bloody virgin. You sound
like Lucky the freaking leprechaun. I can’t understand what you’re
saying half the time!”

“Hey! Don’t ever call me a leprechaun again.
Leprechauns suck.”

The two stared at each other. Christopher
wished he could turn back time and jump out of the car and into
traffic. It might have been less painful.

A thunderous horn shocked them both out of
their trances—a semi hauling a trailer full of lead pipe was
barreling toward them. Brakes screeched, but there was no way it
was going to be able to avoid hitting the stopped car.

“Mickey!”

“This ain’t over,” the werewolf grumbled.
Then he slammed the gearshift into first and peeled out of the way
of the truck. The semi ground gears and narrowly missed clipping
the rear of the car.

Within seconds they were back in the flow of
traffic, roaring along. The werewolf opened his mouth four times,
but closed it each time without saying a word. Finally, he turned
to the vampire and spoke. “Really?”

Christopher stared out the window. “Yes,
really.”

“But I just… I mean, how is that even… I
don’t know what to say.”

“Thanks. You’re a big help.”

Neither spoke again for the next two hours.
By the time they soared past the Arizona state line, Christopher’s
hands had started to shake again. The hunger hit him with a
vengeance. Maybe the lack of blood was getting to him, but suddenly
he found himself telling the werewolf his deepest secrets.

“Alexa.”

Mickey winced at the word. Apparently he knew
Lucifera’s favorite vampire offspring better than Christopher had
realized.

“What about her?”

Christopher slumped back against the seat and
let out a sigh. “Everything. It has always been about her. She
killed a man in front of me when I was fourteen years old. She
could have killed me but she didn’t. Now I’m a vampire living in
the house of her maker. You can’t tell me that doesn’t mean
something.”

Mickey glanced at Christopher with a smile,
then shook his head and looked back at the dark highway in front of
them. “Let me tell you a little about Alexa. She is as rotten as
they come. She is the kind of woman who would kill a man in front
of a child just because she knew it would fuck with his head for
the rest of his life. I don’t know what you’re hoping for, but
you’ll be better off if you never meet her.”

The vampire let out a resigned laugh. “I’m
sure you’re right, but it’s beyond my control. She has haunted my
dreams for ten years. It’s like she’s calling to me. Especially in
the past few days. Every morning, I close my eyes and she’s
there.”

Mickey jerked the wheel hard to the right,
narrowly avoiding something in the road. He slammed on the brakes,
stopping the car on the side of the nearly deserted freeway and
turning off the headlights.

Christopher opened his eyes and found Mickey
staring straight ahead. “What are you stopping for?”

“Screw her and her dramatic entrances. I hate
it when she does this.” He slapped Christopher on the shoulder and
pointed into the darkness in front of them. “We found your walking
nightmare.”

She stood three steps from the car, a scarlet
cloak enveloping her form. Black hair spilled out around her
alabaster face. She was unnervingly still—as only the dead can be.
Alexa looked like an ancient Roman statue of the goddess Venus come
to life, exactly the way Christopher remembered her.

“Stay here.” By the time the young vampire
could protest, the werewolf was already out of the car and walking
toward her. Christopher ignored the order and followed him out of
the car.

“Hello, doggy.” She did not look up when she
addressed him. Her voice was raspy—strained.

“I’d love to kill you, Alexa, but you have
shitty timing. I’m in a hurry so we’ll have to do this another
day.”

“I didn’t seek you out for a fight, Mickey.
Not yet, at least.” She stumbled forward and fell toward the
werewolf.

He caught her by the throat, lifting her up
with a single hand. The nails on his other hand lengthened into
claws and prepared to rip into her.

Her cloak slipped open, giving Mickey and
Christopher a view of her body. Her clothing hung in tatters. Claw
marks covered her arms and legs. Patches of flesh were ripped from
her torso, leaving ribs exposed in two places. The flesh that was
not torn was covered in bruises.

“Help me,” she groaned.

“Why would I want to do that?”

“Lucifera’s life depends on it.”

Christopher rushed forward and grabbed the
werewolf’s wrist.

“Mickey! Let her go. Can’t you see
she’s—”

“Shut up, kid.” Mickey sniffed the air and
tilted his head to the side. Something was very wrong.

A howl to the east broke the calm of the
night air. Another howl joined the first from the opposite
direction. Then another from the north and another from the
south.

“You know the call of your kin, don’t you,
werewolf?” she said.

“What have you gotten yourself into,
Alexa?”

Despite her grave injuries, she smiled.
“Don’t you mean, what have I gotten us into?”




Chapter 2

 


“Was that really necessary, Lucifera?” The
man’s voice was calm but slightly perturbed, as though someone had
used an incorrect fork at a formal dinner.

She dropped the severed head at his feet and
wiped the blood from her fingers with a handkerchief. “Yes, it
was.”

The ivory of her skin was in stark contrast
to her black hair and black designer dress. She was equal parts
beautiful and fierce, like a panther peering through its glass cage
at the zoo. Many vampires knew her name, but very few had stood in
her presence and lived to tell about it.

“Now, Humboldt.” The other man ignored the
headless body at his feet as he addressed his associate. “We have
intruded upon Mistress Romana’s land without permission. Dyer
forgot his place. It was to be expected.”

The two men appeared to be in their
mid-forties. Their faces had the hard lines that come from working
in the sun and salty air, but their flesh had not tasted sunlight
in hundreds of years. Brown and gray hair was slicked back,
businesslike. Dark suits were tailored to their athletic frames. If
not for the fact that Hazelton was a full head taller than
Humboldt, they could have passed for twins. These vampires had
wealth, and plenty of it.

A third man stood two steps back from the
others, just inside Lucifera’s office door. He did not share their
enthusiasm for the latest fashions. His gray pants and simple black
jacket could have come from any department store. He appeared
similar in age to the others, though his hair was more gray. He had
two remarkable features as far as Lucifera was concerned: a white
clerical collar and a pulse.

The vampires were old. Very old, by most
standards. One claimed mastership over Alaska and the other the
Midwestern United States. Yet they traveled with a living human
priest who was bound to neither of them. Now that was
interesting.

Hazelton chose his words slowly and
deliberately. “From one master to another, we have come to implore
you for your guidance and assistance.” He was a tall man, but he
bowed when he spoke. He had practiced the gesture enough that it
appeared to be one of humility rather than condescension.

“And whom do you serve?” Her gaze drifted
past the vampires and landed upon the human. “More specifically,
whom do you serve?”

“I serve God,” said the priest. There was no
emotion in the statement.

Most vampires viewed humans as food or
playthings. A human taken as a familiar was a tool for procuring
other humans, nothing more. Given the passage of enough time,
familiars ceased looking and acting human altogether. This one
retained nearly all of his humanity. He also possessed some status
which the vampiress had never encountered. The two masters stepped
aside, allowing the man to move closer to Lucifera.

“Surely a priest knows better than to play
with vampires.” A smile danced across her lips as she spoke. “Or to
sell his soul to one.”

“My soul was never mine to sell, Miss Romana.
It is in the same place it has always been.”

He pushed a pair of well-worn, brass-framed
bifocals back up his nose and into their proper place.

“Father John McKenzie. Pleased to make your
acquaintance.” The priest offered his hand to the ancient
vampiress. She took it and shook his hand the way she would with
any business associate: stronger than his grip but not enough to
break his hand. He grimaced, but took the bone-crushing greeting
with a smile.

“A priest serving a master vampire? Could
anything be more scandalous? I have known priests with dirty little
secrets, but yours is the most delicious. How did Aldo come to
possess you?”

“I met Master Novafeltria only recently by
chance, but I assure you that my relationship with him is
beneficial to us both. Once we achieve our goals, we will part
ways. I’m not so naïve as to think that all vampires can coexist
peacefully with humans. But I also know that some vampires are far
worse than others.”

“I knew your master when he was barely older
than a century. I spared his life once. Perhaps that was unwise.
Why did he send his prized holy man to me?”

“Because we need your help.” Father McKenzie
glanced toward Hazelton and the vampire moved forward abruptly.
Lucifera noticed a bit of urgency in his step. No master vampire
would willingly take direction from a human. There had to be far
more to the priest than met the eye.

Humboldt nodded curtly. “Lucifera, to our
knowledge there are presently sixty-three master vampires in
existence. Five of them are of your creation. Another, the one
called Nash, is a part of your coven.”

“Yes, and I have killed two other master
vampires in as many years. You are free to ask them or Mr. Dyer’s
decapitated head how I deal with those who antagonize me or waste
my time.”

Vampire politics were sometimes predictable,
but never without brutality. The death of Mr. Dyer was assured the
moment the foreign vampires set foot in the Romana Industries
tower. Gaining an audience with a master vampire was nigh
impossible through a messenger. But entering said master’s land
unannounced was a grievous violation of decorum. A sacrifice was
necessary to allow both sides to save face. Mr. Dyer had been that
sacrifice.

Hazelton stepped forward, his voice a velvet
glove of contrition. “You took Master Morgan’s title as master of
Los Angeles, and Master Vladu made the first move against you. We
would never presume to dispute those facts. Someone or something
else, though, is killing master vampires indiscriminately. Five
other masters have perished in the last six months and no one has
claimed their territory. The elders are concerned.”

“The elders’ concerns do not interest me. The
weak fall,” she replied.

“There have also been rumblings, Lucifera.”
Humboldt stepped up beside his colleague. “Someone is getting close
to finding the tomb.”

“And what do you know of the tomb, Master
Humboldt?”

He paused, searching for the right words.
“Enough to know that whoever finds the tomb will control sufficient
power to overthrow the elders themselves.”

“And this frightens you, or does it excite
you?” she asked.

“There must be order,” Humboldt said.

She searched both vampires for any feelings
that might betray their intentions, but they were well trained in
the art of guarding their minds. Their thoughts were like muffled
echoes behind a wall. It was well within her power to overcome
their resistance but the process was unpleasant for all involved.
Intruding upon another vampire’s mind was not a one-way affair, and
she did not care to open herself to them in any way.

The human was entirely different. There was
nothing. No wall. No echoes. It was as if his thoughts did not
exist. Surely Novafeltria hadn’t grown strong enough to bestow such
an ability on his familiar. Curious.

“What is it you would have me do?” she asked.
“Am I to be your bloodhound? Sniff out the treasure and present it
to Aldo like a loyal pup?”

The vampires glanced back at the priest, but
he said nothing.

“We have come to you for two reasons,”
Hazelton said finally. “First, you are one of the eldest and most
powerful of us who is not a part of the inner circle of lords and
elders. Your mastery over the mental powers we all possess in small
degree is legendary. They would come in quite useful in our search.
Of course, we offer you a share of whatever spoils we find.”

“And the other reason?”

“We have learned the identity of one vampire
who has killed at least three masters, possibly more, in the past
six months, with no discernable motivation. That vampire is your
creation, Alexa Romana. It would appear she is seeking the tomb and
killing our brethren as she goes.”

A smile grew on Lucifera’s face. The emerald
fire in her eyes glowed as she spoke.

“That certainly changes things.”

The priest stared directly into her eyes. “We
have a jet ready to take off. Come with us. You won’t be
sorry.”

“That almost sounded like a command.” The
smile faded but the fire in her eyes did not.

The priest held up his hands and bowed,
stepping backward. “I’m very sorry, Miss Romana. I would never
presume to—”

“I will meet you at your jet in one hour,”
she said.

The trio quickly took their leave.

The instant they left, a seven-foot-tall,
impeccably dressed giant with close-cropped black hair stepped into
her office.

Lucifera greeted her faithful consigliore
with a nod. He silently returned the greeting, then glanced over
his shoulder toward the office door.

“No, I do not trust them either,” she
said.

He didn’t say a word, but then he never did.
Instead he glared at the vampiress with a look that could shatter
stone.

“Nash,” Lucifera said, “if anyone else looked
at me with that sour countenance, I would pluck the eyes from their
skull.”

His glare did not soften.

She scribbled a note on a piece of paper and
handed it to him. “Forty-eight hours,” she said. “After that, you
know what to do.”

*****

One hour later, the two master vampires, the
priest, and Lucifera lifted off in a private jet accompanied by one
of the few vampires Lucifera trusted—Sylvan. The youthful blonde
vampire’s spiky locks were a stark contrast to Lucifera’s ebon
hair. She glared at the priest and dragged her sharp nails along
the leather armrest.

Father McKenzie shifted uncomfortably in his
seat. “I don’t think your friend cares much for me.”

The girl leaned forward. “Her friend has a
name, and it’s Sylvan. I find it strange traveling with food.
That’s all.”

After a few more seconds of staring into the
human’s eyes, Sylvan looked out the window, her face devoid of all
emotion.

McKenzie turned to Lucifera with a smile.

“Miss Romana, I have suddenly noticed that
you have the most beautiful eyes.”

She met his gaze.

“Father, I do not believe for one moment that
you ‘suddenly notice’ anything.”

The priest’s grin grew just a little
wider.

*****

The plane touched down in the dead of night
at the small international airport in Birmingham, Alabama. McKenzie
extended an offer for Lucifera and Sylvan to stay at Master
Novafeltria’s temporary home, but they declined and disappeared
into the night. He hadn’t really expected them to take him up on
the offer. They’d have been insane to willingly slumber in the
house of another vampire.

The priest rode in a limo with his vampire
escorts to the estate near downtown Birmingham. No words were
spoken on the trip. Both powerful vampires sat as far away from the
human as they could and avoided eye contact.

McKenzie dismissed the driver with a generous
tip, and they retired to their rooms at the mansion. The priest
strolled the halls of the massive house and lamented the nocturnal
schedule kept by his vampire associates. He used to be a morning
person.

He stopped by a door guarded by two fierce
vampires. They were big men with sullen faces and scarred knuckles
from pounding people into submission. They had been chosen as much
for their appearance as their power. A single glance from the
priest sent them scurrying away.

Inside the room, the boy slept. He was still
barely awake for more than a few hours each day, but he was getting
stronger. When he was active he almost looked like a normal sixteen
year old. At least that’s how it seemed. The priest held on to that
hope with his very soul.

He closed the door and continued down the
hall. The priest considered recalling the guards, but there was
little need considering how frightened the vampires were of the
boy.

He stopped at another room and opened the
door. Inside the sparsely decorated space, a man sat in a metal
folding chair, wearing the nondescript black suit and ageless face
of a thirtysomething urban professional. Only his pale skin and
fangs gave away his vampiric nature.

“Hello Sam.”

The vampire jerked as if awakened from a deep
sleep. He put on a smile the priest knew was fake and tried to look
calm. “Hey, John. How’s your day?”

The priest removed his jacket and placed it
on a heavy wooden chest of drawers.

“I can’t sleep,” he replied.

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Sam’s smile faded a
bit.

The priest removed several packets of salt,
pepper, and ketchup from his pants pockets and placed them next to
the jacket.

“You still collect those things after all
these years?” the vampire asked. “Surely they pay you enough to buy
your own condiments.”

The priest shrugged. “It’s a habit.”

He placed a small bottle of holy water on the
chest.

“And what is that for?” Sam asked.

“That one is just in case you forget what I
am and what you are.”

McKenzie rolled up his sleeves and took a
pair of fingerless leather gloves from the top drawer. He took his
time pulling them on and tightening the wrist straps.

Sam stared at the floor and straightened his
tie.

“Stand up,” said the priest.

The vampire obeyed. McKenzie stood in front
of him and looked up at the much taller man’s face. The vampire
stared intently at the ceiling. The priest took a step back, then
punched him in the face with all his might. Sam’s face jerked to
the side from the blow. He quickly straightened up and wiped the
blood from his broken nose, but made no move to defend himself. The
priest hit him again, this time bringing a spatter of blood from
his mouth.

McKenzie hit the vampire again and again,
raining blows on the his face, neck, and stomach. The barrage
lasted nearly a full minute, until, out of breath and covered with
sweat, the priest finally stopped.

Sam spit out a mouthful of blood and wiped
the moisture from his swelling eyes.

The priest leaned against the chest to catch
his breath. Neither man said a word. After a few minutes, the
priest again opened the drawer.

Sam’s eyes darted to the object in McKenzie’s
hand.

“Should I take off my shirt?” he asked.

The priest unwound the heavy, metal-studded
whip, brushing off some dried blood as he did so.

“Yes. There’s no point ruining another
one.”

 





Chapter 3

 


Christopher took Alexa in his arms and rushed
back to the open car door. He placed her on the back seat as gently
as he could and climbed in after her, sitting down and cradling her
head in his lap.

“Mickey, we need to go!”

“Yes, Mickey. We should go.” Alexa smiled and
snuggled against the young vampire’s leg.

“Alexa, when this is over and I figure out
what part you played, I am going to use you as kindling to start a
bonfire and make some s’mores.” Mickey was quite fond of s’mores,
especially with vampire brains in place of marshmallows.

He growled and sniffed at the air. The howls
were growing closer, and the scent of blood, fur, and rage wafted
in. Werewolves were coming. Mickey slid into the driver’s seat,
threw the car into gear and peeled out, leaving a cloud of tire
rubber in his wake. Before he could reach the speed limit, though,
a dark form slammed into the front of the car.

A pair of shining golden eyes peered in
through the windshield. Mickey continued to accelerate while the
thing pulled itself on top of the hood, its massive talons denting
the metal.

Despite the imminent danger, all Christopher
could think about was the beautiful creature he was holding. He had
dreamt about her for nearly half his lifetime, and now there she
was.

“Alexa?”

“Yes, darling?” She smiled at the young
vampire, reveling in the adoration.

“Don’t talk to her,” snarled Mickey. He
reached under his seat but continued to push the car faster.

The monster on the hood punched the
windshield. Its gigantic fist broke through, showering Mickey with
bits of glass. The blow created a hole, but the bulk of the
windshield stayed intact despite the spider web of cracks
surrounding the opening.

The beast removed its fist and placed its
snout against the hole.

“Mickey,” the horrible voice said.

Mickey found what he was looking for. Letting
go of the steering wheel, he pulled the sawed-off shotgun from its
hiding place and cocked it in a single motion. He placed the barrel
against the beast’s snout and pulled the trigger. The force of the
blast blew the creature backwards. It sprawled across the hood and
slid off on the driver’s side. Claws batted against the body of the
car as the monster tried to hold on. The Camaro bounced as it ran
over some part of the monster’s body.

Christopher looked up from the injured
vampiress and turned to look out the rear window. The monster lay
still in the road. Three dark forms ran past it, pursuing them at
horrible speed.

“That thing knew you?”

“I guess so.” Mickey tossed the shotgun onto
the passenger seat and brushed the glass off his face, leaving tiny
gashes and streams of blood.

“Mmm. Something smells good,” Alexa
groaned.

To his own surprise, Christopher answered
with a groan of his own. He wanted to feed her his blood to heal
her wounds, then he make love to her as he had always dreamed he
would do.

Ignoring what was going on in the back seat,
the werewolf pushed the car faster. Their pursuers lost ground, but
the car began to tremble.

“Damn it. Back tire,” Mickey said. “He must
have clipped it on his way out.”

Catching a glimpse of the young vampire
staring down at Alexa in the rear-view mirror, the werewolf
growled. The reflective glass removed any glamour that the
vampires’ natural abilities produced, and revealed them as they
truly were: dead. They did not appear as rotting corpses, but their
eyes glowed with demonic light, and all traces of color and life
was gone from their skin. He had always seen Christopher that way;
the young vampire was too weak to trick the mind of a werewolf.
This was, however, the first time he had seen Alexa’s reflection.
Even the pallor of death could not diminish her exotic beauty.

“Attention Joanie and Chachi: break it the
fuck up back there. Things are about to get bumpy. When this wagon
stops rolling, you have to move.”

The werewolf peered ahead, looking for
anything that might be of use. A closed service station appeared
through the trees. “That’ll do.”

He jerked the steering wheel hard to the
right, running them off the freeway and through the sparse tree
line that divided the main road from a run-down service road. The
left rear tire exploded, but the car surged forward, scraping
against trees and bouncing over roots.

The vehicle stopped just past the trees on
the other side of a thick mass of bushes. The werewolf hopped out
and opened the passenger side door. Christopher tried to pull Alexa
out gently, slowly lifting her and taking care not to brush her
injured flesh against the door frame.

“No time for that.” Mickey grabbed the
reclining vampire by the throat and dragged her out of the car.
Christopher scrambled out after her. The werewolf tossed Alexa over
his shoulder like a sack of flour. She hissed from the pain.

“Mickey—” The young vampire wanted to
protest, but his sentiment was interrupted by a chorus of
howls.

“No time, kid. Get the bags.” He tossed the
keys to Christopher, who rushed to the rear of the car and fumbled
with the lock.

He dropped the keys, and shuddered as the
howls drew steadily closer. “Can you understand them?”

The werewolf nodded.

“What are they saying?”

“They’re saying dog pile on vampire boy. Does
it really fucking matter?”

Retrieving the keys, Christopher bit his lip
and removed his bag and the other heavy leather case from the
trunk. Mickey nodded and sprinted toward the boarded-up building
across the service road from them with Alexa as his reluctant
passenger. The vampire rushed to keep up as the howls reached the
edge of the tree line.

Mickey did not slow down as he approached the
glass front door. He slammed into the metal edge of the door with
his shoulder. The frame bent and the structure shook, but the door
did not open. With a snarl, he kicked the spot where the deadbolt
connected it to the frame. This time the metal bent, allowing the
door to swing open.

Stepping inside, he dropped Alexa
unceremoniously on her back. Christopher rushed in after him,
dropping the bags on the floor. The busted door eased shut to the
jingle of a little bell hanging from its edge.

Mickey peered out the huge window into the
night. Five pairs of glowing golden eyes stared back.

Christopher stood behind him and watched.
Though he had never seen Mickey assume his full werewolf shape, he
imagined it would look very much like the monsters gathering
outside. They sniffed around the trees, brushing against branches
with lupine ears that reached nearly seven and a half feet off the
ground. The fur covering their muscular, bear-like bodies shone in
the moonlight.

Christopher forced himself to look away from
the scene. Alexa’s eyes were closed. He knelt down and brushed the
raven hair out of her battered face. Her eyes fluttered open and
she smiled. “You look at me like I am a ghost. Or is that the way
you look at the girl of your dreams?”

“Don’t even talk to her, kid,” the werewolf
growled. “You’ll regret it.”

“Oh, Mickey. You are no fun.” Alexa pouted
and batted her eyelashes at Christopher.

In spite of, or perhaps because of the
werewolf’s warning, Christopher only wanted her more. He shook his
head, trying to drive away the haze that had drifted into his mind.
A quick look out the window confirmed that the werewolves were
still there. They had not moved. They were waiting.

“Mickey, not that I’m complaining, but why
are they not attacking?”

The werewolf said nothing. His eyes never
left the group outside as he took out his cell phone.

Alexa laughed. “I thought you were the
Cryptozoology expert, Christopher. You do not know?”

Christopher shook his head without looking at
her. He had to avoid her gaze. Every time he looked into her eyes,
he wanted to crawl inside them and give himself to her.

“Those mutts outside are ordinary
werewolves,” she said. “Our boy Mickey is anything but ordinary.
It’s in the eyes, you see.”

Mickey snarled at the injured vampire. His
eyes glowed with crimson fire.

“Most werewolves have golden eyes,” she
continued, ignoring his glare. “The more powerful wolves’ eyes may
turn a darker shade of auburn. The strongest, well, their eyes look
like glowing balls of delicious blood. Those are the alphas.”

“So…” Christopher almost slipped and looked
at her face, but caught himself at the last instant. “They are
afraid of us?”

“No, silly. They are afraid of him.”

“Explain this, sunshine,” Mickey growled.
“How did those supposedly ordinary werewolves tear you damn near to
shreds? Does the term master vampire not mean what it used to?”

Alexa acknowledged his verbal jab with a
slight nod. “Touché. They have been following me for weeks. I have
been toying with them. I even killed two of their number. Perhaps I
have grown careless. Today they found my resting place moments
before sundown. When I awoke they already had their filthy paws on
my flesh.” She glanced down at his hands. “No offense.”

“So exactly what does this have to do with
Lucifera?” He held the cell phone, but did not dial.

“No. No. No. If I give you all the details
you might be less likely to extract me from our current
predicament. All in due time, doggy. All in due time.”

He glared at her and ground his teeth. It
would be much easier to kill her in her weakened state, but
Lucifera had asked him not to kill Alexa if they ever crossed
paths. He knew he would regret it, but he would honor Lucifera’s
wishes. For now, at least. With a resigned sigh, he flipped open
the battered old cell phone.

“Who are you calling, 911?” Christopher would
have laughed at his own wit had he not been fairly certain he would
be dying shortly.

“No. Taxi.”

He began to peck at the numbers on his phone.
Christopher stopped counting after the twentieth digit in the
series. A rumbling sound drew his attention back outside.

“Finally!” Mickey placed the phone to his
ear.

“Hey, Mickey?” Christopher looked out at the
werewolves. The six wolfish heads were craning backwards to look
toward the highway.

“Not now.” He closed the flip phone in
disgust. “Bastard never picks up.”

“Mickey, I think there’s—” A generic cell
phone ring interrupted him.

“Hush,” the werewolf growled, then turned
away from the window and put the phone back up to his ear.

Two sets of headlights appeared on the road
as the rumbling grew louder.

“Yes, Richaud. I know goddamn well what
calling you on this number means. I need a pickup for…” he glared
at the injured vampire’s smirking face. “Three. Yeah. At this
location. Five minutes? I owe you one.” Christopher could just make
out the sound of laughter from the caller. “What do you mean I owe
you two? Never mind. Just light a fire under them, will ya?” He
snapped the phone shut.

“Mickey!”

“What?” The werewolf spun around and looked
out the window.

“Do those look like tanks to you?”

Two massive vehicles were rolling their way,
making the ground beneath their feet vibrate. The trees unlucky
enough to be in their path broke under the iron of the advancing
machines.

“No. Those are too big to be tanks,” Mickey
replied.

“Should we run?”

“You’re weak and she’s hurt. I’m the only one
who would get away.”

“So why are you still here?” The words came
out sounding far harsher than he had intended.

Without looking at him, the werewolf uttered
a single word. “Lucifera.”

Outside, a form emerged from one of the
ironclad vehicles. A tall, dark-haired woman walked in front of the
line of werewolves. The top of her head passed under their chins,
which put her at a shade over six feet. The werewolves took a step
back, giving her a wide berth as she strode by them. She stopped in
front of them and pushed the wavy brown hair out of her face,
revealing her glowing red eyes.

“Well, son of a banshee,” Mickey
grumbled.

“Come on out. We just want the cadavers,” the
tall woman called in a thick Irish brogue.

The werewolf took a step toward the door.
Christopher grabbed his arm.

“Where are you going?”

Mickey placed his hand on the vampire’s hand.
His grip was like iron. He held it for an instant and stared into
Christopher’s eyes until he saw what he was looking for: fear.
“That’s two. Grab me again and I’ll squash your hand like a grape.
Now pick her up and get ready to move.”

“How will I know when—”

“You’ll know,” he snapped.

The werewolf stepped outside, stopping just
past the door.

The tall woman’s face lit up. “Mickey!” Her
smile could have illuminated the entire clearing.

Mickey nodded. “Evening, Lily. What are you
doing here?”

“Those two things in there are already dead.
I just want to put them back in the ground where they belong.”

“Fair enough. Why?”

“Is this what you do these days, Mickey?
Protect vampires from big bad wolves?”

“Big bad wolves? When I see one I’ll let you
know.” He smiled and stroked a sideburn.

“James Michael O’Rourke,” she snarled. “Are
we going to do this the hard way?”

“Darlin’, that’s the only way I know.”

“Are you ready to fight me over a couple of
vamps?”

“Today we’re a package deal. You want them?
You gotta go through me.”

“You’re lucky you’re my favorite cousin,” she
muttered.

Christopher held Alexa and watched through
the window. Did she say cousin? Alexa rested her face against his
neck and let out a breath. He shuddered and the thought vanished as
quickly as it had appeared, replaced by unwholesome images of what
he wanted to do to the vampire in his arms.

The tall woman stood with an air of
confidence and power that was more than a little intimidating. “As
much as I would love to kick your arse like in the old days, I just
don’t have the time to do it properly. That’s why I called in
somebody who might be able to talk some sense into you.” Placing
two fingers to her lips, she let out a whistle.

The door of the other vehicle swung outward.
Tobacco smoke billowed out of the opening. A man jumped through the
cloud, loped over and stood beside the woman. They were the same
height and his eyes were the same shade of crimson in the darkness.
A disgustingly large mustache adorned his upper lip. He removed a
half-smoked cigar from his mouth and spit on the ground. Then he
smiled and addressed Mickey. “Hello, boy.”

“O’Connell.” The word was almost a growl as
it left Mickey’s lips, but his smile actually grew a little
wider.

“Mickey.” The man nodded and tipped his old
leather hat with a smile. “Don’t tell me you’d rather run with the
corpses than with your family?” His Irish accent was so thick that
Christopher could barely tell he was speaking English.

The honk of a semi’s horn drew everyone’s
attention. The six shifted werewolves backed into the trees and
blended in with the shadows as the black eighteen-wheeler barreled
down the dusty service road toward them.

“William,” Mickey called over the roar of the
approaching diesel engine, “you were a bastard then and I imagine
you’re a bastard now. We’ll have to continue this another time.” He
turned to the tall woman as the truck drew near. “Lily, take care
of yourself. I don’t like this bad crowd you’re running with.”

The semi slowed and rolling metal doors
lifted on each side of the trailer, revealing an elderly woman
standing behind a Gatling gun mounted to the trailer floor. The
silver-haired crone let out a cackle before unleashing shots in the
direction of the man and woman standing across from Mickey.

They leapt into the woods and scrambled away
as the six rotating barrels pumped round after round into the tree
line. Two of the smaller pines fell over, cut down by the hail of
bullets.

Christopher bolted out the door with Alexa
held tightly against his chest. Mickey leapt into the moving
trailer and grabbed the young vampire’s hand, dragging him and the
vampiress into the trailer.

“Drive, Merle!” the old woman screamed into
the headset that marred her perfect poof of gray helmet hair. The
semi’s engine roared and she stopped the barrage of bullets. A pair
of crimson eyes lit up in the darkness between trees. She used the
eyes as a target, hurling a live grenade in their general
direction. The eyes disappeared an instant before the grenade
exploded.

The old woman tossed two more grenades at the
parked vehicles. Simultaneous explosions rocked them both, forcing
one over onto its side.

Mickey pulled the metal door closed on one
side of the trailer, locking it into place. He looked back at the
elderly commando with a smile. “Evening, Mildred.”

“Fuck you, fleabag,” she said. “It pisses me
off like a boil on my goddamned wrinkled ass to waste our
ammunition on a piece of trash like you. Don’t think I won’t
fucking ghost you if you step out of line.” She slammed the other
trailer door shut and locked it. When she turned back around, a
cocked .44 Magnum looked very comfortable in her hand. “Fucking
mutts and bats. The only good to come of this is that we don’t owe
that fucking parasite Richaud any more favors. In case you’re
wondering, yes, these are fucking silver bullets, asshole.”

She muttered as she walked to the front of
the trailer. Most of the discernable words consisted of four
letters and started with an “f.”

Mildred climbed up a ladder to a trap door in
the roof and opened it. With the wind blowing through her bluish
hair, she smiled back at the trio. “Maybe the next call I get will
be a contract to cremate your fucking asses.”

Mickey returned the smile. “Love you too,
Mildred. Tell Merle I said hi.”

“Fuck you,” she replied. “We are dropping you
fucktwats off at Ash Fork. You can eat shit and fucking rot after
that.” She climbed out and slammed the door behind her.

Alexa’s voice was weak, but she spoke. “I
like her.”

“You would,” Mickey grumbled.

*****

Lily Farrell brushed the dried leaves off her
pants and watched the trailer disappear into the night.

“Should we give chase?” asked one of the
shifted werewolves.

O’Connell stepped out of the trees and relit
his cigar. “By all means, Rory. Chase ’em down… if you want that
old hag to blow you a new arsehole in your forehead.”

“I know mercenaries when I see them,” Lily
said. “Their loyalty only runs as far as the last check. Come
morning, the vampires will have to find shelter. We’ll catch them
then.”

“You lads do something useful and put this
truck back over on its wheels so we can get moving.” The werewolves
silently complied with O’Connell’s command, gathering next to the
roof of the overturned vehicle. Three of them tried to lift the
armored truck, growling and snarling with the effort.

Lily stared into the night. For an instant
her cousin had seemed like the old Mickey. But why was he
protecting Alexa?

“How much does this thing weigh?” snarled one
of the werewolves.

“A lot,” she replied.

They growled and struggled, having no luck
with setting the truck right. The thing resembled an enormous sport
utility vehicle, with four oversized tires and thick armor plating
all around it. It was ten feet tall upright, but looked more like a
desert camouflage-colored beached whale lying on its side.

Lily cracked her knuckles. “Step aside,
boys.”

The werewolves moved out of the way and
allowed her to take their place, gripping the iron roof of the
truck. She let out a growl of her own and stood up, pulling the top
of the truck out of the dirt. Her eyes burned with red fire as she
dug her boots into the ground and pressed the thing back onto its
wheels with a clap of metal and the squeal of shock absorbers.

The six towering werewolves took another step
back from her.

One of them muttered, “you goddamned alphas
are scary.”

Lily winked at him. “Don’t you forget
it.”

 





Chapter 4

 


Before the arrival of the master vampires and
the human at Lucifera’s office; before Mickey and Christopher met
their unexpected visitor; two thousand miles to the east, a young
woman was having a very unpleasant day.

*****

Thirty-six steps from the third floor to the
ground. Ten steps. Eight steps. Ten steps. Eight steps. Fifteen
steps to the curb just past Ms. Callahan’s patio.

“Good morning, sweetie,” the woman said.

“Good morning, Ms. Callahan,” Robyn
replied.

Evelyn Callahan, age fifty-seven. Looked
seventy. Retired. High-fat, low-fiber diet. Smoked three packs of
unfiltered cigarettes per day. Husband deceased: heart attack.
Estimated lifespan: sixty-one years. Expected cause of death: heart
attack.

“How’s that research going?” Ms. Callahan
coughed. If she changed her eating and exercise habits and avoided
a heart attack, she’d still have a 23% chance of developing lung
cancer. Either way, life expectancy was sixty-one years.

“Very well, thank you.”

Five more steps to the curb. Steve was late
78.9% of the time. In thirty seconds he would be late again. The
labored horn of his old sedan blasted through the apartment
complex, drowning out Mrs. Callahan’s daily follow-up remark about
how well the girl was able to live with her “condition.” It had
only bothered Robyn the first eight times she had made the
remark.

Steve’s car screeched to a stop directly in
front of her. She couldn’t drive, but she knew worn-out brakes when
she heard them. He opened the passenger door from the inside with a
smile.

“Your chariot awaits, Miss Robyn. How’s my
record?” He hadn’t shaved, and his wavy hair was still slightly
damp. She was relieved that he’d showered at least.

“You have now been on time at a rate of
25%.”

He pumped his fist in triumph as she climbed
in and closed the door.

“When I hit 50% you have to kiss me, you
know.”

He smiled. She blinked. Her hand was already
in her purse, gripping the pepper spray. She considered spraying
his eyes and bashing him in the face with the weighted silver spike
on her keychain. A second strike to the throat would render him
unconscious and require prompt medical attention.

She took a deep breath. Steve was not
threatening her. He was joking or flirting—possibly both. Her mind
knew that, but she just didn’t react the way anyone else probably
would.

He drove too fast, heading for the gated
exit. “Relax, Data.”

“My name is Robyn.”

“Yeah, I know. Data is a character from…” He
let out a sigh of defeat. “Never mind.”

She was doing it again and she knew it. She
was not trying to be distant or cold. Things just had to be a
certain way with Robyn. It had always been like that.

Sometimes she hated the way she was.

No. She had always hated the way she was. The
only people who understood her were others like her, or her big
brother. The people at the firm didn’t understand her. They
appreciated the money her software applications saved them, but
they were very careful about keeping their distance from her. They
texted her with technical questions. Sometimes they tried to talk
her into allowing some high-paying client to receive an insurance
policy they didn’t qualify for, but those messages had been coming
less and less since she always said no. They sent her the
consulting checks and talked behind her back about what a shame it
was that such a pretty, incredibly intelligent girl was socially
crippled.

Steve was still driving too fast. He would
drop her off at Mr. Mason’s house in approximately nine minutes if
they stopped at three of the six traffic lights. If he got another
speeding ticket they would both be late.

Being late made her very uncomfortable. The
thought made her head twitch. She took a deep breath and closed her
eyes.

“You ok?” Steve asked.

“Yes.” After a moment, the sensation passed
without turning into a full-scale attack.

They arrived with one minute to spare. Mr.
Mason did not mind if she began later, but Robyn did.

Steve dropped her off at the curb and peeled
away. If he was fast, he’d have time to grab a quick smoke before
his shift at the deli.

Robyn carefully made her way from the curb to
the front steps, avoiding the cracks in the sidewalk at all costs:
twenty-seven paces. The six wooden steps creaked. She pushed the
doorbell button, retrieving a small bottle of hand sanitizer from
her purse at the same time. In the forty-five seconds it took Mr.
Mason to answer the door, she smeared on four layers of the
sanitizer. She knew it was overkill but she couldn’t stop
herself.

Mr. Mason opened the door with a smile. “Come
in, Robyn. I’m glad to see you.”

He was ninety-seven years old and permanently
hunched over, but that didn’t keep him from walking three miles a
day. An old man who smoked and drank as much as he did had no
business living past his sixties. James Mason was a bit of an
enigma for Robyn. None of her computer applications could explain
his longevity. He had outlived all his brothers, his wife, and
their children. He was a complete mystery, and that inexplicable
chaos within the orderly formulas of her universe somehow comforted
her.

“You want to look at the journals again?” he
asked.

“Yes, sir. I will finish my research
today.”

The old man frowned. “I’m sorry to hear that.
It’s been nice to have you around.”

“I plan to visit my brother and go over my
findings with him. I will return in approximately two months, and I
will come visit you if you are still alive.”

Mr. Mason chuckled. “Well, plan on that visit
because I ain’t kicking no buckets any time soon.” In the weeks
Robyn had been going through the old journals, he had grown
accustomed to her lack of filtering. He seemed to enjoy having
someone speak to him like a person instead of a fragile relic for a
change.

He left her alone in the dusty old study with
all the books.

Robyn had learned about Mr. Mason while
searching through local birth records. She contacted him and told
him directly that she wanted to talk to him because he was so old.
Her bluntness amused him and he immediately invited her to stop by
and talk. She was thrilled when he showed her the books that would
give her a glimpse into life in the 1700s.

Mr. Mason had taken great pleasure in
recounting the story of the hand-written journals he treasured. His
mother had intended to donate them to the Birmingham library. Then
the great fire of 1925 destroyed the library and city hall. After
that they remained on the shelves, collecting dust, until Robyn
came to find them.

She read and took minimal notes all morning.
She listened patiently to Mr. Mason’s stories when he brought her a
bologna sandwich for lunch, then returned to her work.

The journals were in remarkable condition for
their age. The entries were all dated between 1788 and 1792. John
and Marlene Bennington had been missionaries. They moved from
Virginia to the area of present-day Alabama and Mississippi to
minister to the Native-American Creek tribe. The journals
themselves were fairly mundane. Marlene kept meticulous details on
their daily meetings with the tribe, as well as their rugged lives
as missionaries.

In the last few entries, Marlene wrote of a
young boy in one of the camps they visited. He spoke of a group of
dark-clad men who arrived at night with an enormous stone box. They
asked many questions about the nearby hills and mountains and left
as quickly as they came. Even as he told her about the men, the boy
shook with terror.

According to the journal, the camp was gone
the next day. There was no trace of the boy or any of the other
inhabitants. The missionaries couldn’t even find a single
burned-out campfire. A week later, the same thing happened to two
other camps. The final entry in the journals was dated June 27,
1792. Marlene and John were scared for their own lives. She
outlined their plan to return to Virginia and start a farm. Mr.
Mason’s great grandmother found a storage chest containing the
journals in a rundown church years later. The Benningtons never
made it back to Virginia. They disappeared shortly after Marlene’s
last entry.

Robyn examined her notebook. The geographical
clues in Marlene’s words were unmistakable. She finally knew where
the Benningtons had been during their last days. More importantly,
she knew where the Creek camps had been, and she had a pretty good
idea where the dark men had taken their stone box.

She stood as rigid as a pole when Mr. Mason
hugged her during their goodbyes. Even telling him about her
six-figure consulting contract did not dissuade him from giving her
a twenty-dollar bill “just in case.”

With a final wave, she made her way back down
the six rickety steps and the twenty-seven paces to the curb. At
four-fifteen on the dot, Steve’s sedan pulled up in front of her.
The dark tinted windows were rolled up. Robyn frowned. Steve’s air
conditioner only worked 27% of the time. He never rolled his
windows up.

She glanced back at the house to see Mr.
Mason still waving. Then a black gloved hand reached over his
shoulder from inside the house and slid over his mouth. The unseen
figure jerked the old man’s head to the right, snapping his neck.
It happened too fast for Robyn to react.

The car window rolled down, revealing not
Steve, but a man in a dark suit. He held a .357 Magnum pistol
pointed directly at Robyn’s head.

“Get in the car, girl. I have some questions.
Answer them and you live. Don’t do anything stupid.”

Robyn’s mind analyzed two dozen scenarios in
the three seconds before she decided what to do. If they wanted
information from her, then shooting her at point-blank range was
highly unlikely, and, therefore, ineffective as a threat. There
were far too many organs, veins, and arteries that could be damaged
by even an extremity shot.

She took off at a run toward the rear of the
car. As she suspected, no shots followed. She crossed the road and
ran between two deserted houses, hearing the squeal of the car’s
tires as it roared in reverse to catch her.

Robyn wiped away tears as she sprinted into
the woods of the old neighborhood. She had liked Mr. Mason. He was
not a statistical blip like the people in her theoretical
applications. He was a real human being who was now dead before his
time.

She took out her cell phone and started a
text to her brother. He never answered his old number, so she had
taken the liberty of tracking down the number given to him by his
new employer. It was an obscure one that should have routed to a
café in Amsterdam. Whoever he was working for wanted to ensure
complete privacy on that line. The security measures in place were
unprecedented and nearly unhackable, but Robyn had found a way
around them.

She hastily called up the message she had
drafted before she left Mr. Mason’s house:

42333013864748

You think in everlasting days ever he talks
for one to only own fear.

She stopped behind a tree and shielded her
phone’s screen from the afternoon sunshine. The man in black who
had been running silently four steps behind her crept up on the
other side of the tree.

Robyn clicked “send.” Her phone answered with
a beep, signifying that her message had been sent successfully by
way of the process she had set up a week earlier.

She glanced around the woods, carefully
evaluating her next course of action. At least, that is what she
was doing until the leather-gloved hand clamped down over her mouth
from behind the tree. When the needle penetrated the skin of her
neck she knew she had played directly into their hands.

As unconsciousness took her, she wondered if
they realized they had played directly into hers as well.




Chapter 5

 


True to her word, Mildred had Merle slow the
semi down to forty miles per hour as they passed through Ash Fork.
Mickey leapt out of the still-moving trailer at the gentle prodding
of her silver-loaded pistol. The vampires tucked neatly under his
arms groaned when they hit the gravel.

“Mildred must be getting soft in her old
age,” Mickey quipped, noting the abandoned diner only yards from
the road. There wasn’t much in Ash Fork, and the old mercenary had
tossed them a bone.

He dragged the vampires into the old building
and secured the doors. The air inside was stale and dusty. No one
had set foot in that restaurant for years. He dropped Alexa on the
floor and placed Christopher in one of the remaining booths only
slightly more gently.

Feeling a buzzing sensation in his pocket,
Christopher immediately removed the phone Lucifera had given him
months before. The message light was flashing. In all the time he’d
had the device, he had never used it. He recognized the number. It
was Robyn’s phone. She sent it on the previous afternoon according
to the message’s time stamp, but it had arrived only moments
earlier at three a.m.

Christopher laughed to himself. That was the
exact time the system paused for a few seconds to back up data. His
sister was the genius of the family. She must have set it to bounce
around in cyberspace until that time when there was a tiny window
in the security.

“What’s going on?” Mickey growled.

“I got a message from my s—” The finger
placed across Mickey’s lips stopped him. The werewolf glanced back
to the prone vampiress and shook his head. Better safe than
sorry.

Christopher nodded and read the message. It
was in the simple code they had used as children. The number he
understood, but the message made no sense.

Mickey glanced back at Alexa to find her
staring at him, smiling. “Doggy, I need blood.”

“Not my problem,” he replied.

“Look into my eyes,” she said.

He turned to face her. “You’re trying to
enthrall me? Now that’s funny.” He knelt down, flipping her over
and dragging her to a sitting position in front of his face. “Here
we are. Do your worst. You know you couldn’t possibly have any
power over me unless you had already—”

“Drank a large quantity of your blood. Yes, I
am aware of that.” Her smile grew and her eyes took on a green
glow.

The color drained from Mickey’s face and he
froze. “What the hell did you do to me?”

Christopher stood to try and help the
werewolf, but Alexa’s voice stopped him.

“Sit down, Christopher. I’ll deal with you in
a moment.”

He slowly sat down, struggling against her
command and failing miserably.

She leaned in close to the paralyzed
werewolf, her fangs brushing over the artery in his neck. “All will
be explained, doggy. Now sleep, and dream of me.”

His eyes grew heavy. Even the pain of her
teeth ripping his flesh could not keep him from losing
consciousness at her command.

Alexa took what she needed, sucking the
powerful blood from his veins. With each swallow, her wounds healed
a little more. Her strength returned with a vengeance. A few sips
of werewolf blood were more powerful than every drop of blood from
a score of humans.

She stood, holding the werewolf like a rag
doll as she took more of the precious liquid into herself. At last,
she released him and stepped back, letting his body hit the
floor.

“Oh my. I had forgotten why my maker keeps
you around, doggy. You are even more delicious than I
remembered.”

She turned her attention to the young vampire
who sat trembling as he tried to fight the power she held over him.
“Christopher, what did your sister have to say, hmm?”

He grimaced. Was she in his head? No. That
couldn’t be it. He closed his eyes and remembered the techniques
Lucifera had taught him. He was not the most powerful vampire
around, but his mental shield was still nearly unbreakable.

“Oh. Don’t do that. This doesn’t have to be
unpleasant. Unless you like it that way. Is that what you want,
Christopher? Do you want me to hurt you a little bit?”

He didn’t reply, but his eyes involuntarily
focused on her again. Her wounds were all healed, leaving her
perfect ivory skin visible through the tatters of her clothing.
Licking the werewolf blood from her lips, she sauntered toward the
young vampire.

“I know all about you, Christopher. I watched
you after I spared you that night years ago. I saw the pictures you
drew of me. I saw where you hid them after your parents and those
doctors told you I wasn’t real.” She drew closer, slowly stalking
toward him in the moonlight.

“Curtains cannot shield you from my eyes. I
saw what you did late at night thinking of me when the others were
asleep.” She leaned in, brushing her lips against his ear. “…what
you still do.”

The young vampire shuddered. The idea that
she knew about his obsession horrified him, but her taunting manner
made him want her even more. Her lips were hotter than a
still-living human. It was Mickey’s blood. He struggled to keep his
mental shield in place, even as his body responded to her touch.
Her thigh brushed against him as she leaned closer still.

“Come,” she whispered, pulling him to his
feet and leading him to the kitchen.

Lust forced out most thoughts, but he still
managed to glance in the direction of the fallen werewolf.

“Don’t worry about him,” she said. “He is
merely taking a well-deserved nap like the good doggy he is.”

*****

Mickey was face up on the diner floor, his
eyes closed and his mouth open in the midst of a deep sleep.

He opened his eyes to find the world cast in
dull, grayish shades of blue and yellow. His human form had grown
into the shape of a large black wolf.

The diner’s ceiling no longer loomed
overhead. Instead, he sat atop a pile of worn down grass underneath
a cloudy, cold sky. His thick fur created a comfortable barrier
between his skin and lightly falling snow. The scene was eerily
familiar, but he couldn’t fathom why.

A wave of sadness swept over him as canine
instinct drove away rational thought. Someone was missing. A glance
over his shoulder reminded him of where he was.

The ruins of the Romana castle behind him
stood as a silent reminder that Lucifera was gone—exiled to her own
private hell by her betrayers. He let out a howl of sorrow. For
nearly fifty years he had awaited her return.

“Such a sad sound.”

A dark form wafted down from the trees. He
couldn’t make out her face with his wolfish eyes, but he felt her,
pushing against his mind. It had to be Lucifera. No one else was
that powerful. He tried to stand and become a man again, but he
couldn’t. The decades spent as a wolf had robbed him of that
ability.

“Oh, I see,” the woman said. “You can’t
change back. Let me help.”

Her power flooded his mind and he offered no
resistance. She pushed her will into him, finding the man inside
and dragging him to the surface. Her own memories leaked in,
filling his head with visions of ancient Rome.

“Now let’s get a look at you.” She stepped
back, keeping her face enshrouded by her ebon hair.

He looked down to find not paws, but human
hands. The fur was gone. She had brought his humanity back by the
sheer force of her will.

“Lu—Lucifera?” Words were still foreign to
his tongue after so long.

“Ah yes, a moment.” Her fingers brushed over
his eyes, forcing them closed for an instant. “This is what you had
hoped to see, isn’t it?”

He opened his tired eyes and saw her: his
vampire, Lucifera. Her pale, smiling face glowed in the moonlight,
looking even more ghostlike than he remembered.

He reached out for her, but she stepped away.
“I am so very hungry. Won’t you feed me, my werewolf?”

Sluggishly, he knelt and held his head to the
side, giving her his throat. It all felt surreal, but he only cared
that she had returned.

*****

Alexa leaned against the wooden table in the
kitchen and dropped the cloak from her shoulders. Christopher stood
in the doorway, frozen by a mixture of her power and his own
lust.

She peeled away the tatters of her torn
blouse, laughing as the young vampire struggled to keep his gaze on
her face and not her suddenly bare breasts. “Werewolf blood is
quite an aphrodisiac. Come.”

He took another step at her command, but
hesitated an arm’s length from her.

“Chrissypoo, I have no plans to kill
Lucifera’s doggy nor your beloved sister. I have so much I am
willing to give you. All you have to do is take it.”

He could still hear the unconscious
werewolf’s breathing and his heartbeat. She hadn’t killed him, at
least not yet. Still, he knew he couldn’t trust her. Mickey had
been adamant on that.

“Of course you cannot trust me,” she replied
in answer to his unspoken question, “but what fun would it be if
you could?”

Even as he wondered why her words made far
more sense than they should, his hands cupped her breasts, rubbing
her pointed nipples with his palms. It was suddenly very difficult
to remember why this was a bad idea.

She stroked the growing bulge in his pants
with one hand and unbuckled his belt with the other. He leaned in
closer, no longer caring that he was staring directly into the eyes
of a master vampire seventeen hundred years his senior.

“What do you want from me, Alexa?”

“Let’s talk about that later, lover.”

*****

In the dream she drank furiously, giggling
between gulps. The werewolf noticed his Lucifera seemed different,
but he had so longed for her touch that he did not care.

When she had her fill, she released him and
pushed him to his back on the ground.

“I am surprised you have waited for my
mistress this long, doggy.” The illusion faded, revealing Alexa’s
smiling face. “I cannot tell if you do so out of loyalty or
stupidity—or something else.”

The blood loss had weakened him so much that
he could neither understand her words nor see clearly.

“Lucifera?”

“I would kill you now,” Alexa said, “if I did
not know that you would come in very useful in the future.”

He reached out for her with a trembling hand.
“Where is Lucifera?”

“I suppose it is only fair to give you
something in return for the delicious meal you provided me. How
about a kiss?”

She touched his eyes and returned him to the
illusion. He smiled as Lucifera kissed him.

Alexa ended the kiss quickly and pulled a
memory from the werewolf’s head. He found himself in Lucifera’s
bed, in the heat of their last romantic encounter nearly fifty
years earlier. He often dreamed of that night, but now he was
living it.

The vampiress watched his face as he relived
the moment. His eyes remained closed, but he growled and laughed,
mumbling quite dirty things that were only meant for her maker’s
ears. His body reacted to the memory, growing hard in an
instant.

It was so wrong of Alexa to intrude on such
an intimate memory. She laughed with delight at the wrongness and
pushed the werewolf’s memory further, skipping ahead to the good
part.

*****

Alexa marveled at the young vampire. He was
like a horny teenager, all grabbing hands and kisses. Not once did
he try to bite her. He was so lost in his passion that his mind was
an open book. He didn’t know if it was love or lust he felt for
her, but he no longer cared. She returned his innocent kisses and
raked her nails down his back, which only heightened his
pleasure.

He had dreamed of this moment for as long as
he could remember. Alexa fed on his pleasure, stealing some of it
from his mind for herself. She wanted him to taste her blood. Only
then could she accomplish her plan. But the young vampire had
something very different in mind.

Only when he entered her did his fangs brush
her throat, but even then he did not break her skin. His breath
came hard and fast as he thrust into her. So very human. The
werewolf’s blood made her own blood boil and her womanhood wet as
if with desire. The young vampire never had a chance.

Alexa took little pleasure in the physical
act, but much delight in knowing that she was his first. In only a
few moments, his movement grew more frantic and he passed the point
of no return.

“Alexa,” he groaned apologetically, unable to
contain himself any longer. She pulled him into the kiss he so
desperately wanted and held him there while the throes of his
orgasm shook them both.

Christopher collapsed into her neck with a
sigh. “God.”

“Gods,” she corrected, “but they have nothing
to do with this. Let me show you true pleasure.”

She sliced the side of her throat with a
fingernail and held him tighter.

“Alexa, what are you doing?”

He struggled, but the ancient vampiress’
strength far surpassed his own.

“Drink, and you will see.”

The scent of her blood filled his nostrils
and turned his entire world red. He had forgotten his hunger during
their encounter, but now it returned a thousand-fold. His lips
brushed against the open wound. A single drop of the crimson liquid
hit his tongue. Then everything changed.

He tore into her neck, sucking furiously at
her precious blood like a rabid animal. She laughed at the change
in his manner, but he could not hear it. Her memories hit him,
sweeping through his mind. There were white columns and marble
statues. The architecture of Rome in the fourth century. Through
her eyes he saw a life of servitude exchanged for a rescue by a
young nobleman. His love burned bright but changed to murderous
fury over time. Death came for her. A dark savior pulled her back
from the abyss. Lucifera. She gave the girl power to avenge herself
against her killer.

She ended his life as he had sought to end
hers, but she didn’t stop there. She stood at Lucifera’s side and
they brought death to all they encountered. How many did she kill?
Thousands? He could not count the faces and screams. He also could
not measure the blood, or the pleasure she took from it.

The bliss of her powerful blood made their
brief sexual encounter seem almost trivial. He never wanted to let
go. Never wanted to stop drinking. Her power filled him and he felt
his own strength growing.

“You think in everlasting days ever he talks
for one to only own fear.” When she spoke the words, Christopher
realized what he had done.

“What an odd phrase,” she said. “Wait. It’s
your little childhood code isn’t it? How marvelous.”

He pulled his bloody face away from her neck.
“You tricked me.”

“No,” she said with a smile, “I fucked you
and took what I wanted. Don’t look so betrayed. You enjoyed it, and
my true gift to you will only become apparent the next time you
face death. Now, let me pick your brain a little more.”

In the blink of an eye she flipped him,
slamming him onto the table. Her teeth ripped into his throat and
she began to reclaim the blood she had given him moments
before.

*****

“Lucifera,” the werewolf growled. His stomach
muscles flexed and contracted. His breathing grew shallow. Each
breath was now punctuated by a growl.

Alexa laughed and threw bits of grass in his
face, but he was oblivious. She was enjoying the memory along with
him, finding his physical reaction to the pleasure fascinating. His
erect member danced and throbbed with only the memory to spur it
on.

The werewolf snarled and arched his back as
the orgasm hit him, sending the stream of his seed blasting to the
ground near Alexa’s feet.

Alexa pouted. “I must say, I am a little
jealous of my maker. Perhaps I should find my own pet werewolf to
torment.”

She snapped her fingers. “By the way, you can
wake up now.”

He opened his eyes and rolled over to face
Alexa. “Well, Lucifera how about another—”

Alexa smiled and waved. “Another what?”

The realization hit him like a blow to the
face. This was not Lucifera. He growled and tried to stand but
lacked the strength.

“Alexa, what did you do to me?”

“Relax, doggy. We are inside your head. You
were just sharing a memory with me.”

“I’ll kill you,” he snarled.

“No, you won’t,” she replied. “I have tasted
your blood and that gives me enough power over you to make you do
as I wish, to a degree. Granted, Lucifera’s hold is greater, but I
have enough influence over you to be”—she glanced down at the wet
spot in the grass—“dangerous.”

The werewolf growled in reply.

Alexa laughed. “It is difficult for me to
find that intimidating after what I have seen. Now, be quiet and
listen carefully. This is a dream, but it really happened all those
years ago. When you wake up, I only need you to do one thing:
protect Christopher and do as he says.”

“Lucifera said the same thing.”

“Of course she did. Great minds and all that.
Now, if you will excuse me I must return to the real world and
finish up with dear Christopher. Violating two minds at once is
quite taxing.”

She touched his eyes and forced him to return
to his wolf shape. “For remainder of your dream I’ll leave you the
way I found you: a flea-ridden, pathetic animal. From what I
recall, Lucifera should return in a few short years. Give her a
kiss for me.”

Then the darkness took him again.




Chapter 6

 


The werewolf William O’Connell was loud,
obnoxious, and smelly, reeking of the sweet cigars that he kept
hidden in various concealed pockets. His black and white wing tip
shoes did not match his finely tailored suits, but he wore them
anyway. The absurdly long mustache was two centuries out of style,
but somehow it suited his coarse demeanor.

Lily did not like the werewolf, but in two
weeks’ time he had gotten closer to Alexa than she had come in two
months.

She couldn’t put her finger on it, but there
was something about him that just seemed malevolent, for lack of a
better term. He was friendly enough, always cracking jokes and
smiling. The six werewolves who followed him did so without
question. If he told them to stand in front of an oncoming train,
Lily figured they would argue over who got to stand at the front of
the line.

The only one of his group who seemed to have
a mind of his own was the African werewolf, Ghalib. They had lost
Alexa’s trail twice, and it was Ghalib’s keen skill that put them
back on track. O’Connell called him the beta to his alpha in their
ragtag pack.

Rory was the youngest of the werewolves. He
was in his mid-twenties in human years but looked to be barely out
of his teens. Like most of O’Connell’s pack, Rory was Irish. His
hot-headedness had nearly gotten him killed when he rushed Alexa
the first time the group caught up with her in Nevada. She gutted
him, but the others arrived before she could rip him completely in
two. He owed his life to his werewolf physiology and his
packmates.

“I’m fecking bored,” Rory grumbled. He took
out a massive knife and began cleaning his fingernails with the
blade.

“Don’t get your nasty fingernail fungus all
over my truck,” Lily snarled. She drove the massive armored vehicle
at its top speed of sixty-five miles per hour down the nearly
deserted freeway. The truck was built to withstand roadside bombs
by the U.S. military. Such a behemoth was hardly meant for commuter
traffic.

Rory reclined in one of the passenger seats
while Ghalib rested on the wider bench, nursing the gunshot
wound.

“How’s your face?” Lily asked.

Ghalib removed the towel, revealing a deep
bruise as the only remnant of what had been a gaping hole only
hours earlier.

“I’ll live,” he replied.

Lily watched the second truck in the side
mirror. Every few seconds, O’Connell was blowing a puff of smoke
out of the driver’s side window. So much for her instructions not
to smoke in the truck.

The other four werewolves rode in the second
vehicle with their leader, leaving Lily alone with Ghalib and Rory.
She was glad to finally have a chance to speak with O’Connell’s
beta.

“Ghalib, you knew Mickey when he ran with
O’Connell?”

The old werewolf brushed back a handful of
dreadlocks and smiled. “Aye.”

Rory rolled his eyes. “Great. Here we go. You
get him or O’Connell talking about that guy and they make him sound
like the second fecking coming.”

Ghalib turned to face Rory. “Obviously you
have not been listening. If you had, you might have learned
something.”

Rory put the knife away. “Mickey, Mickey,
Mickey,” he muttered.

Ignoring the young werewolf, Ghalib addressed
Lily with a smile. “We were mercenaries then, as we are now, but
the world was a different place. Our prey was bigger and the land
was wild. At that time Mickey was the only red-eyed werewolf I had
ever seen, other than O’Connell or Liam.”

Liam.

The name burned in her ears. She could not
forget the shaggy blonde werewolf who had changed her world with a
single bite. His face haunted her still.

Ghalib watched her hands intently. “You ok? I
think you might have bent the steering wheel a little.”

The crimson in Lily’s eyes twinkled in the
mirror. She forced herself to relax. “It’s fine. You were
saying?”

“Oh how they fought. Mickey questioned every
order O’Connell gave out. William left him in a bloody heap on more
than one occasion. It was obvious he liked Mickey.”

“Why is that?”

“Because he didn’t kill him. Their last fight
was the worst. William hardly ever shifts all the way. He’s so damn
strong that he can fight off most other wolves or vamps with just
his human fists. Not Mickey, though. For that fight he
changed.”

The dark man’s face grew even darker.

“It’s that bad?”

“You have never seen a werewolf like
O’Connell, miss. I know you’re strong, but when he shifts it feels
like the world is about to end. The power is overwhelming. It’s
like standing on the shore in the path of a hundred-foot tidal
wave. You know running won’t make a difference. You could pray to
your gods, but they are probably as scared as you are.”

Could the old man really be that powerful?
Ghalib seemed to believe it.

“So what happened in their last fight?”

“Sorry, miss. That’s not for me to say.
You’ll have to ask them yourself.”

She considered pressing him further but a
sound that was a cross between a growl and a buzz saw stopped her.
Rory had fallen asleep leaning against the window with his mouth
open.

Lily swerved the truck, causing the sleeping
werewolf’s head to lurch away from the window, then slam into
it.

“Ow!”

“Don’t drool on my truck,” she snarled, doing
her best to suppress a laugh.

“Yes ma’am,” Rory replied, rubbing his
freshly bruised face.

*****

They passed the ride in silence until shortly
after sunrise, when Lily noticed the pile of dead bodies outside a
run-down diner in Ash Fork.

“Alexa,” she said.

She parked a short distance from the old
building and O’Connell parked next to her. Their vehicles were
large enough to block the view of the carnage from passing cars.
That would keep them from drawing attention, at least for a
while.

The five corpses, three men and two women,
were piled haphazardly in the burning sunshine outside the diner
door. They still wore their sleeping clothes, though it was
difficult to say what color their garments had been the night
before. Their current color was the dark red of dried blood.
Throats were torn. Arms and legs were broken. One person was
missing an eye.

“Looks like a buffet to me,” snickered Rory.
“Anybody care if I take a quick bite?”

Lily spun and faced the young werewolf. “Are
you a maggot?”

“What?” He stiffened, startled by the fury in
her eyes.

With both of them in their human forms, Lily
was several inches taller than he was. She clasped a single hand
around his throat and lifted him off his feet. Holding him so their
noses touched and his boots dangled off the ground, she let out a
growl.

“Maggots eat corpses. Werewolves hunt. You
want to be a maggot and have a taste? Be my guest.”

She hurled him face-first into the dirt in
front of the bodies.

Rory rolled onto his back and sat up. He
brushed the dirt from his clothes and did his best to ignore the
laughter from some of his packmates.

O’Connell and Ghalib were not laughing.

“Don’t get your panties in a bunch because
that vampire forgot to clean up her leftovers,” Rory grumbled.

“She didn’t do this for food.” Lily gently
picked up the woman from the top of the pile and placed her on the
ground. With care, she removed each of the bodies and placed them
side by side along the diner’s wall. “She did this because there is
something in this diner she wants me to see… us to see, I
mean.”

Lily opened the door and stepped inside with
the others following closely behind her. Mickey lay on the floor,
bloody and unconscious but still breathing.

“Mickey,” she muttered, “sometimes you can be
as thick as a stump.” She noted the single bite on his neck that
was already nearly healed. There was no sign of a struggle
otherwise. What did that mean?

“O’Connell, have your boys put Mickey in my
truck.” She sniffed the air. The scent of burning flesh wafted in
from the kitchen. “Smells like the vampire boy is toast. Toss his
carcass out front next to the bodies of the dead. Maybe they’ll get
a little peace when he burns to a crisp.”

O’Connell stepped into the kitchen. “This
’un’s steamy but he ain’t baking yet. Must not be bright enough in
here.” The old werewolf was quiet for a few seconds. Then his
raucous laughter exploded through the diner. “HAR HAR HAR!”

Lily winced at the awful sound. “What’s so
blasted funny?”

O’Connell’s head appeared in the doorway of
the kitchen, a huge smile spreading beneath his wooly mustache.

“He’s naked.”

Lily rolled her eyes. “Just throw the damn
thing outside. I have a phone call to make.” She stalked out of the
diner, returning to her truck.

“Do as she says, boys. I’m gonna go outside
and have meself a smoke.” O’Connell stepped out through the diner’s
back door.

Ghalib stopped next to Mickey and nodded
toward the kitchen. “You all put the cadaver out front. I’ll handle
this one.”

The five other werewolves crowded into the
kitchen, laughing and making crude comments about the naked
vampire.

The dark man pulled Mickey up to a sitting
position and slapped him across the face. “Wake up, you lazy
dog.”

Mickey’s eyes fluttered, then crept open.
“Ghalib?”

The man nodded with a smile. “I am glad you
recognize me this time. It has been too long, old friend.”

Mickey leaned forward, bracing himself
against the floor with shaking arms. “Sorry I shot you in the
face.”

“Sorry I destroyed your car.”

Mickey laughed. “You damn well should be
sorry. It was a classic. I’ve had that car for forty years.”

“And I have had my face for five hundred.
Let’s call it even, shall we?”

They shared a laugh, but Mickey lurched,
nearly falling on his back.

“You are weak. You have lost a lot of
blood.”

“Didn’t lose it. I know exactly the parasite
that took it.” Mickey dragged himself up to a knee. “I seem to have
misplaced a rather naïve-looking vampire boy. You seen one
around?”

Ghalib nodded. “There he goes now.”

Two of O’Connell’s men held Christopher’s
limp body by each arm as they walked toward the front door. The
other three trailed behind them.

Mickey stood and snarled, “Let him go.” Then
he promptly fell on his ass.

The werewolves laughed, dropping the vampire
just inside the door, only inches from the direct sunlight.

“Big, scary Mickey.” Rory stepped forward,
fur already beginning to spread up his forearms. “I’ve only been in
O’Connell’s pack for about a year and I’m already tired of hearing
him talk about how tough you were two centuries ago. Right now, you
don’t look like much.”

The crackle of feral power permeated the air.
Rory’s packmates began removing their clothing in anticipation of
the impending change.

Mickey sat on the floor, observing the five
werewolves slowly shift from human to monster.

“Ghalib,” Rory said to the older man, even as
the bones of his jaw stretched and cracked, “Don’t you want to tear
off a piece of O’Connell’s prodigal pup?”

The dark werewolf sat down in a corner booth.
“I do not.”

*****

“I think she got the information she wanted,”
Lily said.

“I see.” If the caller was surprised, it did
not show in his voice.

“I know which direction she’s heading. We
caught her once, we can do it again.”

“No. You have done enough. This is my fight.
I’m taking you off this one.”

“Father, let me help. You don’t know how
powerful she is. You are going to need every ally you can—”

“Thank you, Lily. Things are about to get
unpleasant. I promise it will all be clear soon, but I have to go
now.”

The line went dead.

“And they call me hard-headed,” Lily
muttered.

Did he really expect her to give up? They
held no power over her. It was her own desire that had led her to
help them in the first place. If they tried to catch Alexa, there
was no telling the havoc she would wreak.

Reaching into the storage compartment next to
the driver’s seat, she removed her dusty old gun belt. The Walker
Colt revolvers were too big for a normal person to carry as
sidearms. The twin holsters had been modified from a horse’s saddle
holster and attached to the belt by a dear friend of hers.

Hopefully she wouldn’t need the guns, but
something in the priest’s tone had been off. His dismissal had
sounded far too final.

The crash of breaking glass shook Lily from
her thoughts.

It had been several minutes since she told
O’Connell’s men to put Mickey in her truck, but they had not
arrived.

“Oh no.”

She strapped on the gun belt and bounded out
of the vehicle. The air was heavy with the scent of shifted
werewolves.

Lily ripped the diner door open and rushed
inside. “Mickey!”

Five towering monsters gathered around the
fallen man. They took turns kicking and scratching him
playfully.

One of the werewolves snarled back at her,
“Don’t worry, we aren’t going to kill him. We’re just having
fun.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about,” muttered
Lily.

“I think I’ll toss your vampire boy out in
the sun with the rest of the trash,” the Rory-beast growled through
a smile full of fangs. He stepped back and picked Christopher’s
prone form up off of the floor.

“No!” The word was more like the roar of an
animal than the cry of a man. In the blink of an eye, Mickey stood,
throwing out his arms. Black fur exploded down his face and neck.
His human form wobbled, then swelled to proportions that matched
the other werewolves.

Lily gritted her teeth as the blast of energy
hit her like the heat of a bonfire. A lesser werewolf would have
changed involuntarily from the outpouring of power, but she held
her human form.

The werewolves around Mickey took a step
back. Rory dropped the vampire and stood his ground.

The beasts looked to their de facto leader,
but Ghalib’s expression did not change. He sat and observed without
a word. Getting no guidance from him, they turned to Rory.

“Kill him!” Rory screamed.

Lily shook her head. She knew what would
happen, but there was nothing she could do to stop it at this
point.

The first two werewolves moved in, their dull
brown and gray coats a stark contrast to the pitch black monster
they were attacking. Mickey’s hands shot out, talons ripping
through soft tissue as he gripped each by their bottom jaw. He
slammed them to the ground, then stepped on their throats. The
sickening sound of ripping flesh was followed by the even worse
sound of bone tearing free from sockets as he tore their jaws
off.

The other three were too caught up with fury
to be as afraid as they should have been. One slammed into Mickey’s
abdomen, another grabbed him around his throat from behind, and the
third attacked his face.

The third one died the fastest. Bloody claws
caught its head, wrenching it free from the body even as the other
two werewolves dragged Mickey to the floor. They slashed and ripped
at his torso, inflicting as much damage as they could on the
writhing monster.

Mickey twisted, freeing himself just enough
to bite into the neck of the werewolf holding his abdomen. Fangs
tore through muscle and ligaments, finding the vertebrae
underneath. With a snap of mighty jaws and a twist of his own neck,
the black werewolf finished off another attacker, leaving the head
attached by only a few strips of skin.

The werewolf on his back tried to sink its
talons into Mickey’s throat, but he caught the beast’s hand,
breaking its wrist. He pivoted and slammed the werewolf to the
floor in front of him. Blood-covered hands grasped the werewolf’s
throat, then squeezed. Skin, fur, and muscle split under the
terrible grip. The dying beast flailed its arms and tried to
scream, but those powerful hands found the bones of his neck. With
a rip, Mickey tore its head free.

Rory stood by the door, petrified.

Mickey stalked forward, stopping directly in
front of the young werewolf. He was only slightly taller, but his
shoulders were just a little wider and his talons were noticeably
longer.

The light brown beast turned to Lily, its
eyes full of fear. “Lily, please. Help me.”

Lily turned her back. There was nothing that
could be done.

Mickey pounced, pinning Rory against the
wall.

“Please,” the beast bellowed, but its cries
had no effect on the ebon monster. Mickey dug his talons into
Rory’s chest, their sharp points piercing the softer tissue of his
sternum.

“Mercy!” Rory screamed.

“Yes,” the black beast gleefully replied,
“this is mercy.” Then he pulled the werewolf’s chest apart, ripping
flesh, bone, and veins until his still-beating heart was
exposed.

Rory could no longer form words. He could
only whimper.

Mickey bit into the heart, showering the
floor with blood. He feasted on the organ and stared into the young
werewolf’s eyes as the life drained from them. Rory’s last sight
was the sadistic smile on Mickey’s wolfish maw.

Dropping the carcass, Mickey turned to
Lily.

“Where is O’Connell?”

“I don’t know,” she replied. She wouldn’t
look at him. She couldn’t, not when his bloodlust was on full
display.

“He went for a walk. Surely he will be back
momentarily.” Ghalib’s words startled them both.

“Good. I’ll kill him next. You got a problem
with that, Ghalib?”

Ghalib shook his head. “No. The strongest
survive and the weakest become their food. That is the very way
O’Connell teaches.”

Mickey looked down at the unconscious vampire
on the floor. Christopher was still in one piece despite the
indirect sunlight.

Lily poked the vampire with her boot. “I
thought this one was just a whelp. How old is he?”

“Not even two years dead,” Mickey
replied.

“He should have burned to a crisp at first
light.”

The monster nodded. “Yep.”

They were all suddenly aware of a faint
thumping sound. It had been growing louder for several minutes, but
they had been distracted by the gory scene. In seconds the sound
drew nearer and became deafening.

Lily pointed out the front window as her eyes
grew wide with fury. “Chopper.”

Eight black-clad men slid down ropes tethered
to the hovering aircraft, their assault rifles trained and ready an
instant after they hit the ground.

Mickey turned his massive wolfish head to
face Ghalib. “I betcha a steak dinner your esteemed leader sold us
out.”

“I’ll take that bet,” the man replied.

Mickey growled and stalked toward the
door.

“Mickey, no.” Lily grabbed his wrist. “Get
down.”

He glared at his cousin and snatched his hand
free from her powerful grasp. “They’re just humans with guns. I’ll
kill them and we’ll be on our way.”

“It’s not that simple.” She fell to the
floor, twisting his ankle and forcing him down with her. Ghalib
followed suit, diving to the floor by the wall near them.

Shots exploded through the diner. Gunfire
tore holes in the wall and glass, riddling the tiny structure with
bullets.

Mickey and Ghalib both growled at the
familiar burning scent the projectiles brought with them.

“Silver,” Mickey said.

“Aye,” Lily replied.

“Bloody brilliant,” he grumbled.

“HAR HAR HAR!”

The bellowing laugh from outside was audible
even through the machine gun bursts. The noise of the rifles was
suddenly a little quieter. Then, it stopped altogether.

Lily risked a quick peek out the shattered
windows.

O’Connell dropped the bloody body of one of
the gunmen and sprinted to the next one with a maniacal grin on his
face. Two other bodies already lay broken on the ground behind
him.

The remaining five panicked. They broke ranks
and fired wildly at their lone attacker. One of the men shot
another in the back by accident.

Mickey stood and growled. “Worst soldiers
ever.”

Lily shook her head. “No. Those aren’t
soldiers. They can barely hold their weapons.”

O’Connell licked his bloody lips and bit into
the throat of his next victim. Even with only his teeth and nails
shifted, the werewolf was a terrible sight. He held the dying man
at arm’s length as a shield while his three remaining comrades
pumped his body full of bullets.

After a moment, the stream of shots ended and
three assault rifles clicked without firing. All empty.

Tossing the body aside, O’Connell pounced,
knocking two of the men to the ground. With two bites he removed
their throats, leaving them to drown in their own blood.

The final gunman tried to run. He made it two
steps before O’Connell caught the back of his black coveralls. The
man screamed into his earpiece, “Help me! For the love of Christ,
help me!”

O’Connell held the man up with a smile for
the helicopter pilot to see. “Indeed.”

The pilot did not hesitate. He lifted the
chopper up and fled north, presumably the direction from which he
had come.

The werewolf dragged his prisoner like a sack
of potatoes, holding him up by the collar at the diner door.

“Girl, come interrogate this meat sack before
I slit his throat.”

Lily growled at O’Connell. She considered
teaching him a quick lesson on what happened to those who tried to
order her around, but they had a more pressing matter at hand. She
stepped up to the human. “Who are you?”

“Father Don Shanley.” He pulled open the top
of his coveralls, revealing a clerical collar.

The man was in his sixties and far too out of
shape to be a professional mercenary. His pinkish face indicated a
love of alcohol that would eventually kill him, assuming he lived
through the day.

“Shanley? Why is your name familiar to
me?”

“Because I was in the news a few years ago. I
was convicted of… of a crime.”

Lily growled. She remembered why she knew the
name. “You hurt children. Dozens of them. Now you’ve tried to kill
me. How did you get here?”

Shanley trembled and clasped his hands as if
to pray. “A man showed up at my home yesterday. He promised to make
the stains of my past go away if I did something for the church. He
wouldn’t tell me his name and he kept me blindfolded after I
agreed. I didn’t know anyone would get hurt. Please—”

The man tried to speak again, but O’Connell
dragged a claw across his throat, leaving a deep, jagged trench
that quickly began to gush blood.

The werewolf released his grip on the
human.

Shanley staggered forward, reaching out to
Lily for help.

She stared into his eyes, motionless.

He fell to his knees, still silently
imploring her to help him stop the geyser of red as his life
drained out before his eyes.

Lily waited until the dying man fell on his
face and stopped moving. Then she stepped over his body and shoved
O’Connell in the chest.

Ghalib’s hand darted toward the inside of his
jacket, but O’Connell stopped him with a glance. “Let her be,
Ghalib. The girl has something to say.”

O’connell’s beta nodded and his hand slowly
returned to his side.

Lily ignored Ghalib and snarled at O’Connell.
“I didn’t tell you to kill him.”

“Rules just changed, lass. Them monkeys had
silver bullets, or didn’t you notice? Whoever was financing your
little operation just gave you your walking papers.”

Mickey placed his beastly form between
O’Connell and his cousin.

“Lily, you knew they had silver bullets.
How?”

“I didn’t know. I just assumed the worst.
That usually is the safest bet when you’re around.”

O’Connell wiped the blood off of his finger
with a cigar and then lit it. He looked at the bodies of his pack
members.

“Felt good, didn’t it, boy? Killing them
cubs, I mean.”

Mickey spun and clamped his hand down on
O’Connell’s neck. He dug the claws of his other hand into the side
of the old werewolf’s head.

“William, if I rip your face off, will it
grow back just as ugly?”

“Don’t know, boy. But you’re welcome to give
it a go. I’ll just get this out of the way.”

O’Connell kicked Christopher’s body, sending
it crashing through the broken glass of the front door and into the
burning sunlight.

Mickey tossed the man aside and bounded after
the vampire.

In the sunlight, Christopher’s skin erupted
into flames like a log doused in gasoline.

Ignoring the fire, the werewolf grabbed
Christopher’s torso and rushed back into the diner. He dropped the
body on the old tile floor, and Lily grabbed a moldy old tarp from
the corner and threw it over the burning vampire.

Mickey covered the tarp with his own massive
body, smothering the flames completely. Standing, he lifted the
edge of the tarp and fanned away the smoke.

Though he was covered in red-hued burns and
black, charred patches, Christopher was still in one piece.

“Shit,” Lily gasped, “he should be a pile of
dust.”

“Aye,” O’Connell agreed, chewing on his cigar
with a smile.

Mickey turned and lunged at the man with
claws outstretched.

Instead of evading the attack, O’Connell
stepped toward the leaping monster. He connected with a massive
overhand right hook to the side of Mickey’s head.

Four hundred and fifty pounds of werewolf was
knocked out of the air and sent crashing into the wall. Mickey
twitched once, then collapsed into unconsciousness.

“No!” Lily screamed. She turned to O’Connell
but did not advance. The air crackled with her power.

He took a puff from his cigar and blew the
smoke toward the ceiling.

“Calm down, lass. He was running on
adrenaline after losing blood. I just put him back to sleep so he
can mend a little more.”

“Why does Mickey hate you so much?”

“I tried to help him a long time ago and he
wouldn’t let me. He went loony.”

“I think you and Ghalib should go. Take the
other truck. Find a buyer for it and that will cover your fee.”

“If it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll
stick around. I want to see this vampire that’s got everybody all
worked up.”

Lily drew her guns and pointed them directly
at O’Connell’s face.

“We’re done, William. Leave now.”

Ignoring the ancient pistols, he stared into
her eyes. Then he took another drag from the cigar and blew two
smoke rings. The wisps of tobacco vapor floated forward, passing
over the barrel of each gun.

“Suit yourself,” he said.

Ghalib moved behind his leader. The pair
stepped out into the sunlight.

“One more thing, lass. Your cousin ain’t no
saint. You got no clue what he’s done. Ask him about the Black
Beast. Maybe he’ll remember it now. Then good luck to you trying to
forget it.”

The men took their leave. As the roar of the
diesel engine carried them away from the diner, Lily let out a sigh
of relief. O’Connell had knocked Mickey out with a single punch
without even transforming. She had seen many horrible things in her
life, but William O’Connell was easily the most frightening.




Chapter 7

 


“I wish you would have reconsidered my offer
and stayed with us, Lucifera.”

The Alabama sky was dark. It was well after
sunset and only a trace of waning light shone in the western sky.
The priest walked from the limousine with a noticeable limp,
followed closely by the vampiress and her young bodyguard.

“It is nothing personal, Father. I simply do
not trust you.”

Her smile was polite, but the priest knew the
fangs behind those lips could appear and destroy the façade of
civility at any time. He opened the front door of the mansion and
ushered his guests inside. They had disappeared after exiting the
plane two hours before dawn, returning shortly after sunset. Father
McKenzie didn’t know where they went, nor did he care. The prize he
offered was far too great for them to risk harming him. He followed
them inside, absentmindedly touching his chest.

“Father?” A dark-haired young man stood by
the rail above them on the second story in the open foyer. He wore
only a pair of wrinkled plaid pajama pants.

The priest grimaced and looked up. “I told
you to wait in your room and I would be by shortly, Derek.”

The boy looked at McKenzie and then at the
vampires through drooping, weary eyes.

“Who are they?”

“These are my business associates. We have
much work to do. You are tired. Lie down and rest.”

Derek rubbed his eyes. “Tired… yes.” He
disappeared from view.

When the boy was gone, the priest turned to
Lucifera and Sylvan with a sheepish grin. He opened his mouth to
speak, but Lucifera beat him to it.

“What was that… thing?”

McKenzie looked genuinely hurt by her remark.
“Miss Romana, there is no need to be rude. His name is Derek and I
am caring for him at the moment. Follow me.” He curtly turned and
limped down the hall.

“I see.” She fell in line behind the priest
and Sylvan followed. “Tell me, Father, what care can you provide?
After all, the dead require little more than a final resting
place.”

“You of all people know that isn’t true.
Derek may not be alive in the conventional sense, but he is not
dead. I will speak no more of this.”

Lucifera laughed. “Oh Father McKenzie. You
are a man of many secrets. I wonder how many of those secrets your
god is aware of.”

The priest kept moving deeper into the house,
past the dining hall, past the great room, past the kitchen, past
the downstairs bedrooms. At last, they arrived at a nondescript
wooden door. McKenzie opened the door and began limping down the
stone steps of a spiral staircase. Burning torches lit the way.
Years of dust and mildew had reduced what was once an ornate
stairway to a cracked and crumbling relic.

Halfway down, McKenzie caught the toe of his
bad leg on a crack and slipped. Lucifera grabbed his arm and held
him effortlessly. He dangled face-first only inches from the steps.
The man panted, trying to catch his breath. The vampiress pulled
him back to his feet.

He tripped, brushing his chest against her
hand.

Something hit her with a blast of power. It
wasn’t the priest, but something inside the priest—something
ancient and evil. An electric shock wracked her body. Waves of heat
and cold passed through her as she placed a hand on the wall to
steady herself. She felt dizzy. Weak.

Sylvan rushed at McKenzie, a blur of black
clothing and fangs.

McKenzie peered into the eyes of his
attacker. “Stop,” he said.

The vampire froze just inches from him.

The human looked into Lucifera’s eyes, and
she returned his gaze with a hatred that normally meant her target
had only seconds to live.

“Forget. You kept me from falling and helped
me up. Nothing else happened.” He turned his attention back to
Sylvan. “Nothing else happened.”

Lucifera blinked and straightened herself.
Sylvan did the same.

The priest’s expression softened. “Thank you
very much, Lucifera. I am growing clumsy in my old age.” He then
returned to his trek down the stairs. “The former owners
constructed this area as a luxurious Cold War era bomb shelter.”
McKenzie chuckled. “I doubt they expected it to become a haven for
vampires.”

Lucifera watched the man descend before them.
She had the strangest feeling that she had forgotten something
important. The only problem was, Lucifera never forgot anything.
Ever.

The priest reached the bottom of the stairs
and stopped at an ancient wooden door. He leaned over, struggling
to catch his breath and rubbing his sore leg.

“Excuse my humanity. I wake up each day with
a new ache or pain, but I guess you don’t have to worry about
that.” He placed his hand on the door handle.

“It is well within Aldo’s power to heal your
wounds and strengthen your body since you are his familiar. I
wonder why he chooses not to do so,” Lucifera remarked.

A dark look passed over the priest’s face. He
seemed to be reaching the end of his patience.

“You can ask him that yourself in a moment,”
he replied.

He opened the door and stepped inside. The
vampires Hazelton and Humboldt were inside the dimly lit chamber.
They stood on either side of a large, upright coffin covered with
thick steel bands and sealed with an electronic lock.

“A pleasure to see you again, Lucifera.”
Hazelton smiled, and arched his lanky form in a bow.

“My lady.” The smaller Humboldt nodded
curtly.

Lucifera returned their greetings with a
slight nod of her head. The feeling of forgetfulness still lingered
in her mind.

She scanned the two vampires for any hint of
their intentions. If they planned to immediately attack or
otherwise betray her, their feelings were not apparent. They were
not powerful enough to mask such thoughts from her. Not
completely.

“Master Novafeltria’s coffin is quite the
fortress. I am a little disappointed to find such a formerly
powerful master has grown so fearful.”

“Appearances can be deceiving,” the priest
replied. His thoughts and intentions were still a black hole to the
vampiress. It was as though they did not exist on the same
plane.

“You would know that, wouldn’t you, Father?”
she said.

“Oh yes. I would. I will share one of my
secrets with you, Miss Romana.” He punched in a ten-digit code on
the front of the coffin. The metal bands slid to the sides. “This
coffin is not actually meant to protect Master Novafeltria.”

The coffin door opened. Inside, a thin,
blackened husk reclined in the silk lining. It was humanoid in
shape, but looked like the mummified remains of a Victorian
nobleman. Fine garments hung loosely on withered limbs.

Lucifera stepped closer. The crimson broach
around the thing’s neck was one of Novafeltria’s treasures. He
always wore it.

“Aldo, you have certainly seen better days.”
She turned to the priest. “How long has he slept?”

“That’s the secret, I’m afraid. The coffin is
more of a prison. He is very much awake.”

With the sound of dry leather stretching, the
thing that was once Master Aldo Novafeltria turned its skeletal
head toward the vampiress.

“Lucifera,” it groaned, “please… kill
me.”




Chapter 8

 


Mickey awoke to the sound of grinding gears
and an eerie rendition of “The Entertainer” that sounded like it
was being performed by an out-of-tune jack-in-the-box.

Mouth full of sand? Check. Nausea? Check.
Searing pain in the head with each heartbeat? Check.

If he didn’t know better he’d have sworn he
had a hangover, but one this bad would have taken a barrel of
whiskey. Did they still sell whiskey in barrels?

He considered standing up, but decided to lie
where he was for another minute or two. The vehicle he was in hit a
bump, bashing his head against the hard metal floor. He grumbled a
curse and rolled over onto his stomach to get a better look at his
surroundings.

What was left of the ceiling upholstery was
held together by safety pins. The tattered material did little to
hide a rusty roof. The metal wall of the truck was to his right. To
his left, there was an old tarp that looked very familiar. He
touched the moldy canvas and felt the cold body underneath.

Christopher.

He sat up and found Lily wrestling with the
old vehicle’s gear stick as they sputtered down the freeway well
below the speed limit under a hot Arizona sun.

“Lily, is this a fucking ice cream
truck?”

His cousin glared at him through the rearview
mirror. “Mickey—”

“Wait,” he said. “Let me give this one a go.”
He cleared his throat and placed a hand on his chest. “Oh, thank
you fer saving me life, Lily. You were so right about that vampire,
Lily. Why didn’t I listen to you before, Lily? I was too busy in me
own little world combing me fecking ridiculous sideburns to notice
anything.”

She let out a growl. “Arse.”

He laughed and climbed into in the empty seat
by the front door.

“Did I miss anything?”

“That about covers it” she said.

“So… ice cream truck?”

“Yep.”

“What happened to that war wagon you were
driving?”

“The MaxxPro? I traded it for this fine
machine.”

“Why?”

“Too conspicuous.” The warbled ice cream
truck jingle interrupted her. “It’s stuck on auto,” she
grumbled.

He looked down to find he was wearing the
spare jeans, t-shirt and shoes from the bag he’d left behind. The
luggage itself sat under the truck’s front console.

“Hey, you kept our bags. Wait… I thought I
was—”

“I retrieved them after you ran off with that
crazy old trucker couple. Yes, I dressed you, and yes, it was a
traumatic experience, but far less disturbing than leaving you
naked would have been.”

They rode in silence for a while. Relative
silence at least. The ice cream truck’s tune blasted over the
speakers every few miles as if to remind them what they were riding
in.

After the last note of the out-of-tune jingle
ended, Mickey’s stomach offered its two cents, grumbling louder
than the squeaking shocks and roar of bald tires on asphalt.

“I’m hungry. Let’s stop and hunt.”

“No way, Mickey. You’re not killing anybody
while I’m around. I got you a big chicken burrito. It’s on the
freezer.”

“Chicken burrito? Why a chicken burrito?”

“Because chicken burritos are like the gods’
golden apples. They have everything a healthy werewolf needs:
protein, carbohydrates, fat, veggies… and best of all, nobody died
to make it.”

“Nobody but the chickens.”

“Just eat the damn burrito. If you eat it all
you can have a popsicle from the freezer when you’re done.”

He stood and grabbed the burrito, muttering,
“I’ll eat a damn popsicle if I want to eat a popsicle.” He
unwrapped the three-pound monstrosity of tortilla, cheese,
guacamole, and chicken. Three bites later, it was gone.

Opening the freezer, he dug through the piles
of frozen desserts. After tossing aside the yogurt cups and
shifting a mountain of fruit juice pops, he found what he was
looking for.

“Aha. Mint chocolate chip on a stick. Things
are looking up.” He retrieved the snack from near the bottom of the
freezer and paused. There, from the space left vacant by the
package, a pair of eyes stared up at him.

“Hey, Lily. Who’s the dead guy in the
freezer?”

“Very funny,” she said, not bothering to look
back. “The vampire is rolled up in the tarp on the floor.”

He kicked the tarp and confirmed that
Christopher was still inside. Then he looked back into the freezer.
Moving a few more ice cream sandwiches confirmed the stiff hidden
under the desserts. He was a man in his mid forties, wearing a
visually offensive Hawaiian shirt. The bluish tint to his frozen
skin made him look like a very surprised smurf.

“I am fucking hilarious, but this time, I
ain’t joking. You are the owner of a frozen dude.”

Closing the lid, he took his place on the
floor by Lily and bit into the ice cream.

She looked over at him.

“So I traded a multi-million-dollar assault
vehicle for an ice cream truck with a dead man buried in its
freezer?”

Mickey swallowed the ice cream and tossed the
wooden stick out the window. “Yep.”

Lily nodded. “Figures.”

They rode in silence for another five full
minutes. Finally, Mickey spoke.

“Let’s call him George.”

“Shut up,” Lily replied. “And get me a push
pop.”

They continued down the highway, drawing
angry glares and obscene gestures from every driver that had to
pass the sputtering ice cream truck. Mickey couldn’t tell exactly
what road they were on, but they were definitely heading east.

“So, where are we going?” he asked.

“You tell me. You were heading east so I
figured that was the way to go. Where were you and the vampires
trying to get to?”

“We’ll have to ask vampire boy back there
when he wakes up. I don’t know.”

“You don’t know.”

“Yep. Don’t know. Don’t care. He knows, so I
don’t have to.”

“He won’t be in any mood to talk when he
realizes he looks like a weenie somebody left on the grill too
long.”

Mickey pondered that. He was not fond of
pondering much of anything. He was much happier just reacting and
going on instinct. When it came to vampires, though, he knew what
had to be done.

“He’ll have to feed so he can heal. Then he
can tell us.”

Lily looked at him like he had just slapped
her face. “If you think I’ll let you feed him a human then you are
crazier than I thought.”

“I’ll feed him meself. It’ll be faster that
way. I know how to do it.”

Lily shuddered. She had almost managed to
block out the fact that Mickey shared a bed with the Romana
vampire. She wanted to berate him for being so stupid but she just
couldn’t. Still, she couldn’t let him do what he was
suggesting.

“You can’t feed him, Mickey. You know you’re
too weak. Alexa took too much of your blood and O’Connell damn near
took your head off. Lose any more blood and you’ll be lucky to be
able to stand.”

He rubbed the side of his face. “Oh yeah. I
had forgotten about that, but it don’t matter. If he can’t tell us,
then we’re out of luck. He has to feed and that’s that.”

Lily knew he was right. She had come too far
to let Alexa get away now. If the vampire could provide a clue to
where she was going, it had to be done.

“I’ll feed him,” she said.

Mickey laughed. “You don’t know how to feed a
vampire without letting it kill y—”

“I know more than you realize.”

“Do I even want to know what you mean by
that?”

“Probably not.”

“Is there any point in trying to talk you out
of it?”

“Stupid question.”

The sun fell below the desert horizon behind
them. A few minutes later, the truck was filled with darkness.
Still, Christopher did not stir.

Lily got up from the driver’s seat and Mickey
slid into her place. She peeled back the tarp from the vampire’s
charred body. Most of its skin had turned black from the sun’s
rays, but the body was intact. Only a powerful vampire could resist
being reduced to ash in sunlight, but Mickey said this one was only
a year dead. It didn’t seem possible.

She really didn’t want to give her blood to
the charred, disgusting thing. It wasn’t the grotesque appearance.
That bothered her the least of the situation. She knew that even
giving the vampire a small amount of her blood would give it some
power over her. A strong vampire might also be able to see into her
mind. Hopefully this one wasn’t adept enough to do that.

She considered opening the vein in her wrist,
but it would not be enough. It would take a bigger stream to heal
these wounds. She would have to offer it her neck.

She laid down next to it and sliced the side
of her neck with a fingernail. She pushed the charred mouth onto
her bleeding wound.

At first, nothing happened. Her blood
trickled into the burnt mouth, but the vampire did not stir. After
a few agonizing seconds, she felt something brush against the torn
flesh. A tongue?

Then it came to life. Formerly petrified
hands grasped her around the waist and pulled her into its body.
Teeth tore her flesh, bringing more blood to the surface. The thing
began to feed in long, slow, deliberate drinks.

Lily lost consciousness.

*****

Christopher shuddered as, for the second
time, powerful blood flowed down his throat. That sweet substance
made the pig and cow blood he had previously used to sustain
himself taste like swill. It was Alexa. It had to be.

He pulled back and saw her face. She smiled
and said something he could not understand before pushing him onto
his back. Somewhere in the back of his mind he recalled her
draining him and cutting his throat, but he couldn’t be bothered
with such trivial thoughts at that moment.

She kissed him and called him a name he
didn’t recognize. Then she slid down his body and unbuttoned his
pants with her teeth.

The scene was hazy and surreal. It felt like
a dream.

Christopher watched as Alexa ran her hands up
his smooth, feminine abdomen and grabbed his perky breasts…

He was dreaming he was a woman? That was
new.

Then he realized. It wasn’t a dream. It was a
memory. Someone else’s memory.

He awakened the instant before Lily’s fist
smashed into his face.

“Bastard!”

Her blow busted his newly healed skin,
bringing a spurt of blood from his nose.

“You were in my head, vampire.”

Christopher held his broken nose in place and
hoped it would heal relatively straight.

“I wasn’t. I…” In that instant he knew her.
She was the werewolf from before, Lily Farrell. Mickey’s cousin who
was like a sister to him. Mickey had never mentioned her. How the
hell did he know her?

“Uh oh. I guess I was in your head. It was
the blood. I’m so sorry.” From the wild look in her eyes, he
wondered if she was about to hit him again.

Mickey peeked around from the driver’s seat.
“Look who’s awake. You’re looking better, junior.”

“Thanks.”

The werewolf turned back to the road.

“Hey, Chevy.”

Christopher groaned. “What?”

“You might want to cover that thing.”

The young vampire and Lily both looked down.
The tarp was no longer covering him and his body was having a very
visible, very favorable, very pointed reaction to their
embrace.

“Lovely,” Lily grumbled.

“I’m sorry. It’s the… blood,” he tried to
explain, but Lily sat up and grabbed him by the throat.

She whispered in his ear. “Not a word to
Mickey about what you saw or I swear to sweet Jesus that I will eat
your heart.”

Christopher believed her.

 





Chapter 9

 


Tony paced back and forth in the hallway
outside the makeshift holding cell. The building they were in was
shaped like a castle and he was beginning to feel like a dungeon
keeper.

He didn’t mind killing for the cause when it
was required, but interrogating this girl seemed wrong. At the
moment, Danny was pressing her for information. Judging by his
frustrated screams, his efforts were proving just as fruitless as
Tony’s had been.

Danny stepped into the hall and wiped the
sweat from his brow with a gloved hand. With their matching black
suits and aviator sunglasses, the pair could have easily passed for
secret service agents.

“There is something wrong with that chick,”
said Danny.

“The file says she’s autistic.”

“What the hell does that mean anyway? I can’t
even get her calmed down enough to talk to her, much less torture
her. She just closes her eyes, covers her ears, and says a bunch of
random numbers over and over.”

Tony slapped his forehead. Why hadn’t he
thought of that before? “Maybe they aren’t random. Did you get any
of them?”

Danny produced a note with a sequence of
thirty random numbers. “I listened and wrote till I got tired of
writing.”

Tony took out his phone and began entering
the numbers. He finished typing and hit the send button.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m sending the list to Abe at the lab. If
it means anything, he’ll figure it out.”

“Figure what out?” The voice startled both
men.

“Jesus Christ!” Tony exclaimed.

Father McKenzie laughed and patted the man on
the shoulder. “Watch the language, my son. How is the interview
going?”

Tony cursed himself for putting Danny in
charge of maintaining the surveillance system. It must have been
malfunctioning again. They’d received no warning that the priest’s
car had arrived and no alarm was sent when he opened the exterior
security door. He’d have to worry about that later.

“Not so well, sir. We can’t even get her to
acknowledge our presence. She just sits there, mumbling, twitching,
and rocking.” Tony took some relief in the fact that the priest was
alone. The vampires and that other undead creature McKenzie kept
around made his skin crawl.

“Have you tried using physical force?”
McKenzie asked.

The words sent a shiver down Tony’s spine. He
could never get used to that kind of brutality being ordered by a
priest.

“Yes, sir. I dislocated her left pinkie and
then the right. She screamed and wept,” Tony paused, trying to
forget the screams. “She didn’t acknowledge my questions
otherwise.”

The priest nodded and patted the man on the
shoulder. “Take heart, Tony. We do this because we must. We are
saving the lives of thousands with our work. Focus on that.”

McKenzie was afraid the girl might be a tough
nut to crack. Ever since they began following her in Europe months
earlier she had proven time and again that she could think of
things that others could not. No one in history had ever come this
close to finding the tomb. For all he knew, the exact location
could be in that girl’s troubled head.

For a time it seemed that Lily might be on
the right track in following Alexa, but either the vampire had
purposely led her off the path or she had never been on the path to
the tomb to begin with. It was no longer an issue. Lily was off the
case, permanently. The thought made him a little sad. He’d always
had a good relationship with her and she had helped destroy many
threats over the years. Still, he reminded himself, she was a
werewolf and therefore just another demon masquerading as a
human.

He didn’t particularly want to harm the girl
in the cell, but if she knew the tomb’s location he couldn’t afford
to let her run around freely.

“Let me talk to her,” he said.

He stepped inside the room, leaving the door
open.

“Hello, Robyn.”

She was sitting in the far corner in the
fetal position, her arms wrapped tightly around her knees. Her eyes
were closed and she was shaking her head and mumbling.

“Zero, three, one, three, two, five, five,
nine, zero, zero …”

He sat on the floor in front of her and laced
his fingers together, resting them on his well-worn penny
loafers.

“I am Father John McKenzie. I am a priest and
I am here to help you. I don’t know what these two men have done to
you, but I assure you I will protect you.”

He paused, waiting for some sign of
acknowledgement, but the girl offered none.

“I think you have found out the location of
something very old, very powerful, and very evil. It is important
that you tell me what you know. If this—”

“Tomb,” the girl replied. She opened her eyes
to stare into his face but continued to rock back and forth.

The priest smiled. In his warmest and most
comforting voice, he continued.

“Yes, this tomb. If it were to fall into the
wrong hands, many innocent people would be hurt. I can keep that
from happening.”

“Tomb,” she repeated. “The tomb of the
Dragon.”

“You know where he is, don’t you?”

She nodded.

“Please tell me.”

She opened her mouth and the priest licked
his lips and leaned forward in anticipation.

“Three point one, four, one, five, nine, two,
six, five, three, five, eight, nine…”

She continued rattling off numbers and her
eyes snapped shut again.

“Pi?” Father McKenzie let out a sigh and
stood. He had been so close.

“Now what?” asked Tony from the hallway.

The priest brushed past him on his way back
to the exit.

“This is progress, but we’re moving too
slowly. I am going to try a different approach and see if we can’t
speed things along. Leave the cell door open for our ‘guest’.”

McKenzie returned half an hour later. He
seemed to be alone as he walked down the hall, but Tony could not
shake the feeling that there was another presence with him. The
priest stopped in the doorway to watch the girl. Tony glanced
inside the room as well. When he looked back down the hallway, a
woman was standing right in front of him.

He gasped and took a step back, his hand
instinctively touching the handle of his pistol in the shoulder
holster. He knew she wasn’t human, but he couldn’t stop looking at
her. Ivory skin made to look even whiter by the straight ebon hair.
A tight black dress that left little to the imagination. Green eyes
so brilliant they seemed to glow.

And fangs.

Vampire. Damn it.

Before he realized it, he found himself
staring into her eyes. All his apprehension washed away.

Tony hated vampires. He particularly loathed
the fact that they could make you love them with a glance.

Lucifera slipped past the men and stood
behind the priest.

“There she is,” McKenzie said. He touched his
chest and stared directly into her eyes. “Get inside her head and
make her tell you where the tomb is, but do not hurt her.”

It sounded like an order.

For a moment, Tony thought the vampiress
would kill Father McKenzie right there on the spot. Her glowing
green eyes bored a hole through him. Her hands clenched and
unclenched. Her beautiful features twisted with rage, but only for
an instant. Then her pleasant demeanor returned and she spoke in a
sultry tone that suggested faraway lands and untold pleasures.

“Of course, Father.”

*****

Lucifera knelt before the girl and gently
touched the side of her face. Robyn continued to rock back and
forth, but she opened her eyes and met her gaze.

The vampire expected to find a jumbled mess
of thoughts, but nothing could have been further from the truth.
Robyn’s mind was completely lucid.

She entered the girl’s thoughts and stood
before her.

“You are in my mind,” Robyn said.
“Vampire?”

“I am. The priest sent me to obtain the
location of the tomb.”

“I will never reveal that to him or to
you.”

“I can rip it from your head if I must, but
that would be so very unpleasant for us both.”

Robyn smiled. “That will be harder than you
think. I may have trouble communicating with my body, but in here I
am in complete control.”

In the dream world, a wall of flame erupted
beneath the vampire. In the real world, she twitched slightly from
the girl’s mental attack.

Lucifera waved her hands and the flames
vanished. “Impressive. Still, I am only being polite, you know. One
taste of your blood and all your secrets are mine. You know this is
true, do you not?”

Robyn frowned. “Yes. I have studied vampires
for many years. So what are you waiting for?”

“This priest is becoming quite bothersome. He
seems to have the power to enslave master vampires. I do not
understand this yet, but I will sort it out. I am not inclined to
do his bidding, but I am compelled to follow his direction to the
letter—at least in the literal sense. He bid me to enter your mind
and have you tell me the location of the tomb.”

“And if I were to tell you a lie? Would you
know?” the girl asked.

Lucifera smiled. “Yes. However, I would not
be obligated to share the untruth of your words with the
priest.”

“Two hundred, Nineteenth Street North. The
Dragon’s tomb is below that building.”

“Thank you.”

“Wait. Before you go, is my brother
safe?”

“Ah, yes. Christopher. I should have sensed
it right away. You have the same eyes. He lives.”

“I know you from the way he describes you in
our messages. You are Lucille Romana, but that isn’t your real
name. I suspected you were a vampire.”

“You figured that out, did you?”

“Yes. It’s what I do. Some old Romanian books
I found mentioned a vampire princess named Lucifera. It wasn’t much
of a stretch.”

“Do you also know what we do to humans who
know our secret?”

“Would I let myself be captured without some
contingency plan in place?”

“And what, pray tell, is your contingency
plan?”

“You are.”

In the dream world, the vampire smiled.
Lucifera already liked the girl. She left Robyn’s mind and opened
her eyes in the real world.

Father McKenzie waited with clasped hands and
wide eyes. “Well? Did she tell you?”

“Yes.”

The priest wanted to press the vampire, and
compel her to tell him exactly what the girl said, but the men were
watching. He had to keep up appearances. They didn’t need to know
how much of a strain it was to control her.

He forced a smile. “Good. We’ll go back to
the estate and make our plans.” He turned to Tony and Danny. “Guard
the girl. From this point forward, you are no longer just her
jailors; you are her protectors.”




Chapter 10

 


“So, what’s the black beast?” Lily asked.

Mickey shrugged and steered the ice cream
truck around an armadillo that had wandered out into the road. “I
dunno. Why do you ask?”

“It was something O’Connell said to ask you
about.”

“O’Connell talks a lot. Sometimes you can
believe almost half of what he says. Just forget it.”

Christopher hastily finished putting on the
spare clothes from his bag. He was quite thankful that Lily had
brought his things, even if he couldn’t look her in the eye. The
things he had seen in her head were so intimate. He had stumbled
into her deepest, darkest secret.

“Oi, vampire boy. What are you staring
at?”

Christopher didn’t even realize he had been
watching the werewolf until her eyes met his.

“Nothing. I… uh… sorry.”

Lily snarled and took another bite of her ice
cream sandwich.

She could snarl all she wished, but
Christopher knew the truth. Lily was possibly the noblest soul he
had ever encountered. He had seen a snapshot of her entire life
when he drank from her. She’d fought in countless wars. She’d saved
thousands of innocents from vampires, other werewolves, and even
darker threats. It made her connection with Alexa that much more
difficult to understand.

“You’re doing it again,” she said.

He looked away and frantically searched for a
window out of which to gaze, but there were none.

“So, what are you guys talking about?” he
asked.

“Nothing,” Mickey said.

“The black beast,” Lily corrected. “It was
something O’Connell said.”

“O’Connell? The creepy guy with the Magnum
P.I. mustache?”

Lily’s mouth twitched as though she were
trying to suppress a smile. “Yeah, him.”

“Black beast, black beast, black beast.”
Christopher knew that term. Sometimes it took him a minute, but his
vampiric mind was nearly photographic. “I remember.”

“It’s not even worth—”

“Hush, Mickey,” Lily snarled.

He did.

Christopher laughed. He’d never seen the
werewolf shut down like that. Mickey looked back with glowing red
eyes and bared fangs. Christopher stopped laughing.

“I ran across an old book in my research. In
the summer of 1738 there was this mission that housed some orphans
in this little town in Ireland. A farmer had been passing by at
sunrise and saw a huge, black monster break out through the wall of
the mission and disappear into the woods. When he looked inside,
the place was covered in blood and the bodies of the priests, nuns,
and children. They called it the Black Beast. People were terrified
to leave their homes for months, but it never resurfaced.”

Lily stared out the windshield into the
darkness ahead. “Mickey, is there anything you want to talk
about?”

“Nope.”

“Where were you in 1738?”

“Ireland.”

“And O’Connell?”

“The same.”

Lily let out a deep breath. She didn’t like
where the conversation was going.

“Have you ever seen O’Connell in his werewolf
form?” she asked.

“Aye.”

“What color is his fur?”

“All black.” Mickey turned to face his cousin
for the first time. “Just like me.”

They rode in silence for several minutes.

Lily was growing so upset that her mental
shield was weakening. Christopher could hear more and more of her
thoughts, even though he tried to block them out. She wanted to ask
Mickey the question. But she wouldn’t ask. She couldn’t.

So Christopher did it for her.

“Did you kill them?”

Mickey didn’t reply right away. He checked
the speedometer. He looked out the window. He adjusted his safety
belt. Finally, he spoke.

“I don’t remember.”

Lily shifted in her seat, as though she were
about to pounce on Mickey. “What the hell do you mean you don’t
remember?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Did O’Connell kill them?” she asked.

“I don’t remember.”

“Are you the Black Beast from that story?”
Christopher asked.

Mickey glared into the rearview mirror.

“Mickey?” Lily was no longer the fierce
werewolf warrior. Her voice was fragile.

“I am, but I didn’t kill any kids.”

“First you don’t remember, now you do?” Lily
looked like she was about to cry.

“Lily, you can pretend that we’re human all
you want, but we ain’t. That goes for you, too, Christopher.”

The vampire winced. He was so used to the
werewolf calling him anything other than his name. When he got it
right it usually meant something was horribly wrong. Mickey’s hands
trembled. Christopher couldn’t tell if it was from rage or
something else.

Mickey kept his eyes fixed on the road in
front of him. “I’ve done terrible things. Killed more people than I
can even count. Sometimes they all show up in my dreams, shouting
at me, cursing me. I’ve killed men. I’ve killed women. I’ve killed
werewolves and vampires. But never in my life, not once, have I
ever killed a child.”

Lily’s eyes were full of tears. She let out a
sigh and wiped them away. Then she turned to Christopher with a
smile. “Hey, Creampuff, get me and Sideburns some ice cream
sandwiches, would ya?”

“Uh... ok.” More than a little puzzled by her
sudden change, Christopher opened the freezer. The two werewolves
had already eaten nearly all of the ice cream, revealing the frozen
man beneath. He jumped at the sight, but regained his composure
after noting Lily’s amused look.

“So, uh, there’s a dead guy—”

“Of course there’s a dead guy in the
freezer.” Lily stifled a chuckle. “Obviously you’ve never ridden in
an ice cream truck before.”

“Hey, Carlito,” Mickey bellowed from the
driver’s seat.

“What?”

“You probably poked around in Lily’s head
earlier, didn’t you?”

“N-not really,” Christopher replied. Lily’s
expression shifted from amusement to panic.

“Sure you did. She’s dating somebody but she
won’t tell me who it is, but you probably saw him. Is he a
werewolf?”

“What? No. I mean—”

“Okay. Not a werewolf . Human, then?”

“Listen, it’s really not appropriate for me
to—”

“Not a human either. Huh. That narrows it
down. It’s a vampire, eh?”

“Damn it, Mickey. I ain’t ready to talk about
this with you yet,” Lily exclaimed.

“Relax, Lil. I ain’t casting stones. As long
as they’re tough enough to hang with me in a fight, I got no
problems with whoever you date.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem, then,”
Christopher muttered.

“What was that?” Mickey asked.

“Nothing.”

“I remember when you were running with that
big ugly fellow. Looked like a corpse somebody beat with a mackerel
for a few hours then left him out in the sun for a day. I never
understood what you saw in him, but at least he was tough.”

Lily snarled. “Adam is a friend. That’s all.
And you’re one to talk, you graverobber; dating that little vampire
tramp. Eventually she’ll turn on you and try to kill you. Count on
it.”

Mickey shrugged. “Maybe. But it’s been a hell
of a journey. Hopefully we’ll at least get to fuck one last time
before she kills me. I’d like that.”

Lily did an involuntary, full-body shiver and
shook her head. “Too much information, you nasty bastard.”

Mickey smiled, apparently quite pleased with
himself for grossing out his cousin.

Lily quickly changed the subject. “So,
Christopher, where are we going?” Her tone was less harsh than it
had been.

“My sister is in danger.”

“She a vampire?”

“No. She’s human.”

“I thought the first thing most vampires did
after getting their fangs was kill their family. Why do you
care?”

Christopher’s face grew dark. “I’m not most
vampires.”

Lily laughed. “Sure you aren’t. You’re the
vampire with a heart of gold, right? Well, I’m sorry to tell you,
but there is no such thing. Trust me. I know.”

“You would, wouldn’t you?” he spat.

He regretted the words instantly. Lily’s
smile faded, and her eyes grew red with power.

Fear crept up Christopher’s spine. Would Lily
snap and kill him where he sat?

She closed her eyes for a moment and let out
a deep breath. When she reopened them, her irises had returned to
their usual reddish-brown hue. “Besides having a bloodsucker for a
brother, what danger is your sister in?”

“I think she found the location of the
tomb.”

Lily’s eyes narrowed. “What tomb would that
be?”

“The tomb of the Dragon,” he replied. “The
tomb of Dracula.”




Chapter 11

 


The large interior room of Novafeltria’s
mansion was devoid of furnishings save for a bright red tool chest
by the wall. It had likely been intended as a sitting area for
entertaining guests. Lucifera wagered that the priest did little
entertaining.

Much to her amusement, McKenzie paced back
and forth in front of her, growing more agitated by the second.

“Did she tell you the location of the tomb?”
he asked.

“Yes.”

He stared at her, awaiting the information.
Her reply came in the form of an even wider smile.

“Why are you smiling, demon?”

“Because I understand how your borrowed power
works, now.”

“Tell me what she said!”

“Two hundred, Nineteenth Street North. The
tomb is below the building.”

“Is it true? Was the girl lying?”

“Perhaps,” she replied coyly.

The priest’s face reddened and his hand
balled into a fist. Lucifera looked down to the hand, then back to
his eyes.

“You might find that I am not as easily
swayed as Aldo’s minions, but please, do try to hit me if you
wish.”

Sylvan entered the room and stood next to her
mistress, glaring at the priest. If looks could kill, he’d have
been nothing but a bloody stain on the floor.

Lucifera reached up and gave McKenzie a
nudge, a gentle one by her standards. He flew backward and slammed
against the wall.

The priest slid to the floor and clutched at
his chest, dazed. “Help!” he cried.

Masters Humboldt and Hazelton burst into the
room with teeth and sharp nails bared. Though she was severely
outmatched, Sylvan tackled Humboldt on sight.

Lucifera did not move as Hazelton advanced on
her. When he was within arm’s reach she spun to face him and drove
two fingers into his chest like a spear. She then jerked her hand
to the side, ripping flesh and bone and rupturing his unbeating
heart. It wasn’t enough to destroy him, but he was effectively out
of the fight. He twitched on the floor, conscious, but completely
immobilized.

Sylvan struggled with Humboldt. He slashed
and punched her repeatedly and though she landed a few blows, the
master’s power was far greater than her own. He quickly overwhelmed
her, forcing her to the floor. He held the younger vampire down and
prepared to drain her blood.

Lucifera struck him from behind, slashing
through his neck with her nails and leaving his head attached to
his body by bone and only half of his throat.

Sylvan stood and licked the blood from her
knuckles. “My thanks, mistress.” She gave Humboldt a kick to the
ribs. He clutched his destroyed throat and gurgled
incoherently.

“Of course.” Lucifera stepped over the
defeated master and walked toward the priest. He sat next to the
wall, still rubbing his chest.

He looked up and she rushed toward him.

“Stop!” he screamed.

Lucifera stopped six feet away.

“I have stopped,” she said, “and now, I
move.” She rushed toward him again.

“Stop! Stay there until I say to move!”

She stopped again.

“Now you understand, don’t you, priest. It is
quite a simple game. You may command me, but make even one mistake,
and I will kill you.”

“You think this is a game?”

Sylvan rushed toward the priest.

“Stop.” This time, his voice boomed with
confidence. “Stand by your master, girl.”

Sylvan frowned and moved to stand next to
Lucifera.

McKenzie pulled himself to his feet. He
leaned against the wall for support and glared at the two
vampires.

“Lucifera, I command you to kill your
subordinate.” He said it with a smug smile.

“Of course,” Lucifera replied. She turned to
face Sylvan. The two vampires stared at each other. Neither moved
or spoke for over a minute.

“What are you doing?” the priest asked.

“There is a problem,” Lucifera said.

“What problem?”

“This girl is already dead. Therefore I
cannot kill her.”

The priest rubbed his head and groaned.

“Lucifera, rip her head off with your
hands.”

“Of course.”

Still she stood facing the younger vampire,
unmoving.

“Rip her head off right now!”

Outwardly, Lucifera did not move. Inwardly,
it took all of her resolve to prevent her hands from carrying out
the man’s bidding. She would not allow a human to command her.

Pain started in her chest and crept up her
neck. Every second she defied the order caused her increasing
physical anguish. Still, she stood motionless.

Despite her struggle, she managed to calmly
utter the word McKenzie did not want to hear: “No.”

The priest grew more agitated by the second,
but noticed a change in her demeanor. The vampire’s eyes narrowed
and her posture grew more rigid than it was before. He repeated his
command a bit more eloquently. “Take the head of the vampire Sylvan
in your hands and end her undead existence by tearing her head from
her body.”

Lucifera’s eyes began to glow with emerald
light. Despite her willpower, the priest’s words wormed their way
into her limbs. To her own horror, her hands trembled and slowly
reached for Sylvan.

Lucifera frowned and, with supreme effort,
kept her hands at bay, touching the girl’s cheek.

“I said tear off her head,” the priest
screamed.

“And I said, no.” Her hands shook, but
returned to her sides.

The priest retrieved a rusty old saw from the
tool chest next to the wall.

“You are more powerful than we thought,” he
said. “Let’s test your servant’s resolve, shall we?”

He turned to Sylvan and placed his hand on
his chest. “Vampire, stand completely still and do not resist while
I slowly cut your head off. You will feel nothing but despair at
your coming demise. You will die in supreme pain and anguish. I
want you to scream, cry and wail, starting now.”

Sylvan’s eyes grew wide. Red-tinted tears
formed and gathered around their edges. She clenched her fists and
struggled to keep her mouth shut, but she could not. Her lips
parted and a long, mournful cry escaped them. Then the tears fell
and she began to sob uncontrollably.

The priest placed the blade against the side
of her neck. “Now, beg me not to kill you.”

The vampire gritted her teeth and whispered,
“please do not kill me,” between fits of wailing and sobbing.

Lucifera’s hands trembled. She took a step
toward the priest and reached for his neck.

He looked her in the eye and repeated his
order. “Rip her head off.”

Lucifera struggled against his command with
every fiber of her being, but she knew it was in vain. She could
stop herself, but she could not move against him while defying the
order.

“I will do as you command if you allow her to
die with dignity,” she said through bared fangs.

The priest put down the saw and smiled. “Keep
begging and crying, girl. If you want her to shut up, Miss Romana,
then shut her up yourself.”

Lucifera reached out, taking Sylvan’s head
between her hands. The girl cried and begged in words that had
melted into anguished sobs.

“Sylvan, look into my eyes.”

The girl obeyed the vampiress, tears still
flowing down her cheeks.

“There will be no pain and you will have no
fear,” Lucifera said.

Sylvan stopped crying. A look of relief
washed over her.

Lucifera struggled against the priest’s
command, holding her hands still by force of will alone. “Do you
remember the day I killed your former master?”

Sylvan nodded. “Yes. It was the first day I
was allowed to remove my chains in half a century—the first day I’d
felt happiness since the day I died.”

“That was a good day,” Lucifera said.
“Sylvan, close your eyes.”

The girl nodded and closed her eyes,
grimacing as blood-tinted tears trickled down her cheeks. Lucifera
sent her back into her memories. In her mind, Sylvan stood outside
the destroyed castle as Lucifera removed the shackles from her
wrists. She reached her hands up into the black night sky,
free.

“Mistress?” the girl said.

“Yes?”

“Please, make him suffer before you kill
him.”

“Without question.”

She kissed her loyal friend on the cheek.
Then she twisted Sylvan’s head and ripped it free from her
body.

The priest walked over to the vampire’s
fallen form and kicked it. Then he faced Lucifera. “That is my
power,” he said.

“No. This is not power. This is a parlor
trick. Now you have made a fatal mistake.”

“Please enlighten me, Miss Romana.”

“I liked Sylvan. She was loyal. She was
strong. She was intelligent. She was brave. Far braver than you. In
life, she was a nun. And you compelled me to kill her. More than
that, you tried to rob her of her dignity. Because of this, I will
not taste a single drop of your blood. Instead, I will bleed you
dry and make you watch as your life drips away.”

She meant it.

Lucifera looked down at Sylvan’s head in her
hands. The girl’s demise troubled her less than the fact that it
was the will of another that had brought it about.

She closed her eyes, and the entire room went
black.

The priest stumbled in the sudden
darkness.

“What is this?”

“This is me, heeding your earlier command and
not moving,” she said.

An icy wind blew through the room, forcing
the man back to his knees. Forces in the darkness slashed at him,
cutting his face and arms.

“Stop this!”

“Stop what?” she asked, slamming him to his
back with a wave of power and pulling him toward her with that same
evil energy.

“End this darkness and cease harming me,
right now,” he cried.

Light returned to the room and the priest
came to a stop two paces from Lucifera. He pushed himself away from
her and examined his bleeding wounds. “What are you, demon?”

The room door opened and in stepped Sam,
holding the dried husk of Master Novafeltria.

The priest’s eyes grew wide, and he struggled
to keep the confidence in his voice. “Sam, shouldn’t you be in your
room waiting for your next beating?”

Sam laughed. “No. I think I’ve had plenty of
beatings, John.”

“I did not tell you to remove Master
Novafeltria from his coffin. I command you to—”

“No,” a weak voice said. The blackened,
mummified carcass turned its head. Its mouth lengthened into a
smile, stretching the thin skin of its face until it cracked.

“That’s quite enough, John.” it said.

Though it was raspy and strained, Lucifera
recognized the sound of Novafeltria’s voice.

“Y-you?” the priest stammered.

Lucifera addressed the misshapen thing in
Sam’s arms. “This is some pet you have, Aldo. He even managed to
suppress my natural suspicions and convince me to come here. How
unpleasant.”

“Don’t be too hard on the human,” Novafeltria
said. “He’s about to come to the harsh realization that he’s been
doing my will for a very long time.”

McKenzie turned to Lucifera. “Pet? I am no
pet. I am a servant of god, and you are all evil, unclean spirits
that have slipped through the cracks from hell. In the name of the
Lord, I will send you all back to the abyss.”

“Bite your tongue, John.” Novafeltria snapped
his musty jaws shut to emphasize the point.

The priest’s eyes grew wide and he bit down
on his tongue with his front teeth. He frantically grasped his
bottom jaw and tried to open it, but he couldn’t.

“That’s it,” the old vampire rasped. “A
little harder. Make it bleed.”

McKenzie groaned in pain as his body obeyed
Novafeltria. A single drop of blood fell from his tongue and landed
on his hands.

“Enough,” the vampire said. “You’ll need your
tongue in a moment. No need to bite it off just yet.”

The priest let out a yelp as he regained
control of his mouth. “What have you done to me?”

“You didn’t really believe a familiar could
enslave its master did you? Your will is mine. It always has been.”
Novafeltria laughed with the sound of dust being beaten from an old
rug.

The priest shouted, “Novafeltria, I command
you to…” His words trailed off and his eyes glazed over.

“You do not command me,” his master said. “I
am the puppeteer, not you. Even that little trinket the church gave
you cannot neutralize the power I possess over you.”

The priest stood in a daze, staring at his
hands.

“As for you, Lucifera. I hear you have a pet
of your own.” Novafeltria laughed. “No matter. It shall be put down
when the time comes.”

“What makes you think you will live long
enough to do anything other than suffer a quick death?” she
asked.

“John, please tell the good mistress to
kneel, shut her mouth, and not use any of those pesky powers of
hers,” Novafeltria rasped.

The priest’s eyes focused on the vampiress.
“Kneel, shut your mouth, and do not use any of those pesky powers
of yours.”

Lucifera silently obeyed.

McKenzie turned back to Novafeltria. “What
have you done to me?”

Before the vampire could answer, Derek
stumbled into the room. His eyes were dull and lifeless, and his
hands and face were covered with blood.

“I’m hungry,” he groaned.

“Derek, you shouldn’t be here,” the priest
said as calmly as he could. “What about the guards upstairs?”

“I ate them.”

“And what of all the others? There were seven
other vampires.”

“I ate them too. But I’m still so hungry,
Father. What should I do?”

Novafeltria let out another dusty laugh.
“There is only one thing for a child to do when he is hungry. Isn’t
that right, Father?”

“No!” cried the priest. “Derek, you cannot
consume these vampires. You aren’t ready. They are too
powerful.”

“Nonsense,” said Novafeltria. “Tell him to
eat the two vampires on the floor and then the kneeling woman.”

“Derek,” the priest said, tears forming in
his eyes, “eat the two vampires on the floor and then the kneeling
woman.”

The young man’s eyes took on a semblance of
life. “Yes, Father,” he said with the enthusiasm of a happy
child.

Derek pounced on the prone form of Humboldt
and bit into an untouched area next to the already bloody flesh of
his torn neck. He giggled as he chewed and swallowed a piece of the
master. Then he opened his mouth over the fresh wound. At first,
only blood trickled out of the opening. Then specks of green light
shined through. The light grew, pouring out of the vampire and into
the young man. Humboldt’s face twisted into a scream.

Derek drank the light like a newborn suckling
for the first time. He gripped Humboldt’s body so hard that the
vampire’s bones cracked and flesh tore. Then the green light began
to fade and Humboldt stopped moving. Derek continued to suck the
last remnants from his body, and the vampire’s form dried and
shriveled with every gulp.

At last, the light was extinguished, leaving
only a small, twisted husk that had been Humboldt. Derek devoured
the husk with the savagery of a rabid dog. He looked up and his
eyes were no longer dull and lifeless. Instead they were filled
with madness and a pulsing green energy.

He moved on to Hazelton, straddling the
vampire’s prone form. The fallen master tried to grab the boy’s
neck, but Derek grabbed his hand and broke the arm off at the
elbow. He devoured the arm in three quick bites.

The boy’s body was no longer thin and
youthful. He was growing larger by the moment. His skin stretched
and split, leaving decaying muscle exposed. His tan complexion
paled and turned as gray as a week-old corpse.

The rapidly swelling thing that was once
Derek made quick work of Hazelton. He sucked the life from the
vampire twice as fast as he had from Humboldt.

“It’s too much,” the priest sobbed.

“How fascinating,” Lucifera said. “You have
created a walking battery of vampiric energy.”

Derek greedily swallowed the last bits of
Master Hazelton and turned his glowing green eyes to Lucifera.

“Tell him to stop, John,” Novafeltria
said.

The priest obeyed. Derek was not happy but he
complied, though his mouth dripped foamy saliva as he stared
greedily at the vampiress.

“Let me show you the best part, Lucifera.”
The shriveled vampire pointed at McKenzie’s chest. “John, I think
you have borne this particular burden long enough. Kindly remove
the item from your person.”

The priest unbuttoned his shirt and pulled
down the nondescript white undershirt, exposing a sick, blackening
area over his sternum. Lucifera recalled similar wounds from the
Middle Ages, when the Black Death had caused more fear than
vampires.

The man pulled a thin string, unlacing the
stitches that held the skin of the wound together. It opened with
no fluid. The surrounding flesh was as dry as Novafeltria was. From
the wound, the priest removed a lock of coarse crimson hair tied
together by a single golden ribbon.

At the sight of the lock of hair, a blast of
power shocked Lucifera and her memory of brushing against the
priest’s chest returned. That thing had to be the source of his
power.

“Now,” Novafeltria said, “a final order. Tell
the boy to follow my commands, and only my commands.”

McKenzie stared ahead and spoke. “Derek,
follow Master Novafeltria’s commands and only his commands.”

Derek cocked his decaying head to the side in
confusion, but nodded slowly in agreement.

Novafeltria let out another raspy laugh.
“Good. Now feed him that dreadful lock of hair.”

The priest looked in horror at his own hand
as he offered the artifact to Derek.

“Eat it,” Novafeltria said.

Derek took the hair and swallowed it. Then,
he smiled.

“Derek.” Novafeltria beckoned to the thing.
“Come. Feed me your stolen power.”

Derek shambled over to where Sam stood
holding the master vampire. Taking Novafeltria in his arms, he held
him in front of his face. Dull green light poured out of Derek’s
mouth. Novafeltria sucked in the light and devoured it.

His shrunken and dehydrated body began to
grow. The damaged skin healed as his body reformed. Within moments
he could stand on his own, but still he fed. His appearance changed
from undead wraith to youthful man in moments, and still he
continued to suck down the energy. His eyes glowed green with power
as he devoured the last vestiges from Derek. At last the undead
monster placed the revitalized vampire on his feet.

“That’s much better.” Novafeltria smoothed
down his hair and straightened his dusty suit. “Now, for some
important business.”

He waved a hand at the priest. “John, though
you didn’t realize it, you have been a faithful servant all these
many years. I now release you from my power. You are no longer my
familiar.”

A blast of cold air rushed from McKenzie’s
body as Novafeltria removed the mark of familiar. The man doubled
over and spit out a mouthful of blood. The wound on his chest began
to bleed.

“Hungry,” said the Derek thing.

“Of course,” Novafeltria replied. “Eat
Lucifera. She’s just full of power. Enjoy.”

“No,” the priest gasped. “She’s too powerful.
It will destroy him.”

“Have some faith in your monster, old boy,”
the vampire said with a smile. “And, Lucifera, no hard feelings.
It’s just business and all that..”

Lucifera wanted to put her fingers through
his eye sockets and rip his face off, but the power of the cursed
lock of hair held her fast. The decaying monster shambled toward
her, licking the yellow saliva from its greedy lips.

Derek picked Lucifera up from the floor and
bit into her neck. Dark green flames poured out of the wound. The
monster shook violently, but pulled the vampire closer and feasted
on her power.

Lucifera felt her life slipping from her as
it had nearly two millennia earlier on the night she died. The
thing wasn’t sucking the blood from her. It was sucking her power
and her life. She grew weaker with each pull. In moments she would
be reduced to ashy remains and consumed, and try as she might,
there was no way to break the spell cast on her by the cursed
artifact. She willed her limbs to fight off the monster, but they
would not obey her.

Lucifera did not fear death. She did not
lament the end of her immortal existence. All things died
eventually, even the unnatural. She had very few regrets over her
near two thousand years of life. One of them stood before her: Aldo
Novafeltria. She could have killed him easily years or even days
earlier.

She found the thought of dying by his design
most annoying.

More than that, another thought ate away at
her mind as the beast ate away at her life: her wolf.

Without thinking, she called out for him.

Wolf.

Three hundred miles away, she felt him
howl.

The monster felt it too. It released her and
staggered backward, dropping Lucifera to the floor.

The thing’s undead flesh bubbled and warped,
and it screamed as its form grew to massive proportions. Sam
grabbed one of its still-growing arms and tried to hold it in
place. Novafeltria took its head in both hands and issued a
command.

“Feed me.”

The misshapen hulk of rotting flesh opened
its putrid mouth and vomited forth the flames of Lucifera’s power.
Novafeltria sucked them down with all his might. His eyes rolled
back into his head from the rush of newfound energy.

Lucifera tried to move and, to her surprise,
found that she could. She stood and took a wobbly step, pausing to
survey the horrible scene before her. Sam flailed about, clinging
to the ten-foot-tall monster’s arm, while Novafeltria held its face
and kissed it with mouth open and eyes closed.

The priest sat watching them, tears streaming
down his face.

Lucifera scooped up the old man in her arms
and headed for the door. Though she could carry him, her arms
actually felt the weight of his form. She hadn’t felt so weak since
her first moments as a vampire, nineteen centuries earlier.

She tossed the man over her shoulder and ran
up the stairs. Though her speed was still supernatural, she was
moving at nowhere near the godlike pace to which she had grown
accustomed. In taking her life force, the ghoul had also taken
nearly all of her power.

She kicked down the front door and raced into
the night. The old man alternated between weeping and groaning in
pain as she ran.

In the woods, nearly a mile from the house,
she found the spot where she had hidden her weapon. Dropping the
priest, she dug into the soft earth with her hands. Two feet below
the surface she found the tool that had formerly been a mere
accessory: her sword. The short sword of a slain samurai had seldom
been used by its original owner. Lucifera herself had used it often
in centuries past. Chances were she was about to be using it a lot
more.

She hoisted the man back onto her shoulder
and ran toward the nearest road.

A lone pair of headlights slowly made its way
through the darkness. Lucifera dropped the priest and stood in the
road. A Corvette approached, and she rushed toward it. Her eyes
locked with those of the drunken driver as soon as the headlights
illuminated her form.

“Stop,” she commanded.

The man slammed on the brakes, bringing the
car to an abrupt stop.

Lucifera opened the door and dragged him out.
She left him with the mental suggestion that he had crashed the car
in a ditch but could not find it. He would keep the information to
himself for several days before calling the police. After all, he
couldn’t afford to admit he had been driving while intoxicated
again.

She dragged the priest into the passenger
seat and pushed the driver along on his stumbling way. Then she
sped away, leaving a trail of burning rubber in her wake.

“Why did you save me?” the priest asked.

“You may be useful to me. Also, I promised
Sylvan you would suffer, and I keep my promises.”

She pushed the car to its limit, roaring to
the interstate and out of town. She drove west, in the direction
she had felt her wolf.

Try as she might, she couldn’t feel his mind
again.




Chapter 12

 


The demise of the ice cream truck at midday
had been a welcome setback for the trio. The transmission exploded
in a puff of oil and smoke, so they left it parked outside a
crowded department store somewhere in Oklahoma where it would
probably just be an oddity for several days before anyone
discovered George in the freezer. Despite Mickey’s protests, Lily
had insisted they leave him. Mickey was very disappointed. He so
loved frozen treats.

They were a motley crew with their bags in
hand and Christopher wrapped in his tarp and draped over Mickey’s
shoulder. The salesman at the used car lot raised an eyebrow, then
lowered it at the sight of the stack of hundreds with which they
purchased the unsexy, yet supremely reliable old minivan.

With Christopher safely tucked away in the
back seat, they resumed their trek to the east, grateful to be free
of the sweaty musk of the ice cream truck.

A few miles past Oklahoma City, Mickey could
stand it no longer.

“Dracula’s tomb? Really?”

Lily shrugged. “What about it?”

“Like that Romanian actor guy with the
slicked-back hair who walked around looking constipated? Lucy
dragged me to see that movie on opening night a few years ago.
Didn’t like it.”

Lily chuckled. “A few years ago, huh? I
believe that film opened in 1931. Your memory is awful.”

She had a point. There were still years he
couldn’t remember. The gaps started a few years before that story
about the children killed by the black beast.

For some reason, Mickey grew nauseous every
time he thought about it. Therefore, he stopped thinking about
it.

“Don’t change the subject. Do you believe it?
Chuck’s sister found Count What’s-his-face? Sounds like a load of
crap to me.”

“Said the werewolf to his werewolf cousin
while his vampire ward slept,” she replied.

Mickey grumbled an incomprehensible Gaelic
curse.

Lily ignored his rudeness. “The story is that
some nobody vampire in the 1700s stumbled upon the resting place of
ten of the eldest vampires in the world. Normally he would have
been killed on the spot, but the vampires’ protectors had perished
long before. He, or she—nobody has ever seen this vampire and
lived—immediately made a feast out of the old ones. Drained them
dry. You know what you get when a young vampire sucks the life out
of a group of several thousand-year-old masters?”

“A cheesy movie about a guy who wears a cape
for no good reason?”

“You get a vampire that eats werewolves and
other vampires for a midnight snack. Having a vampire running
around that’s thousands of years old is scary enough. Imagine all
that power in the form of a young vampire who hasn’t learned to
control it or exercise any discretion.”

Mickey considered picturing it. Then he
decided to picture Lucifera in that cocktail dress with the
scandalously low neckline instead. She was a two-thousand-year-old
vampire, after all. That should count. God he missed her.

“I’m pretty sure I don’t want to know what
you’re grinning about. Just try and stay with me,” Lily said.

Mickey nodded and drove away the thoughts of
his absent vampiress with a frown.

“Whoever this vampire is, it came along way
after the death of Vlad the Impaler. The Order of the Dragon was
started in the 1400s to oppose the enemies of Christianity. It
existed in secret into the 1800s. This vampire wormed its way into
the order and took the title Dracul, meaning dragon.”

Mickey loved Lily like a sister. She was his
last living relative. But he had a hard time caring about some
moldy old vampire.

“Let’s pretend that I don’t give a shit about
the count’s history. Cut to the part where this has anything at all
to do with me,” he growled.

The last remaining rays of the setting sun
faded. Christopher sat up and pushed the tarp off of his body.

“If I may,” he said, “the other master
vampires decided that Dracul was too big a threat to live, so three
of their members attacked him. They took thirty strong vampires and
somehow persuaded two werewolves to assist them in the attack.
Dracul killed them all.”

Mickey laughed. “One vampire killed three
masters, two werewolves, and thirty nobody vampires? Those guys
must have been weaklings.”

“Actually, the three master vamps were all
older and more powerful than Lucifera,” Christopher said.

The werewolf digested the idea. It was an
unpleasant thought.

Lily picked up the story. “He put out a
message through the humans he came in contact with: ‘Leave me alone
or I will kill you.’”

“So what happened? They roll over and
cower?”

“Actually,” Lily replied, “it was the
vampire’s own human brethren in the Order of the Dragon who sold
him—or her—out. They were afraid of what would happen if Dracul
ever turned on them. One day in the late 1700s, they sealed its
tomb with a half-mile of heavy chains and a thousand engraved
crosses, but not before making it watertight and filling it with
sanctified water while the fiend slept. They took the tomb from
somewhere in Europe to somewhere else in the world and buried
it.”

“For centuries, vampires have been looking
for it,” Christopher continued. “They think if they can find the
tomb and drink from whatever is left of Dracul, they’ll gain all
that power. There have been dozens of reports that a vampire had
found the tomb, but they all turned out to be false. I looked for
it for a year in college and even figured out that it was somewhere
in North America. I wish I had never started looking for it.”

“Is that where Robyn came in?” Lily
asked.

He nodded. “She followed in my footsteps,
researching vampires, werewolves, and demons. She wanted to prove
that I wasn’t crazy.” He frowned and rubbed his forehead. “That’s
why we have to save her. Somebody thinks she found the tomb. If
anything happens to her, it’s all my fault.”

Lily looked back toward the vampire. She
lifted her hand, then hesitated. Then she reached out and took his
hand.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

Christopher nodded, then looked up at Mickey
in the rearview mirror. “Mickey,” he said, “I know you don’t like
me, but I have to ask you something. I want you to promise me that
you will save Robyn.” The young man was trying to be strong, but he
could not suppress the blood-stained tears that gathered in his
eyes.

Mickey didn’t bother to tell Christopher that
he liked him far more than most vampires.

“Save her yourself,” he grumbled.

“I plan to,” Christopher replied. “But I’m
not a fool. You’re a survivor. Chances are, if I don’t make it, you
will find a way. I’m asking you, Mickey, please, save Robyn.” The
blood tears trickled down his cheeks.

Mickey looked away from the mirror. He didn’t
need to see the vampire crying. He could smell the blood. He tried
to ignore the plea, but he couldn’t with Lily there. He knew he’d
be willing to cut a deal with the devil if Lily or his Lucifera
were in a similar situation.

“Quit your blubbering. I’ll see that she
lives.”

He could feel Lily’s beaming smile without
even looking.

“Quit smirking,” he grumbled. “If the girl
dies, that crybaby will be unbearable. That’s why I’m doing
this.”

The words had barely escaped his lips when he
felt it. Lucifera called to him.

No—Lucifera screamed for him.

Then she was gone.

It felt like a sledgehammer slamming into his
chest. Mickey howled with confusion. The minivan swerved from side
to side before grinding to a stop on the shoulder of the road.

“Mickey,” Lily screamed. “What’s wrong?”

He held his chest and pondered the question.
He could always feel Lucifera’s presence, even when she was a
thousand miles away. Now there was nothing—just a gaping hole in
his chest that used to be filled by her.

“I don’t know,” he said.

He pressed the gas pedal and forced the old
vehicle to its limit, peeling away and back onto the highway.

Not only could he no longer feel his vampire,
his head swam. Scenes from his days as a member of O’Connell’s pack
flooded his mind. Scenes he had long since forgotten. Scenes he
wished had stayed lost.

* * *

February 7, 1736

O’Connell had warned him not to venture past
the edge of their land no matter what he found. Did Mickey listen?
Of course not.

He bounded through the woods around their
camp in the guise of a somewhat natural wolf, though his enormous
size distinguished him from his natural brethren. Nature’s wolves
rarely exceeded two hundred pounds. Fewer still were covered in
pitch black fur.

 


The young werewolf was second in the pack
only to O’Connell in strength. Another werewolf might already have
challenged the old man for his position, but Mickey wasn’t ready to
do that. At least not yet.

As he ran through the woods, an unpleasant
yet not unfamiliar scent assailed his nostrils. Moldy death and
decay was about.

A vampire.

He stopped and sniffed at the air. One
vampire was hardly cause for alarm. A gray wolf strode to his side
and sniffed as well.

Mickey stood up on two legs and willed the
fur to recede. In seconds, he regained his human shape but
continued to taste the air.

The smaller wolf stood on its hind legs as
well. The change took longer—nearly half a minute—but soon the gray
fur disappeared, fading into golden brown locks that fell halfway
down the woman’s naked back.

Mickey watched her transformation with a
smile. She was far from his match in power, but that was not
unusual. Few werewolves were. Her ferocity in battle, however,
rivaled his own.

Victoria Marciella de Peña should have been a
princess, but for the past five years she had fought alongside
Mickey in O’Connell’s band of mercenaries instead. Her father’s
noble family had concealed their werewolf nature for generations,
but she had grown tired of life inside his estate walls.

Her ferocity paled, though, in comparison
with her beauty. Her arms were strong from fighting, but no one
could ever forget she was all woman, even on the battlefield. Her
dark complexion made the gold in her hair shine even brighter.

The only mark of her mercenary ways was the
thick red scar that ran down her face from her hairline to her jaw,
crossing over her sightless right eye. It was a memento from a
vampire who was fond of using a silver dagger. Shortly after it had
scored the lucky blow, Mickey had ripped the vampire in two. He’d
be damned if a cadaver was going to get away with harming his
future mate.

They spent nearly all of their time together,
either scoring O’Connell’s bounties, sparring with their packmates,
or having sex for hours on end. It was obvious to everyone that
they were destined to be mates, but they would eventually have to
ask for O’Connell’s blessing. Mickey wasn’t sure he’d give it
willingly.

On that cool autumn night, he pulled her
close in the moonlight, pressing his body against her hot, naked
flesh. They kissed, lingering without fear of anything that might
find them in the darkness.

“Shall we kill el vampiro, mi alfa?” she
asked, letting the words roll slowly off her tongue.

“Shut yer mouth, girl,” he replied with a
smile. “The old man’ll skin us both if he hears you talking like
that.”

“Everyone knows it’s true. I’m just saying it
out loud.”

“O’Connell is one strong bastard,” he
said.

“Lo mismo que tú,” she replied.

He laughed and kissed her again. He’d be
damned if her vote of confidence didn’t make him want to take her
right then and there. Too bad there was vermin around that needed
killing.

“Go tell the others. I’m going to track this
one down and play with him until you all get there.”

Victoria pouted. “No you’re not. You’re going
to kill him before I come back.”

“Yeah. You’re probably right. Still, he might
not be alone. If that’s the case, I’ll stay back and wait for
you.”

She held him even tighter. “I have a bad
feeling, Mickey. Be careful.”

“Hey, I have killed a half-dozen vampires
without breaking a sweat. Don’t worry. Now, go get the old man. He
won’t be happy to hear we have a trespasser.”

They kissed a final time and he stroked the
scar on her cheek. The imperfection had a way of making her beauty
even more striking. She pushed him away and growled playfully, then
shifted back to her wolf shape and ran toward their camp.

Mickey had no intention of doing anything
other than destroy the vampire with the harshest of prejudice as
soon as he caught it. He didn’t bother to tread lightly. The
cadaver would hear him coming no matter what. Instead, he changed
into his monstrous werewolf shape and charged after the vampire’s
scent at full speed.

In moments, he had caught up with the young
vampire. He couldn’t tell how long it had been dead, but the slow
speed with which it moved suggested it was newly turned. Even
though it knew it would soon die, it still ran, holding on to the
dream of escape, he imagined.

In a large open field, the vampire
inexplicably stopped and turned to face him. The werewolf was
grateful the wind was at his back so he didn’t have to smell the
scent of rotting flesh.

Mickey stopped two steps from his prey and
snarled, “Any last words, corpse boy?”

The vampire smiled. “You ever heard the term
‘bad moon’?”

“Nope.”

“Well, now you have. Let me say it again,
with a little more zeal.” The vampire threw back his head and
screamed “Bad moon!”

All around them, the dirt stirred. Fifty
vampires dug themselves out of the ground and pointed crossbows,
arrows, and swords directly at Mickey. They all said the same thing
over and over:

“Bad moon.”

The vampire Mickey had followed spun around
in circles to the chorus. He danced as they chanted, finally
raising his hands to silence them. “When our kind purged the lands
of werewolf scum, ‘bad moon’ was our battle cry. There are so few
of you left that we take great joy in using it whenever the
opportunity arises.”

Mickey looked around and sniffed the air.
“Wind at my back,” he said. “You ran me around in circles until you
found just the right angle to bring me into this field and spring
your trap before I could smell all the corpses.”

The vampire clapped in mock celebration.
“Bravo. An astute observation in hindsight. Especially for a filthy
animal.”

Mickey pointed at the vampire who had led him
to his capture. “Let’s go. I’m curious how many of your little
friends I have to kill to get to you.”

“No one’s dying tonight,” the vampire
replied. “Not even y—”

Before he could finish the thought, Mickey
lunged at him with claws outstretched.

Two dozen arrows hit him in the head and neck
before he could reach his target. He landed on the ground in front
of the lead vampire and began furiously ripping the arrows out. A
knife blade dug into his back and sent a shock through his
body.

It was a silver blade.

Three of the vampires pounced on his back and
stabbed him with their silver knives again and again. None of the
blows were lethal, but they were damaging enough. He struggled to
throw his attackers off, but each wound robbed more of his
strength. One of the vampires, apparently caught up in the
bloodthirsty glee of the moment, stabbed him in the back of the
skull.

Mickey’s world went black. The last thing he
heard was the head vampire scolding his underling: “Never stab it
in the skull. You might ruin it.”

* * *

Mickey awoke in a dark pit to the sound of
vampires cheering above. As soon as his eyes opened, a dark brown
werewolf tackled him and bit into his shoulder. Without thinking,
he shifted into his werewolf shape and easily snapped the neck of
the smaller werewolf, then ripped its head off with a triumphant
howl.

He staggered to his feet and struggled to see
the crowd that chanted his name. At least he thought it was his
name. He was having difficulty remembering most things, so they
could have just as easily been calling him “mongrel.”

And they were.

The burning sting of silver-tipped arrows dug
into his back. When weakness set in, a group of vampires descended
upon him and beat him into unconsciousness.

He awoke hours later, still in his werewolf
shape. The room was pitch black and his wrists were bound by heavy
chains. Two other werewolves sat against the wall, similarly bound
to the stone floor with chains. Though he couldn’t remember his
name, where he came from, or even how to talk, he was sure of one
thing: he did not accept being chained.

He pulled on the chain attached to the heavy
shackles binding his arms. It was bolted to the stone floor. The
other werewolves mumbled some protest. His reply came in the form
of a snarl. He began to pull on the chains. The others protested
further but he paid them no mind.

The metal began to creak and groan. In the
darkness, the sound of iron stretching and bending echoed. The
werewolf strained his mighty muscles and they proved to be mightier
than his bonds. The chains ripped free from the floor.

The two wolves who had protested his attempt
to escape now begged for his help. Ignoring them, he went to work
on the door, straining and growling until he bent the rusty lock
just enough to pop the door open.

He rushed up the stone stairs, not knowing
what he might find. Along the way, his brain slowly began to piece
together his existence.

“Mickey,” he thought. “Me Mickey.”

His only other thought on his way up toward
the light was the strong desire to kill any and everything that
crossed his path.

The door at the top of the stairs opened just
as he reached it. He spread his claws and prepared to eviscerate
the unlucky vampire behind the door.

Instead of one of his vampire tormentors,
however, he found himself looking into the eyes of one very human
little boy. He froze. Memories popped and buzzed in his injured
brain. The image of a small boy bathed in his mother’s blood at the
feet of a giant black werewolf brought a whimper from the monster.
Was the child before him as scared as he had been?

His black fur receded as he shrank back to
his human form. Vampires were silently gathering behind the boy at
the top of the stairs.

Mickey’s eyes stayed fixed on the child. He
took a step back down the stairs and spoke. “No hurt boy.” Forming
words was still difficult, but some things were slowly coming back
to him.

The vampires looked at each other in
confusion. One of them grabbed the child and held him by his
throat.

“Get back in the cell, animal. Or the boy
dies.”

With a whimper, he allowed the vampires to
lead him back to the cell and bind him with a new set of
chains.

He couldn’t tell how long things went on that
way. The vampires would throw him into a pit to fight another
werewolf, then stab and beat him unconscious and lock him up again
after his inevitable victory. When he wasn’t fighting, they
tortured him with fire and silver. If he tried to rebel, they would
bring in the child and extinguish his spirit.

When they tired of him winning so quickly,
they would do things to make it more challenging, like ripping out
his claws or blinding him with metal spikes. He always healed
eventually.

The vampires moved from place to place every
few days, but Mickey’s keepers always found a nice, dark dungeon in
which to bind him.

Days and weeks turned into months. Eventually
they stopped traveling and made a permanent home. Vampires would
flock to the underground pit to watch werewolves fall to the great
red-eyed black beast.

For nearly three years, Mickey was the main
attraction in the vampires’ bloody exhibition. He showed no mercy
and rarely spoke.

After a particularly bloody match in which he
killed three young werewolves, there was a commotion in the stands
above him. The freshly decapitated bodies of a dozen vampires
landed inside the bloody pit. The crowd scrambled to get away,
revealing six werewolves making their way to the pit as a tornado
of slashing claws and flesh-rending bites.

Mickey stood motionless, watching the scene.
It didn’t seem real. He felt like he should know the werewolves who
were coming to his aid, but he could still barely remember his own
name.

A voice called out over the screaming crowd.
“Don’t just stand there, boy. Help us kill our way outta here.”
Though it was filtered through the monstrous vocal chords of his
werewolf throat, William O’Connell’s voice was unmistakable.

A memory flashed in Mickey’s head. He saw
himself laughing and fighting with a loud, boisterous man with a
ridiculous mustache.

“Old… man?” he asked.

The werewolves made it down to the heavy iron
bars around the fighting pit. O’Connell looked much the same as in
Mickey’s vision, save for the fact that he was shifted to his
wolfman shape instead of his full werewolf form. He was smaller
than the fully shifted werewolves, but still nearly seven feet in
height. His fancy clothes were all intact, though stretched to fit
his larger, hairier frame. An unlit cigar danced between his
fangs.

The other werewolves struggled with the door.
O’Connell shooed them away and ripped away the metal lock with a
snarl.

“Yeah, it’s me, boy. You are a hard son of a
banshee to track down. Now let’s get out of here—they’re rallying
their troops as we speak.”

Mickey smiled. “Y-yes. O…O’Connell. Go.”

O’Connell stared at Mickey. Red fury built in
his normally calm, cold eyes. “What the hell did they do to you,
boy?”

Mickey tried to speak again, but searing pain
shot through his head. He grabbed the back of his skull to try and
quell the agony.

O’Connell spun him around and touched the
scar on his head. “Those sons of bitches stuck you in the head with
silver.” He turned to the other werewolves and snarled. “New plan,
boys. We kill every goddamned vampire in this place.”

A grayish-brown werewolf spoke. “There’s at
least a hundred of them that look like fighters, and we’ve lost the
element of surprise. Ain’t that a suicide mission?”

“Aye,” said O’Connell with a laugh. “It would
be. But not with him on our side.” He pointed over his shoulder at
Mickey. “How about it, lad. You up for a fight?”

Mickey nodded. “Fight.”

The regrouped vampires began to pour into the
stadium seating above the werewolves. Four dozen of them circled
the pit with bows drawn and arrows notched.

A single vampire stepped forward. He had the
appearance of a thin young man in his late teens, but his voice was
full of hate and power. “The animals came to rescue their friend.
Color my heart warmed. But I don’t think you gave this enough
thought. Now you’re all going to die.”

Another vampire shoved the prisoner child
into the leader’s grasp. He picked the child up and placed his
sharp nails over its throat. “Stand down, animal, or the child
dies.”

O’Connell laughed. “What child?”

Mickey fell to a knee, bowed his head, and
shifted to his human shape.

The archers released their arrows, striking
Mickey’s rescuers in their heads and necks just as they had done to
him years earlier. Scores of vampires streamed into the pit and
began hacking away at the injured werewolves with swords and
axes.

O’Connell ripped out the arrows and fought
off a handful of vampires with little effort, but the other five
young werewolves quickly fell.

The old werewolf grabbed Mickey by the throat
and lifted him to his feet. “I don’t know why you even care, but
that ain’t no human child. It’s that vampire’s familiar. It’s
probably older than you are.”

Mickey didn’t speak. He kept his mouth shut
tight as tears streamed down his face.

O’Connell kicked away an advancing vampire
and took a shiny metal pin out from a leather pouch on his arm. “I
don’t know what they did to you exactly, but I am sorry for what
I’m about to do. This makes me no better than them, but we’ll both
die if I don’t do it.”

He spun Mickey around and plunged the pin
through the scar and into his skull. White-hot pain flooded his
head as it had the night he was captured. The pin was silver.

Mickey’s hands and eyes twitched with each
twist of the pin. He opened his eyes, but his vision came and went.
When the pain finally stopped, he turned around to find O’Connell
fighting off a dozen vampires.

He rubbed the injured base of his skull and
grumbled, “O’Connell, what the fuck did you do, you arse?”

The old man pushed away a group of vampires
and wiped his bloody chest. “Something very, very bad.”

Mickey started to laugh, but snarled instead.
His body shifted without his consent. His nails lengthened along
with his bones as black fur covered him again. This time, the
transformation was different. His memories were returning, and all
he could feel was rage; pure, unfiltered, indiscriminate rage.

He knocked O’Connell to his back and tore
through the vampires like paper. He threw the bodies of their
fallen comrades at them and then tore them to shreds.

The head vampire tossed the child at his feet
and fled.

The sympathy Mickey had held for the child
was completely gone. The scent of vampire was all over him. He
could see him for what he was: a centuries-old human familiar in
the guise of a child. The boy pulled out two silver daggers and
plunged them into Mickey’s knee.

“I should have cut your brain out the first
time you broke your chains,” the child-thing said.

The beast plucked the knives out of his
flesh. The familiar took advantage of his injured leg and ran for
the exit, moving with inhuman speed. The werewolf ignored his
injury and bounded after the child, pursuing him up the stairs to
the top of the seats. He followed the familiar up a long stone
tunnel. He vaguely remembered being dragged down the same tunnel
nearly a year earlier. It was the last time he had tasted fresh
air.

The passage ended at a wooden door. The
familiar passed through it and slammed it shut. With a single
punch, the werewolf destroyed the door. He leapt through the
opening and landed in what looked like an ordinary farmhouse.
Instead of the host of vampire warriors he expected, he found a
room full of the dagger-wielding child familiars led by the one he
had tried to protect on countless occasions.

James Michael “Mickey” O’Rourke might have
found a way to best the familiars without killing them. He might
have even decided not to fight them at all. He probably would have
shown them mercy because they still looked somewhat like
children.

Unfortunately for them, Mickey was no longer
there.

In his place was the Black Beast.

There was no mercy.

 


 


 





Chapter 13

 


“So, that is your story, priest? My, what a
sordid tale,” Lucifera said.

The priest wept in the passenger seat,
holding the roughly applied bandage on his chest with one hand and
his forehead with the other. “I would have told you. You didn’t
have to rip it from my mind.”

“True,” she said, “but that also would have
been far less painful.”

Lucifera pushed the Corvette to its top speed
down the highway without using the headlights. She weaved around
the few cars they encountered so quickly that they barely realized
they had been passed. As she drove, she stared intently at the cars
traveling in the opposite direction.

Shortly after midnight and just south of
Memphis, Tennessee, she spotted her wolf heading east in an old
minivan. She slammed on the brakes and maneuvered the car through
the grass area separating the westbound and eastbound lanes and
sped after him. Within a minute, she caught up with the minivan and
swerved in front of it, driving them both off the road and to the
shoulder.

Mickey leapt from the driver’s seat and
shifted slightly, growing claws and longer fangs than he already
had. He locked eyes with Lucifera. After being apart for several
days, he normally greeted her with a passionate embrace. Instead,
he stood there with his eyes full of fury. It was not the first
time she had seen that fury, but it was the first time she had ever
seen it directed towards her.

Lily and Christopher stepped out of the
van.

Lucifera dragged the priest out of the car by
his collar. She tossed the injured man at Lily’s feet.

“Hello, Lily,” she said, quite cordially. “So
nice to see you again.”

“Vampire.” Lily was far less friendly.

“You may want to have a talk with this human.
He has been a very naughty man. You and Christopher take him and go
save Robyn.”

Lily snarled and shouted, “If you think for
one second that—”

“Lily,” Mickey said. “Just do it.”

She glared at him for a moment, then grabbed
the priest and dragged him into the van.

Christopher stepped out of the way, but faced
Lucifera. “She’s alright? Robyn’s okay?”

Lucifera nodded. “She lives, but she will not
see the sunrise unless we act. The priest will show you exactly
where she is. Feel free to torture him if he does not cooperate—or
even if he does.”

“Got it,” he said.

“Hey, Pinkie,” Lily yelled from the van, “you
heard the cadaver queen. Let’s get shaking.”

“Pinkie? Why do you call me… oh.”
Christopher’s face fell when he noticed Lily waving her pinkie out
the window. Leaving the door open, he climbed in the van and looked
back to Lucifera and Mickey. “Aren’t you coming?”

“Go. We will be along momentarily,” she
said.

The unlikely trio of werewolf, vampire and
priest pulled back onto the road and sped away toward
Birmingham.

“So, I can’t help but notice you’re holding
your sword,” Mickey said. “That have anything to do with the three
years or so worth of lost memories that just popped back into my
head?”

Lucifera looked down at her hand. She gripped
the sword firmly. The werewolf had seen the weapon in her hand many
times and knew she rarely carried it if she didn’t intend to use
it.

“Do you remember what I said the first time
you wanted to fight me?” she asked.

The werewolf nodded. “That was a long time
ago, but yeah. You said I wasn’t worthy.”

“That has changed,” she said. Then she struck
at his throat with the blade.

He leapt backward, barely avoiding the
dangerous strike.

“You okay, darlin’? You seem a little slow.”
Mickey stalked around her, his claws growing a bit longer.

“I have never felt better,” she lied.

She charged him with blinding speed, raining
thrusts and slashes on his torso. The first few strikes landed
glancing blows, but finally he delivered a punch to her abdomen,
knocking her back toward the woods.

She landed gracefully on her feet, refusing
to acknowledge the pain from his blow. He had cracked at least
three of her ribs. She was fortunate to have rolled with the
punch.

Mickey touched the bloody cuts on his torso
and stalked toward her. “Quit playing around. If you’re going to
fight, then fight.”

She pointed the blade at his head. “I will
say this once and only once, wolf. Come at me with everything you
have. If you can kill me, then I do not deserve to live.”

“I’m game,” he said. He rushed her with claws
and teeth bared. She sidestepped and struck toward his neck. It was
a killing blow. In the five hundred years that she had used the
cursed Muramasa sword, she had dealt the same blow to countless
enemies. Without fail, all of them had fallen. She would miss her
wolf, perhaps more than even she could imagine, but he would curse
her for showing him mercy in a true fight.

The blade traveled on a path that would lead
it through Mickey’s neck. Anything in its way would be cut. Such
was the horror of the sword crafted by a madman.

As the metal touched the flesh of his neck,
Mickey grabbed Lucifera’s hands, stopping the sword in mid stroke
as it barely cut into his skin.

Lucifera gasped.

He wrested the sword from her hands and
tossed it to the ground, then lifted her up by the throat and
slammed her against a tree. She clawed at his arms and kicked his
body, but it was no use. There could be no mistaking it; the
werewolf was far stronger than she was in her current state.

“What the hell did they do to you?” he
growled.

“Kill me,” she said.

The werewolf did not reply.

“I am your lesser, wolf. You have no reason
to pretend otherwise. End it.”

“What are you talking about? Earlier it
felt…” he paused. She couldn’t read his expression, but it seemed
like there may have been tears in his eyes. “It felt like I lost
you.”

“Novafeltria stripped me of much of my power.
I am barely stronger than a human. The vampire equivalent of an
infant. The power and influence I held over you is gone.”

“What influence?”

“You remember things now, do you not? Things
from your past that you had long forgotten. Things I kept buried in
your mind with my power.”

The look of betrayal on his face stung
her.

“Buried? Why?” he asked.

She struggled to speak through his tightening
grip on her throat. “Because you asked me to.”

His eyes widened and his grip loosened
slightly.

“You were afraid the power of what you called
the Black Beast would consume you. If you did not remember it, you
would not become it. That was your reasoning. Your plan worked for
nearly two hundred and fifty years.”

“And what of… the woman?”

A bittersweet smile crept into Lucifera’s
face. “Ah, yes. Victoria. Your true love. That was your doing. I
only suppressed your memories of being taken by the vampires and
becoming the monster. You tapped into my power through the mark we
shared and purged your memories of her yourself. The reason is
known only to you.”

“Is that all?” he snarled.

“No. I also used my influence over you to
compel you to remain loyal to me. I manipulated your will ever so
slightly because…”

“Because?”

“It doesn’t matter, now.”

His grip tightened once again and he pushed
her harder against the tree. “Why?” he demanded.

“Because I didn’t want to lose you.” She
regretted the words as soon as they had left her lips.

The growl started low. It would have been
barely audible to human ears, but she heard it well. His red eyes
began to glow. As the growl grew louder, the red flame in his eyes
burned brighter. His heartbeat quickened even as his flesh
quivered, signaling the impending transformation.

He drew back his fist, but Lucifera’s eyes
remained on his anguished face. She had seen him gravely injured
before, but she had never seen him in such pain.

“It feels like I’m losing control,” he
growled, “like there’s a monster inside that’s even worse than the
one I already am. And it doesn’t care who my friends and lovers
are. If I shift all the way, I might not come back. The worst part
is, I ain’t sure that would be so bad.”

In her present state, he could crush her with
a single blow and they both knew it.

With a howl, he let fly a horrific punch. For
a human, it would have happened in a flash, but time slowed to a
crawl for the vampire.

Lucifera could not stop the blow even if she
tried. His hand traveled toward her face, propelled by muscles
capable of uprooting the very tree he held her against.

The vampire thought back to their first
encounter. The werewolf had been brash, irreverent, and utterly
obnoxious. Over the years he had proved his loyalty more times than
she could count. She had found comfort in his arms and in his
bed.

The fist drew near, but she kept her eyes
open. She had known what would likely happen when she decided to
track the wolf down. If this were to be her death, she would accept
it with eyes wide open, taking solace in the fact that she had been
with the one she treasured the most at the end.

His hand traveled past her face and smashed
into the trunk of the tree just above her head. The blow cracked
the oak, sending a split up the length of the tree. The weight of
the branches pulled it apart, sending the top thirty feet of the
tree falling to the ground in two pieces on either side of the
werewolf and vampire.

Mickey ripped his fist free and kept her
pressed against the remaining part of the tree.

“You manipulated me to ensure I would stay
with you. Why?” he asked.

Lucifera was surprised the werewolf had not
decapitated her, but his question surprised her more.

“Your company pleases me,” she replied. “Your
blood pleases me more,” she added with a smile.

Mickey returned her smile. He reached up and
grasped the top of her dress. The crimson fire in his gaze faded,
leaving the natural red irises in its place. His body no longer
quivered on the verge of shifting into werewolf form. He seemed to
be returning to himself. Still, his steel grip on her throat kept
her pinned to the tree.

“You can lie to me and lie to yourself all
you want, but I know the truth.” He pulled the top of her bodice,
sliding it slowly down the front of her body. Her breasts bulged as
the fabric stretched to accommodate them, barely. Just before they
would have spilled over the top of the material, the werewolf
stopped.

His gaze rested on her chest. Lucifera winced
and looked away. She knew exactly what he was looking at.

“Claim you kept me as a toy. That’s fine. It
ain’t like I haven’t enjoyed the ride,” he said. “Savor my blood. I
give it freely. I know what it does to a vampire. Say whatever you
want about why you keep me around, but there is one thing you are
afraid to admit, even with death licking on your earlobe.”

He dragged a finger up between her breasts
and touched the only blemish on her alabaster flesh: a pink scar
directly over her heart. “I died, and you saved me. This was my
wound and you made it your own and brought me back. There’s a word
for that, babe, and it ain’t bloodlust.”

She tried not to imagine the horror she had
felt at finding his bloodied corpse in the dungeon of the vampire
Emil, but the image haunted her still.

He released her throat and pulled her close
to him. He kissed her lips and her neck, nibbling at the flesh just
hard enough to draw a little blood.

Lucifera hesitated. She had wanted to die.
She had fully expected to die by his hand for her actions.

“Wolf,” she said, “I am…” The word stuck in
her mouth. She didn’t want to say it. She would have given anything
not to admit to what she was about to say. “I am afraid. I cannot
explain it, but part of me wanted to die.”

“I know,” he said. “For the first time in
your life as a vampire, you feel weak. And you thought it was
better to die than feel that way.”

She struggled to hold her warrior demeanor in
place, but the shell cracked. Blood-stained tears streamed down her
cheeks.

“You are the strongest being I have ever
met,” he said, “and that has nothing to do with turning into a bat
or shot-putting a car. If the gods themselves decided to pit their
wills against yours, my money would still be on you.”

She laughed. Before she could reply, he
kissed her again.

“It is wrong that I find the fact that you
were secretly unhealthily obsessed with me incredibly sexy?” he
asked.

“Yes,” she replied.

The werewolf shrugged and reached for her
dress with one thought in mind.

She stopped his hungry hands and reached up,
slowly unfastening the buttons.

“If I am going to live, then I might need
this later,” she said.

“I care,” he lied.

For the moment, everything else in the world
faded away. She took her time, lingering as she undid each button
of the slinky black dress. Her wolf stood somewhat patiently,
watching with obviously growing anticipation.

“I once ripped a vampire in half just for
looking at you—while you were talking. And he wasn’t even looking
at your chest,” he said.

“I once killed a human female I caught
looking at your derriere as you walked by,” she replied.

She removed the dress, revealing smooth, pale
skin that nearly glowed in the moonlight. The werewolf growled and
reached for her. She slapped his hand away.

“Now, now. If you are concerned about losing
yourself to the beast, you must practice self control, good sir
werewolf.” She laughed, then turned around in the grass wearing
only a pair of black, lace-frilled panties. She folded her dress
neatly and bent at the waist, placing it on the ground.

“Self control. Right,” he growled.

She turned back to face him and he bit his
tongue, drawing blood. Then he kissed her again.

When their tongues touched and she tasted his
blood, Lucifera let out a whimper. When she had first tasted it
centuries before she was a powerful master vampire. Then it had
been frightening in its potency. Now, she had barely a fraction of
that power and the sensations overwhelmed her.

She barely noticed that the werewolf was
kissing her with his hands by his sides, displaying remarkable
restraint on his part.

Lucifera grabbed a handful of his bushy hair
and dug her nails into his left ass cheek as she ground her naked
body against him.

“What about self control?” he asked.

She took a deep breath that her unliving
lungs did not need and looked at him through glowing green eyes,
drunk with stolen energy.

“Fuck me,” she replied.

As the werewolf hastily undressed, Lucifera
bit into his neck. She took a drink but had to stop quickly,
already dizzy from the powerful blood.

Mickey embraced her and bit into her
shoulder, barely breaking the skin. She felt him grow hard and
press against her thigh. She moved her leg, brushing against him
ever so gently.

He grabbed her left breast with one hand and
raked the claws of the other down her back.

She rubbed her leg against him a little
faster and felt him shudder.

Suddenly, he surged forward and pushed her to
the ground. He crouched over her on his knees, panting.

“Are you in a hurry, vampire?”

Before she could reply, he buried his face
between her legs and licked her womanhood from the bottom all the
way up.

The two-millennia-old vampiress could only
reply with a groan, and that fact clearly pleased the werewolf. He
slipped his tongue inside her, then settled on her clitoris,
licking like he was thoroughly enjoying himself.

Lucifera’s hands and feet tingled and she
felt the pleasure growing. She kept taking in deep gasps of
unneeded air. She grabbed the wolf’s hair and pulled his face up so
she could look into his eyes. “What part of ‘fuck me’ did you not
understand?”

Without a word, he moved up her body and slid
slowly inside her. He moved in and out and she let out a sigh. She
couldn’t remember when she had last felt so very human.

He kissed her neck as his thrusts grew
faster. She caressed his back as her own pleasure threatened to
explode. She ripped gashes across his back with her nails and his
orgasm erupted inside her.

“Blood,” she demanded, and bit into his
throat again, taking a drink and feeding off both his blood and his
pleasure. When the throes of his orgasm began to fade, hers hit.
She cried out, spilling a mouthful of blood as her body spasmed
with pleasure and pulled the last bits of his hot seed from
him.

They collapsed in the grass facing each
other.

“Face it, vampire,” he said with a growing
smile, “you love me.”

She groaned, unable to stifle her own smile.
“Perhaps it would be best if you decapitate me now.”

Applause from near the highway interrupted
them. Three disheveled teens smoked cigars and gave them a standing
ovation. Lucifera wondered if they were good Samaritans stopping to
aid an injured motorist, or if they’d been looking to steal her
already stolen Corvette.

It didn’t matter.

Mickey stood up and growled, letting the red
fire fill his eyes. The three young men screamed, jumped in their
old sedan, and sped away.

“It seems like we’re forgetting something,”
Mickey said.

Lucifera elegantly retrieved her panties from
the branches of the broken tree.

“There is the small matter of a master
vampire with newly acquired godlike power, his hulking lackey with
the ability to suck away the life of any vampire it encounters, and
the imprisoned human who could lead those two to something that
would make the situation a thousand times worse.”

“No. That’s not it.” He snapped his fingers.
“I remember.”

“What?”

“Round two,” he growled. Then he tossed away
her panties and pulled her back to the ground as she giggled.




Chapter 14

 


The vampire Nash stood outside the Romana
mansion in the Shadow Hills neighborhood of northern Los Angeles.
He was wearing his favorite black suit—the one he always wore to
funerals. He alternated between checking his watch and observing
the front of the house.

Lucifera had said forty-eight hours. At hour
forty-five, he verified that the package he had sent per her note
had been received in Birmingham. By hour forty-six, the remaining
five vampires at the estate had been sent out of the city and told
to disappear until contacted.

At forty-seven hours and fifty-two minutes,
the vultures arrived.

Nash paid little mind to the two vampires
walking up the road to the house. They sauntered up lazily and
stood on either side of him.

“Well, if it isn’t Lucifera’s right-hand
man,” said the one in jeans and a tuxedo jacket.

“He must not have heard the news about his
master,” the other vampire replied.

“I bet you’re right. He looks confused. Word
travels fast in the underworld. Master Novafeltria took Lucifera’s
power somehow. She’s no stronger than a youngling. He let her go so
he could chase her down and kill her slowly.”

The other vampire laughed and fiddled with
the top of his orange mohawk. “A well-deserved death, I’d say.
Don’t you agree, Mr. Nash?”

The silent giant removed his pocket watch and
checked the time. Five more minutes.

“Haven’t you heard, Ollie? He doesn’t talk.”
The tuxedo-wearing vampire stepped in front of Nash. He had to look
up to see the massive vampire’s chest. He paused for a moment, then
took out an oversized survival knife and cut off the end of Nash’s
five-hundred-dollar tie.

Nash put the watch back in his pocket and
resumed observing the house.

“I don’t know, Arthur, it looks like he’s
dumb and stupid,” Ollie said. He leapt forward and punched Nash in
the face.

Nash’s head turned slightly with the blow,
but he never took his eyes off the house.

Arthur swung the knife and cut a deep gash
across Nash’s cheek.

Still the giant did not acknowledge the wound
or even the two vampires’ presence.

Arthur began strutting in a circle around
Nash, speaking into the knife like a microphone. “Here’s the deal.
Ollie and I have been around here for nearly a century, but we
steered clear while Lucifera was around. I hear Novafeltria has no
interest in taking Lucifera’s land, so we figure there’s nobody
better than us to take over. You are welcome to stay and be our
little house monkey, of course.”

Ollie laughed like a madman.

Nash checked the watch again. Three minutes
left.

“What the hell do you keep checking your
watch for? The bitch ain’t coming back.” Arthur grinned and shoved
the blade forward, stopping a hair’s width from Nash’s throat.

Nash put the watch back in his pocket. His
gaze drifted upward and stopped, not on the house, but on the
knife-wielding vampire.

Arthur pressed the tip of the knife against
Nash’s neck. “What are you going to do? Shun me?” He laughed, and
Ollie laughed harder.

In a blur of movement that neither vampire
could follow, Nash grabbed Arthur’s knife hand, crushing flesh and
bone, against the weapon in his monstrous grip. He twisted the arm,
breaking the shoulder joint and leaving it connected to its owner
by only skin and ligament.

Arthur opened his mouth to scream, but Nash
moved behind him and tore his head off his body before he could
make a sound.

It took Ollie almost a full second to
comprehend what was happening. When he finally figured it out, he
ran.

Nash calmly retrieved the knife from Arthur’s
mangled hand and hurled it end over end toward the retreating
vampire. The blade connected, embedding itself to the hilt in the
back of Ollie’s head. The vampire fell.

Nash walked ten paces from his original spot
to where Ollie’s twitching body lay. He plucked the knife out, then
used it to saw off Ollie’s head.

He gathered the four vampire pieces from the
front lawn and tossed them to the roof of the mansion. He so hated
leaving a mess.

At the forty-eight hour mark precisely, the
explosion he had set rocked the house. As planned, the electrical
system “failed” and started a fire that quickly spread through the
first floor. With the house’s foundation severely weakened by the
explosion, the walls of the man-made cavern over which the house
was built crumbled, releasing a pocket of natural gas. The gas met
the blazing fire and exploded, scattering debris a hundred yards in
every direction and reducing the house to a pile of flaming rubble
over a rapidly filling sinkhole. The entire process took five
minutes longer than Nash had anticipated.

For a moment, he wondered if the human bodies
he had strewn throughout the house would even be found. Maybe the
wealthy neighbors could call in enough favors to keep the event
from becoming a lead story on the news. It did not matter. Nash had
taken care to ensure that the destruction of the Romana estate
appeared to be a horrible, unfortunate, natural disaster, just as
Lucifera had instructed.

Nash did not wonder if Lucifera was still
alive. He was certain that she was. The true question was whether
or not she would live to see another night.

*****

After the priest confirmed his suspicion as
to Robyn’s location, Christopher pushed the minivan just past the
one-hundred-mile-per-hour mark as they sped toward Birmingham.

“I trusted you,” Lily snarled.

The priest sat in the passenger seat with
Lily behind him. He fiddled with his hands and stared out the
window. Guilt—or at least a reasonable facsimile—oozed from his
person.

“How many times must I say I am sorry, Lily?
Novafeltria was controlling me. I don’t know how or when it
happened, but I was his puppet.”

“You tried to kill me, John. You gathered up
a bunch of disgraced priests and sent them on a suicide mission.
How is that serving the Lord’s will?”

“I couldn’t risk any of you finding the tomb
of the dragon. I had to protect its location at all costs,” he
said.

“No. You were protecting it for your
master.”

“Lily—”

“Tell me, Father, where do unclean things
like Christopher and I fit into your interpretation of the grand
plan?”

McKenzie stared out the window and rubbed the
bloody bandage on his chest. He was afraid to answer the question,
but he feared not answering the furious werewolf more. “Vampires
and werewolves are akin to unclean spirits and demons. They have no
place in the sight of God and shall spend eternity in the
abyss.”

From the look on his face, the priest knew
that his statement hurt Lily far more than the attempted
assassination. “But, Lily, I swear—”

“Not another word or I’ll have your tongue,”
she snarled.

Had that phrase come from her cousin’s lips,
Christopher might have believed the priest’s tongue would be ripped
out. From what he knew of Lily, though, he doubted she would follow
through. A look at her burning red eyes in the rearview mirror made
him reconsider.

“Don’t worry about your tongue,” he added.
“If any harm comes to my sister, I’ll kill you myself.”

“It would appear that I have been a very bad
priest.”

Christopher looked into the mirror and locked
eyes with Lily. The sheer absurdity of the priest’s understatement
was too much for him.

He chuckled.

“What are you laughing about, idiot?” Lily
asked.

Christopher broke into a fit of laughter,
pausing just long enough to say, “Bad… priest.”

“You’ve been around Mickey too long,” she
said. Then she started to laugh as well.

When their laughter finally subsided, the
priest spoke. “I have seen what Novafeltria plans to do. He has a
way to steal vampires’ power and life and add it to his own. He did
this with Lucifera.”

“But Lucifera is—”

“Frighteningly powerful. Yes. She was. But
her strength belongs to Novafeltria now, and she is not alone. He
has likely taken the strength of many other master vampires. Where
we are going,” the priest said, “I will give whatever help I can
give. Before we get there, though, would either of you like me to
perform the sacrament of penance?”

“Confession?” Christopher asked. The old man
seemed sincere, a look of genuine contrition in his eyes. “Not
Catholic.”

McKenzie nodded and looked back over the seat
at Lily, who was staring silently out the window.

“Lily?”

She didn’t reply.

“Why don’t you tell him about Alexa?”
Christopher asked.

She growled, and glared at him murderously.
“I told you—”

“You said not to say a word to Mickey. This
is a priest. An evil priest. A soon-to-be-dead evil priest. I’d say
the secret is safe with him. Right, Father?”

McKenzie nodded.

“Fine,” Lily said. “But you first, Romeo.
Confession time. What’s your story with Alexa?”

Christopher sighed. “Okay. She murdered a man
in front of me when I was a kid and fucked up my head for life. I
spent the rest of my human life dreaming of her and I died a
virgin. I finally met her and we had sex. It was exactly as I
always dreamed. Then she slit my throat and left me for dead. The
end.”

“Damn,” Lily said.

“Yep.”

“You really died a virgin?” she asked.

“Let’s focus,” said Christopher. “Alexa plays
a part in this, but I can’t figure out exactly what it is. That’s
my story. Now, it’s your turn.”

Lily didn’t want to talk about it. That much
was obvious. After a full minute of silence, she spoke.

“I once saw Alexa save an orphanage full of
children. It was in Belgium during the early 1800s. The place was
on fire and I tried to save them, but I could only get to a few.
The flames spread too quickly. She watched me save all I could,
then she rescued those on the second and third floors, moving
faster than I thought possible. When it was over, I thanked her for
saving them. She just stood there, smiling. Then, she kissed
me.

“Understand, I had been with men before. I
was even engaged once, but it never felt right. I thought she was
working some vampire mind trick on me, but she kept her eyes
closed. That kiss was…”

Lily paused, staring out the window into the
dark sky. Christopher hadn’t heard her say so much in the short
time he had known her.

“It was…” she spoke slowly, deliberately. “It
was the first time in my life that I felt free.” Christopher
silently watched in the mirror as she wiped away a tear before it
had a chance to fall.

“She was right. We became lovers after that.
She would disappear at night and feed. I never asked or wanted to
know how she fed and she made sure I didn’t see her evil side. Over
the years we have seen each other occasionally. We’ll spend a week
together and years apart. I have had other lovers, both men and
women, since I first met her, but I cannot deny that I have been
happiest when she is around.

“In my head, I know she’s evil. I know the
things she’s done. But she helped me learn who I am and I cannot
forget that.”

She smiled at Christopher though the mirror,
this time making no attempt to hide the tears.

“Happy, asshole?”

Christopher gave her a brief nod. “So, why
are you hunting her?” he asked.

“Someone is killing master vampires, and she
is one of the oldest I know. After McKenzie called me in to track
her, I knew it was only a matter of time before someone called in
William O’Connell, so I called him myself and tried to lead him
away from her. It seems that she had other plans. She wanted to
find us. And she did.”

“Are you saying we are her puppets?”

“No, but we’re playing roles, and she’s read
the script. What her plan is, I have no idea.” She slapped the
priest on the back of the head. “So, Father, how many Hail Marys of
penance for lust, wrath, and being a monster?”

The priest shook his head. “Just survive, and
I think He will clean the slate.”

They spoke little for the rest of the trip.
Traffic was light and Christopher refused to take his foot off the
accelerator. They entered the Birmingham city limits at two o’clock
in the morning.

McKenzie led them to an odd building down
town. It was a brown brick structure, four stories tall, that took
up a big chunk of the corner of an entire city block. A battlement
adorned the roof with turret towers at each corner.

“Is that a castle?” Lily asked.

“In appearance, yes,” the priest replied. “It
was built in the ’20s by a couple of doctors who bought the land
and decided to go into the apartment management business. We
contracted with the current owner to use it as the unofficial base
for my church operations. All very hush-hush. We eliminated the
homeless from the first floor and set up a makeshift…” He realized
that Christopher was staring a hole through him.

“A makeshift what? Prison? My sister is in
that prison, you son of a bitch. She sent me two clues that she
worked out before you took her. One was a string of numbers:
42333013864748. The ‘42’ is a joke because she knows I love Douglas
Adams’s books. The rest are the coordinates of this place:
33°30′13" North latitude by 86°47′48″ West longitude. How long
before you took her did you set up your little prison?”

“Three weeks. My men followed her daily and
kept those she contacted under surveillance. She told one of them
she was done with her research, so they made their move.”

Christopher nodded. “Robyn is smart. She
notices things most people wouldn’t. I bet she spotted your thugs
and figured out what was going on days or weeks before you tried to
hurt her. She must have tapped into the local real estate networks
and found your base from any odd activity associated with it.”

“I am so—”

Before the priest could finish the next in
his long string of apologies, Christopher slapped him hard,
slamming his head against the window.

“What happens to her, happens to you,” he
said.

They parked a block away and moved through
the shadows toward the building, with Lily pulling the priest along
by his neck. The wind blew hard, shaking trees and bringing an
inevitable storm with it. Rain began to fall in thick, heavy
drops.

McKenzie pointed to a door in the courtyard
that stood at the center of the castle’s floor plan. “That’s the
entrance. There are no cameras or guards outside, but the ones
inside are heavily armed with automatic weapons and sacramental
water.”

They stood outside the door under a small
awning that offered little protection from the rain. Christopher
took the priest from Lily, holding him by the collar.

Lily sniffed at the turbulent air. “Something
is wrong. I smell…”

“What?” Christopher asked.

“Trouble,” she replied.

She kicked the door, splintering the single
bolt lock. It swung open without a hitch. Inside, two men in black
suits lay bloody and broken, ripped nearly to shreds. Their guns
were still in their dead hands.

The inner door was already open. Christopher
released the priest and pushed past Lily.

“Robyn!” he screamed.

Lily made no move to stop him. He would soon
find out what her senses had already told her: there was not
another living soul in the building.

The priest knelt by one of the fallen
guards.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“My duty,” he replied.

He removed a small container and shook a few
drops of liquid onto his fingers. He touched the guard’s forehead
and spoke.

“Through this holy unction, may the Lord
pardon thee whatever sins or faults thou hast committed.”

He patted the corpse’s hand and whispered
something too softly for the werewolf to hear. Then he repeated the
process with the other dead guard.

His manner was that of any concerned priest
attending to lost members of his flock. Only days ago, Lily had
considered the man a friend. She wondered how such a betrayer could
still show such tenderness. “Performing the last rites on the
dead?”

“Being enslaved by a vampire and then rescued
by another vampire tends to change one’s perspective on life and
death,” he said.

“A vampire didn’t do this.”

The priest looked around at the blood on the
floor and walls. “What then?”

“Werewolves.”

The inner door of the castle had been ripped
away by supernaturally strong hands, but the bullet holes in the
lock would have sped up the process. The guards’ guns were still in
their hands, so someone had brought their own firepower to the
party. Werewolves with guns? That certainly complicated things.

Christopher burst back into the entryway and
grabbed the priest by the throat. “Where is she?”

McKenzie struggled against the vampire’s
grasp. “She was in a cell behind that door. She’s not there?”

“She’s not there. She’s not in any of the
rooms on any floor in this building.”

Lily stepped into the inner hall. The cell
door was little more than a metal door fitted with several bolts.
The locks were all broken and the door hung open by a single
remaining hinge.

“Where was she taken?” Christopher
demanded.

“I don’t know,” the priest replied anxiously.
“We knew she was searching for the tomb of the Dragon, but she
wouldn’t tell us anything. Even the vampiress failed to obtain the
knowledge.”

Christopher pushed the priest against the
wall and took a step back. “Lucifera was in her mind?”

“Yes. I used an artifact given to me by the
Holy Order to compel her to do my bidding.” The priest winced.
“Novafeltria’s bidding, rather. She said the girl gave her an
address, but it was obviously a lie. My team had already checked
the building she suggested and found nothing.”

“Your team,” the vampire said, “is splattered
down every hall in this place.”

“With the rain, any scent trail left has been
washed away. Do you have any ideas?” Lily asked.

The priest shook his head. “I don’t
know…unless someone forced her to show them the true location of
the tomb.”

Christopher rushed back down the hall,
leaving the priest behind without a second thought. Lily followed
at his heels. They climbed the stairs to the top floor, then broke
through the security doors to reach the roof.

“Robyn sent me another clue. A phrase: You
think in everlasting days ever he talks for one to only own fear.
It’s a simple code we used as kids. You take the first letter of
each word and it spells the message backwards. Her clue is ‘foot of
the deity.’ But what does that mean?”

Lily desperately scanned the night sky. To
the west were the glass towers of downtown Birmingham. To the
north, more towers and older office buildings. Houses covered the
area to the east. She didn’t really know what she was looking for
until she looked to the south. The rain had stopped momentarily,
giving her a clear line of sight.

“Christopher, what is that on top of the
mountain over there?” she asked.

Over a mile away, spotlights illuminated a
ten-story tower. Atop the tower stood a fifty-foot statue of a man
holding a spear.

“Robyn sent me a postcard with that on it
once. It’s called…” Christopher froze, staring at the statue.

“What’s it called?”

“It’s called the Vulcan.”

“Isn’t he the Roman equivalent of the Greek
god Hephaestus?”

“Technically, Vulcanus or Vulcan came first,
but yeah.”

Lily smacked the vampire on the back of the
head. “Thanks for the lesson, Professor Smartass. He’s a deity, and
I’m guessing he has feet. That has to be where they are taking your
sister. Now let’s go save her.”

Ignoring the steadily falling rain,
Christopher hopped up on the side of the battlement. “What about
Mickey and Lucifera?”

“I’ll take care of that. You go. I’ll be a
couple of minutes behind you.”

The vampire leapt from the rooftop and landed
on his feet five stories below. He broke into a run without
hesitation.

“Vampires,” Lily muttered. Christopher had
seemed like a confused weakling when she first met him. Fighting to
save his sister had turned him into something else entirely.

She rushed back down the stairs to the
entryway, cursing as she ran. Mickey’s cell phone was in her jacket
pocket. She couldn’t be sure, but it wouldn’t have surprised her if
he had left it in the car on purpose.

She found the priest praying over a fallen
man in the hall on the first floor.

“John.” Even looking at him made her sick.
She had known him for nearly twenty years and trusted him more than
most.

“Yes, Lily?” He didn’t look up from where he
knelt by the corpse.

“When Mickey and the vampire get here, I need
you to take them to that statue over on top of the mountain.”

“The girl really figured it out? That’s where
the tomb is, isn’t it? It was right by us the whole time.” He
covered his face with his hands, but Lily jerked his wrist and
forced him to look at her.

“I need you to do this, John.”

“I’d be handing over the most powerful
vampire in the world to the demons. I swore an oath to never let
that happen.”

“The choice is yours. I am going to do
whatever I can to save that girl.” Lily opened the door.

“Lily?”

“Yes?”

“You would trust me to do this?”

“Of course.”

“Why?”

“Because,” she said with a smile, “I forgive
you.”

The priest fought back tears as Lily rushed
out into the storm.




Chapter 15

 


Though her eyes were blindfolded, Robyn knew
she was traveling south. An iron grip held her in place over broad
shoulders. Her “rescuers” had been quick to kill the lights before
opening her cell, so she hadn’t gotten a look at them.

The speed with which they ran made one thing
very clear: they weren’t human.

She judged by the rain and wind blowing
against her and the length of their strides that they must have
been running at nearly thirty miles per hour, and they didn’t even
seem to be going as fast as they could.

Robyn went over her near-encyclopedic
knowledge of vampires. Thirty miles per hour would be easily
attainable, even by a newly turned vampire. Carrying a human might
slow them a bit, but it was still highly plausible. Vampires,
however, were either room temperature or cold to the touch, and the
being that carried her seemed to be running a dangerously high
fever.

There was also the matter of the sounds they
made when attacking her guards. Over the sounds of the gunshots,
she had heard them growl and snarl like feral mammals. Vampires had
been described as making a hissing sound like a snake or cat, but
never growling.

She made a mental note to research the
possibility of the existence of werewolves as soon as possible.

Assuming she lived through the night.

The one carrying her shifted her from his
shoulder and tucked her under his arm, pinning her own arms to her
sides. Then he bounded up what felt like several dozen steps. Then
he began to climb some sort of structure. After several minutes,
they reached the top.

In pouring rain and blasting wind, a
calloused hand clamped around her wrist while another removed her
blindfold. s

“This is the place, ain’t it girl?” The man’s
accent was Irish, though it seemed to be mixed with something far
older.

Robyn opened her eyes, and found herself
looking into the smiling face of a rather disheveled man. From the
lines around his eyes and mouth, she’d have guessed he was in his
late forties. His hair was slicked back, and he had a huge mustache
that resembled a big, hairy, wet dog. He was wearing a pinstriped
green three-piece suit that was thoroughly soaked.

She looked down to see that his fancy black
and white wingtip shoes were planted firmly on a concrete
platform.

When she didn’t reply right away, the man
lifted her off her feet by her wrist and took a step forward. She
looked down and screamed, immediately realizing where she was.
Robyn dangled over a hundred feet above the ground, with only the
man’s iron grip between her and a deadly fall. Directly behind him
on the pedestal of the ten-story tower, the fifty-seven-foot tall
Vulcan statue loomed.

He lifted her up so her face was again even
with his own, but did not pull her back onto the platform. “Here we
are. Foot of the deity. The question is, where do we go from
here?”

*****

Christopher expected to find a group of
vampires at the statue. It stood to reason that Dracula’s tomb
would be of most value to them.

The real question was, what would he do when
he arrived? He sincerely hoped that Lily, Lucifera, and Mickey were
very close behind him.

He toward up the stairs on the northern side
of the park. The facility had been closed for hours, but a few
lights remained on, including the white beacon atop the statue’s
spear.

He scaled the zigzag rows of stairs in less
than a minute. When he arrived at the top of the steps, he glanced
up at the statue and his unbeating heart dropped. Robyn dangled by
her wrist from the statue’s base, held by William O’Connell.

A shot rang out from near the bottom of the
statue’s tower pedestal, and a bullet bounced off the concrete
inches from his feet.

Ghalib stood twenty yards away by the
entrance to the tower, two menacing pistols in his hands. “I could
have put that one in between your eyes. It would not have killed
you, but it would have hurt like hell. Just stay where you
are.”

O’Connell’s voice boomed down like thunder.
“Let him pass, Ghalib. Maybe that’ll speed things up. Your sister
is awfully pretty, boy. She don’t talk much though. Is she kind of
slow? HAR, HAR, HAR!”

Ghalib holstered his guns. Christopher rushed
past him, leaping to the wall of the tower. He frightened himself
by scaling the structure with his bare hands in less than ten
seconds. He grabbed the edge of the pedestal and swung up to the
platform atop the tower.

O’Connell lifted Robyn back over the edge and
tossed her casually onto the middle of the platform between the
statue’s enormous iron feet. “So, where’s the buried treasure,
boy?”

Christopher wanted to go to his sister, but
O’Connell was in between them. “You okay, Robyn?”

“I am physically unharmed,” was her
reply.

“Blimey!” said O’Connell. “She can talk.”

“Have you even looked around for it?”
Christopher asked him.

“Heavens no. This is heaps more fun,” the
werewolf said with a smile.

Christopher’s fist reacted for him,
connecting with a thunderous right cross to O’Connell’s face that
drove the werewolf back against the statue. The vampire smelled
blood and followed up with another punch, then another, and
another. He kept punching the werewolf until the rain washing down
his face was tinted red with blood.

After nearly a full minute, Christopher
stopped. O’Connell still stood, but his face was a bloody mess. His
eyes were closed, and blood streamed down his white dress shirt. It
seemed that only the statue’s support was keeping him on his
feet.

O’Connell coughed and wiped the blood from
his mouth. Then he laughed. “Not bad. I actually felt that. My
turn.”

He grabbed the vampire by the throat and
punched him so hard that Christopher feared his head would be
knocked free from his body. Then he casually tossed him over the
edge.

Christopher did a somersault in the air and
reached out for the only thing that might possibly keep him from
falling over a hundred feet: the rail around the observation deck
below the platform. He grabbed the rail and launched himself back
up, kicking O’Connell in the face.

The werewolf landed next to Robyn. He looked
up with a bloody face and laughed: “HAR, HAR, HAR!”

He stood up and calmly brushed himself off.
Christopher rushed him and landed another barrage of punches.
O’Connell threw a single punch, but the vampire dodged it and
landed several more blows. He used his speed and circled the
werewolf, landing several blows before stepping back out of
reach.

O’Connell threw the occasional punch, but he
hardly seemed concerned with his growing injuries or his inability
to hit the vampire. Most of the wounds were already starting to
heal.

“Well, I’m impressed, boy. I didn’t expect
you to put up any fight at all. I could let you wear yourself out
and then beat you, but I don’t have that kind of time. So…”

The werewolf stood up straight and closed his
eyes. Christopher closed in for another round of punches.

O’Connell let out a roaring laugh, “HAR!” A
blast of power knocked Christopher off his feet. Robyn felt it too
and screamed. Half the light bulbs in the park shattered from the
wave of heat. O’Connell instantly grew half a foot in height and
became covered in a thin sheen of black fur. His face changed
little, though his prodigious mustache now seemed to cover most of
it.

Fangs protruded from his mouth and sharp
claws replaced his fingernails. His bloodstained suit stretched to
its max, but did not rip.

“You should feel honored. I usually don’t
shift to my wolfman shape unless I’m fighting a truly powerful
foe.” The werewolf took out a cigar and somehow managed to light it
in the pouring rain.

“Do me the honor of dying, jerk.” Christopher
winced at his own words. Clearly fighting taunts were not his
forte.

He rushed the werewolf again. This time,
O’Connell easily blocked his punches and landed a blow of his own
to Christopher’s chest. The vampire flew backward, slamming into
the statue.

He coughed up blood, and had to touch his
chest to make sure there wasn’t a fist-shaped hole in it. He barely
noticed O’Connell’s fist flying for his head. He moved at the last
instant and the werewolf punched the statue’s leg, shaking the
entire structure and denting the heavy iron. O’Connell was moving
nearly as fast as the vampire, and Christopher barely dodged
another powerful blow.

A gunshot sounded from below and O’Connell
ducked the passing bullet, turning to look for the shooter.

Lily was rushing up the steps leading to the
plaza at the base of the tower below them, with what looked like
two antique six-shooters in her hands. Before she reached the top,
though, another shot was fired, hitting her and knocking her to the
ground. She must not have seen Ghalib.

O’Connell let out another horrible laugh.

Christopher grabbed his chance while the
werewolf laughed, scratching his eyes with his nails.

The man-beast roared in pain. “You have about
half a minute to do whatever you were going to do, boy. That’s how
long it will take me to heal. After that, I’m going to make you
hurt.”

The vampire punched O’Connell with all his
might and the werewolf staggered backward. Then he leapt and kicked
him in the throat, knocking him back to the very edge of the
platform. He rushed in and punched the werewolf again with every
ounce of strength he had.

O’Connell teetered backward, his arms
flailing to maintain his balance on the edge. His left foot slipped
off the edge, and he wobbled precariously on one leg.

Christopher stepped closer. A single push was
all it would take. His hands neared the blind monster.

The werewolf opened his newly healed glowing
red eyes and winked. “I see you.” A clawed hand clamped down on
Christopher’s right wrist. O’Connell took a step forward to safer
footing and then twisted and threw the vampire from the roof,
sending him hurtling toward the museum building a hundred feet
below.

*****

Lily crouched low and touched her wounded
shoulder. After the shot hit her, she’d dove back down the last
flight of steps. The gunman would have to come to the top of the
stairs and make himself known if he wanted to take another shot.
She knew she had been putting a target on herself by shooting at
O’Connell, but there was no other choice at the time.

She had been about a hundred yards from the
park when she felt O’Connell shift. He had knocked out the
electricity for a full city block.

Lily knew she’d have to shift as well if she
wanted to have any chance of saving Christopher and the girl. She
closed her eyes and willed her body to change, but nothing
happened. Then she realized the wound in her shoulder hadn’t
started healing. Instead, it was burning.

“Don’t bother, Lily. It would take you far
too long to dig that silver out. Just go. This doesn’t concern
you.” Ghalib’s voice rang out from his position just out of Lily’s
sight at the top of the stairs. He was perfectly calm even in the
raging storm.

“Ghalib. I should have known. You never
mentioned you were a shooter.”

The man laughed. “Unfortunately for you, I
never miss.”

“From how bad this slug hurts, I’m guessing
you’re packing, what, .44s?”

“Close. Two Desert Eagle fifty caliber Action
Expresses.”

Lily bit her lip and stuck her finger in the
wound, but could not dig out the slug. “Cute guns. I like mine
better though.”

“Colts? I can’t believe those relics will
still shoot.”

“What can I say? I’m an old-fashioned kind of
girl. How about we toss the guns and go at it with tooth and
claw?”

“You are an alpha and I am not. I prefer my
odds with the guns,” Ghalib replied.

Lily took out a knife and stabbed the wound.
She couldn’t hold back a growl at the pain. After making it bigger,
she was able to dig out most of the silver bullet fragments. The
others were tiny splinters and would take far longer to
retrieve.

“Hollow-points? You really are a bastard,”
she said.

“There is no such thing as a fair fight. You
know that.”

“So, how do we do this? Pistols at ten paces
like in the movies?”

She could hear the man take a couple of steps
toward the top of the stairs. “If you are adamant about fighting
me, then simply stand up and I will shoot you. There is no point
delaying the inevitable.”

Lily pushed herself up into a crouch and
rushed up the stairs. She stood at the top and faced Ghalib. Both
werewolves trained their guns on each other and leapt to the
side.

Before either could fire a shot, Christopher
crashed into the front glass doors of the museum fifty feet
away.




Chapter 16

 


Father John McKenzie did the only thing he
could do: he prayed.

For nearly twenty years he had pursued
vampires wherever the order commanded. His life had been destroyed
by vampires and he took comfort in preventing them from hurting
others.

At least that is what he told himself. That
was the right answer to justify all the violence.

When they shared with him the knowledge that
the mythical Dracula was based upon an actual monster that still
might exist, he swore to find it and destroy it. It was a noble
goal, but Father McKenzie had not counted on becoming the pawn of a
demon.

And now an innocent girl’s life was in danger
because of his weakness. Lily was the strongest being he had ever
encountered before Novafeltria and the female vampire, Lucifera.
Could the werewolf fight both a master vampire and the horror Derek
had become?

The alternative would arrive momentarily, but
would the outcome be any better if Lucifera found the tomb?

“Such is the risk you will have to take,”
came the calm reply.

The vampiress stood inside the castle’s front
door with Lily’s werewolf cousin behind her. He knew she could take
the information from his head if she wanted, but still, he
hesitated.

“Where are they?”

Her question held a thousand implied threats:
Tell me or suffer. Tell me and suffer. Tell me or die. Tell me then
pray to die.

The vampiress gave the priest five seconds.
When he did not reply, she addressed the werewolf: “Mickey, the two
of you have not been properly introduced. This is Father John
McKenzie, former human familiar of Master Aldo Novafeltria of
Madrid, Spain. He ordered his lackeys to kill Lily, he is
responsible for the death of Sylvan, and he tried to kill me.”

The werewolf’s eyes turned bright red and he
stepped closer to the priest. “In that case…”

“Unfortunately, we need him alive.”

Mickey frowned. “How about his arms and legs?
Does he need all of them?”

Lucifera nodded.

“Eyes? Ears?”

“Possibly,” she replied.

“Tongue?”

“We may need him to speak, and that would be
problematic if he is without tongue.”

“Fingers?” he asked hopefully.

Lucifera touched her chin, deep in thought.
“Fingers? Interesting.”

The priest could take it no more. “Stop it,”
he cried. “Enough of your sick little game. I’ll tell you.”

“What game?” Mickey asked. “I’m just
hungry.”

If the statement was a joke, it didn’t show
on the werewolf’s face.

“They went to the statue on top of the
mountain to the south,” McKenzie said. Despite betraying several
oaths with that one statement, his heart somehow felt lighter.

“Wolf, take him there and aid Lily and
Christopher. I will locate Novafeltria.” Lucifera turned toward the
door.

The werewolf grabbed her arm.

“You think that’s a good idea?” he asked.

She stepped back close to him and grabbed one
of his shaggy sideburns. “Do not worry for me, wolf.” In a flash,
her other hand held a sword to his neck. “Do not dare.”

Mickey laughed. “You’re loving this, aren’t
you? That extra bit of danger knowing you just might die.”

“I am now,” the vampire replied.

Then they shared a kiss. The priest was taken
aback by how human it appeared, considering they were monsters.
When the kiss ended, Lucifera disappeared, faster than his eyes
could follow.

“Well, gramps,” the werewolf said, “I can’t
eat you, so let’s go.”

“Are you going to carry me?” the priest
asked.

Mickey looked at him and scoffed.

“No, you lazy bastard.” He paused. “Er…
sorry, Father. I mean lazy priest bastard. We’re taking the
’Vette.”

*****

Christopher lay in the pile of rubble that
was formerly the glass entrance to the park museum. He wondered how
many of his bones had broken in the fall.

He also wondered if it was still called a
fall when one was hurled like a fastball from the top of a tower.
And was that tingling in his hand a good sign, or did it mean some
of his fingers were missing?

His random thoughts were interrupted by an
angel. This ethereal beauty looked very similar to Alexa. She was
dressed quite oddly for an angel, though. Her hair was pulled back
into a ponytail and she wore jeans and a t-shirt that read “I have
the (picture of a kitten) so I make the rules.”

He must have been dreaming.

“Christopher, dear, you must get up,” the
angel said.

He tried to sit up, but his body seized in
pain. The majority of the bones he needed for virtually any form of
movement did seem to be broken. That answered one of his questions.
He lifted a battered hand to the woman. “Alexa?”

“Yes. I am here and this is no dream.”

“Back in the desert, what happened between
us. Why did you—”

“You have far more pressing concerns than
trying to determine my motives. You wish to save your precious
sister, do you not?”

Christopher gasped. The fall must have jarred
his head. He had forgotten Robyn was still at the mercy of the
werewolf.

“I fought O’Connell but he’s too strong.
He—”

“I know O’Connell is here and things seem
like they couldn’t get much darker, but they are about to. Oh my,
yes. They are about to get so much worse.”

A barrage of gunfire sounded through the
rain. It had to be Lily. Christopher tried to turn and look toward
the shooting, but pain held him in place. He lost count of the
shots after the thirteenth one.

When the shooting stopped, Alexa bared her
wrist and held it in front of Christopher’s face.

“Do you know of my power, Christopher?”

He turned away from her wrist and closed his
eyes, trying to forget the sweet ecstasy that was her blood.

“They say you see the future.”

“It is a curse I inherited from my maker,
though my power in this regard has greatly surpassed hers. During
my daytime slumber, visions come to me as dreams. I see birth and
death, trivial occurrences and monumental events. For over one
thousand years, I have seen this particular night.”

“So you know what’s going to happen?”

“Over the years, the vision has changed
slightly. Sometimes the setting changes. Sometimes a few of the
participants are different. Until a few years ago, the only
constant had been the fact that everyone dies.”

Christopher opened his eyes and looked at
her. “What’s the point, then?”

“I had a vision of you before you saw me that
night when you were a child. I could have chosen a different place
to feed, but I went to the theater because of my vision. I wasn’t
sure what would come of it, but I made sure to leave an impression
on you.” Her face grew darker as she placed a fingernail on her
wrist. “After that, the vision of tonight changed.”

“Changed how?”

“Sometimes Lucifera lives. Sometimes the
werewolves. Sometimes they slink away in defeat with barely their
skin. More often than not, most of them die. Whatever happens, you
play a role, and so does your sister.”

“You’re helping me?”

“I care very much for Lucifera. If she is to
die, I want to be the one who kills her and I want her to see it
coming from far away.”

“That’s twisted,” he said.

A beaming smile crossed her face. “Thank
you.”

“How accurate are these visions?”

“I located you and the doggy in the middle of
nowhere two days ago based on a vision.”

“Creepy. So, your blood will heal me and make
me stronger, but that’s not all, is it? It will take more of my
humanity with it.”

“Oh yes,” she replied. “That’s what I’m
looking forward to the most.”

“Fine. Let’s do this so I can go fight
O’Connell.”

Alexa shook her head slowly. “O’Connell is
not here for you or your sister, or that mythical tomb.”

“How do you know?” he asked.

“Because, silly, I’m the one who brought
him.”

Before he could utter another word, she
sliced her wrist and pushed it against his lips.

Christopher tried to protest, but he forgot
everything he was going to say when the first drop of her blood hit
his tongue.




Chapter 17

 


Mickey peeled away from the curb and drove
the car at an ungodly speed through rain that reduced visibility to
near zero.

“Hey, Priestie, can you name this tune?” He
whistled a slow, mournful melody, barely audible over the rain and
roaring engine.

The priest clutched the dashboard and door
handle for dear life as they started up the winding road the led up
the mountain. “That is the most depressing version of the Andy
Griffith theme I have ever heard.”

The werewolf nodded. “You’re good.” Then he
swerved, narrowly missing an oncoming car.

“You’re insane,” the priest cried.

Mickey shrugged. “It’s all relative.”

All the streetlights suddenly went dim. For
an instant, a powerful gust of wind stopped the rain entirely.

The werewolf pushed the car even faster.

“What was that?” the priest asked.

“My lucky day,” Mickey replied. “Looks like
I’ll get a rematch.”

*****

The crash at the front of the museum jarred
both Lily and Ghalib. Neither got a shot off. Lily dove and rolled
closer to the base of the tower while Ghalib slid down the steps
and out of view.

A quick glance up at the top of the tower
revealed O’Connell’s glowing red eyes and smiling face. He held the
girl by the neck with one hand and forced her to wave at Lily like
a rag doll with the other.

She considered taking a shot at his head, but
knew he could easily dodge the slug from that distance.

Ghalib had made his way around to the back of
the tower and now leapt toward her with guns drawn. Lily dropped to
a knee and aimed her Colts. They both opened fire.

Ghalib’s face showed his surprise. It seemed
he had expected Lily to try to evade his shots. He fired wildly,
and out of the thirteen rounds, the only damage was one shot that
grazed her thigh and another that brushed through her long brown
hair.

Lily fired at the same time, but with far
different results. She took ten shots in the same exchange, and
seven of those shots hit Ghalib in the torso.

He hit the ground hard. Five of the shots
that hit him were silver and two were lead. Lily purposefully shot
wild with three other lead slugs just to throw him off. No werewolf
could take that much silver and live.

Lily turned and touched her injured thigh. It
was barely a scratch, but the silver still hurt like hell.

“It is over,” a voice called from behind
her.

She cursed, and looked over her shoulder to
see Ghalib rise to his feet unharmed, with one pistol pointed at
her head. He opened his shirt with his other hand, revealing the
dark blue vest beneath it.

“Kevlar? What kind of werewolf wears a
bulletproof vest?” she asked.

“A living one,” he replied. Then he undid the
Velcro straps of the vest with his free hand and dropped it to the
ground with no apology. “I have great respect for you, Lily. I give
you one final chance. Walk away. I know you have one bullet left.
Before you can use it, I would kill you.”

She closed her eyes and let out a deep
breath, blowing away the rain that ran down her face.

“It’s like you said before, Ghalib. There’s
no such thing as a fair fight.”

She spun and transformed her body slightly,
growing and gaining fangs and claws as she turned.

Her release of power was enough to wobble
Ghalib’s gun as he fired. His shot hit her in the stomach instead
of the heart.

Lily ignored the dire wound, standing long
enough to shoot him in the center of the chest with her last silver
bullet. He looked down at the crimson hole in his body, then fell
backward onto the concrete.

Lily staggered over to where he lay dying and
fell to her knees beside his body.

Ghalib’s breath came in shallow gasps. His
eyes glazed over but he looked up at Lily with a smile, struggling
to speak as his blood poured away in the rain.

“You know, I was honorable once.”

“I’d say you still are. You could have shot
me in the back.”

“I wasn’t always like this. I knew many
honorable werewolves in my day. Do you know where they are?”

Lily shook her head.

“Dead,” he said. “All of them. Either you
abandon your principles to survive, or those without honor will
eventually destroy you.”

She glanced down at her own bleeding
wound.

“I’ll take my chances,” she replied. “You
fought well.”

He smiled and started a laugh that turned
into a cough.

“Good luck to you, Lily. Tell Mickey
something for me. I think he is about to find out the truth, so
tell him that I am sorry for my part.”

“Your part? What do you mean?”

“O’Connell wronged him more than any being
deserves, and I knew about it. Just tell him… please?”

She nodded, and Ghalib closed his eyes for
the last time.

Lily looked up at the tower and tried to
ignore the searing pain in her stomach. She stood and took a step
toward the wall, then fell on her face.

Why did being honorable have to hurt so
bad?

*****

Lucifera stood on the roof of an apartment
half a mile from the statue. She silently observed Novafeltria, the
vampire Sam, and the monster as they stood on another rooftop
nearly a block away. They were patiently watching the fight between
the werewolves and Christopher.

Novafeltria had changed into a new suit. He
used his newfound power to keep it dry despite the downpour. She
wondered just how close he was to mastering his stolen
abilities.

Suddenly, he turned and looked at her. In an
instant, he was standing directly in front of her on the roof. “No
need to be shy, Lucifera.”

The words had barely left his lips when her
sword connected with his cheek. He immediately changed into a dark
mist and re-formed several yards away. A tiny scratch marred the
side of his face. “Impressive. It seems that you still have some
fight in you, even without your master powers.”

She rushed toward him, thrusting at his
throat with the blade. At the last instant he moved, rushing behind
her. “You are fast.” He punched her in the back, sending her
crashing into the brick wall of the stairwell. “I am faster.”

He kicked her sword away and stepped on the
back of her neck, pinning her face down to the roof. “It would be
so easy to kill you, but I want to see the look on your face when I
kill your pet and take the Dragon’s tomb.”

Lucifera did not speak or move.

Novafeltria continued. “I took the liberty of
alerting the elders to your present pathetic state of weakness. The
only question is whether they will send in one of the vampire lords
to raze your estate and kill your servants or simply allow the
other masters to swarm like piranhas and pick clean the bones.”

“Is that what you desire, Aldo? To be a
servant of the elders?” she asked.

“With my power, I shall quickly surpass the
other vampire lords. They will have no choice but to accept me as a
fellow elder.”

The vampiress shuddered under his foot.
Novafeltria knelt down. “There, there, my dear. Do not shed your
tears yet. I will allow you to rejoin your remaining companions on
the mountain and kill you all together.”

She turned her head to the side so she could
look up at him from under his foot, revealing that she was not
crying, but laughing. “That hardly seems fair,” she said.

“You of all people should know that life is
seldom fair, Lucifera.”

“You mistake my meaning. It is unfair for
you. If you were to attempt to fight both myself and my wolf, you
would die without question. The safest course of action would be
for you to kill me here and now.”

He caressed the side of her cheek. “Oh,
Lucifera. Such hollow bravado. How you have fallen, and to think I
looked up to you when I was a young vampire. Did you know I was a
knight in the service of King Alfonso VI? A vampire named Eldrich
turned me as I lay bleeding in the aftermath of the battle of
Toledo in 1085.”

“Eldrich was a weakling and fool.”

Novafeltria moved his foot and allowed her to
sit up.

“I concur. I am sure you recall that he
ordered me to fight you when his coven crossed your path centuries
ago, as I was his most powerful servant. At first I wondered why
you left me beaten and humiliated but still alive after that
battle. Eldrich’s forces had yours outnumbered three to one. Even
after my defeat they should have overwhelmed your vampires.
Instead, your force prevailed. My master retreated, dragging me
with him.”

“I do not require a history lesson.”

“I observed the way you treated your
vampires. I was a slave and a weapon for Eldrich, nothing more.
Instead of servants, your vampires seemed more like…” He paused,
searching for the right word.

“Family,” Lucifera said.

Novafeltria nodded. “Yes. Like family.
Shortly thereafter, I killed Eldrich and took his servants as my
own. As I grew in power, I modeled my coven after yours. I made my
vampires both fear and love me. For centuries, it worked. My power
and influence grew. Then the elders contacted me. They promised me
a position as vampire lord in return for doing their bidding. That
was over one hundred years ago. After you killed Master Vladu for
harming your precious werewolf, they issued their first command.
Would you care to guess what it was?”

Lucifera sighed. “Not really.”

Novafeltria laughed. “Insolent as always.
Actually, the elders’ instruction was simply to kill you. When I do
that, they will grant me the same position of vampire lord they
have offered you many times in the past.”

“How nice for you,” Lucifera said with a
smile. “Now would be the opportune time to accomplish your task.
Why do you hesitate? Do you love the sound of your own voice that
much?”

“I know you have too much pride to do the
smart thing and run, Lucifera. I shall meet you where the werewolf
mongrels and your servants are gathering to protect the Dragon’s
tomb, and slaughter you like a lamb while they watch.”

He stepped to the edge of the roof. “I used
to think one’s allies made him powerful, but I was wrong. The truth
is, one can rely on only himself. I no longer need anyone else.
Tonight, I become a god.”

Then he was gone.

Lucifera stood and picked up her sword. When
she looked back, the others had also disappeared from their rooftop
perch.

Novafeltria was drunk on his newfound power,
but he was learning to control it. Their chances of survival
lessened the more proficient he became. If he fully grasped how to
use his new abilities, there was no hope at all.

The vampiress smiled. She’d forgotten the joy
staring death in the face brought her.

 





Chapter 18

 


“Aren’t you afraid I’ll leave?” the priest
called to Mickey as the werewolf slowly climbed the stairs to the
park.

He looked back at the car. The thought of the
human running hadn’t really occurred to him. The keys were still in
the ignition, though. Maybe he should ask. “Are you going to leave,
priest?”

The man stared the keys and pondered the
question. He bowed his head when he reached a decision. “No.”

“Then shut the hell up. The grown-ups have
some fighting and possibly some dying to do.”

He resumed his trek up the stairs, pausing at
the barrage of gunfire. Lily’s old six-shooters had a very
distinctive sound to them, more like an explosion than a gunshot.
Whatever the outcome of the shootout, it was too late for him to
have any effect, so he continued his slow climb.

Before he reached the top, a final shot
sounded. It came from Lily’s gun. That had to be worth
something.

He stopped on the top step and surveyed the
area. O’Connell was dancing like a madman in the rain at the
statue’s feet, holding what had to be Christopher’s sister. Lily
lay face down next to Ghalib’s corpse.

The front of the museum was a pile of rubble.
Two figures sat on the floor inside the shattered doors.

One was a battered and disheveled
Christopher.

The other was Alexa.

She wiggled her fingers in a friendly wave
and smiled. “Hi Mickey.”

Pain, death and destruction he could handle.
The memory of Alexa playing with his mind and watching him when
he—well, that was something he couldn’t deal with. Not at the
moment.

“You, just… just go away,” he grumbled.

Christopher pulled himself to one knee and
brushed away some of the dust. “Mickey, are you blushing?”

The werewolf ignored the question as best he
could, going instead to see what he could do for Lily. He knelt
beside her and turned her over onto her back. She’d been gut shot.
The stream of smoke and steam coming from the wound meant
silver.

He willed the claws of his right hand to take
form. With far less effort than it usually took, his fingertips
morphed, sprouting the three-inch talons he would need for his
grisly task.

“I can’t believe you only shot him once,” he
said.

Lily’s eyes fluttered open. “I shot him eight
times and missed thrice on purpose. He was wearing a bulletproof
vest.”

Mickey snorted and dug his claws into the
wound, fishing for the silver pieces. “A werewolf wearing a vest? I
didn’t know Ghalib would sink to being such a cheeseball.”

Lily managed a weak laugh. “That’s what I
thought, too.”

He removed one of the silver fragments and
dug into the wound again. To Lily’s credit, she barely flinched as
he rooted around inside her abdomen. He had performed this type of
impromptu surgery on himself many times and knew just how
excruciating the pain was.

Lily groaned. “I’m starting to warm up to the
idea though.”

Mickey pulled out three more pieces. The
steaming stopped and the wound began to scab over before his eyes.
“There. Rest for a while and you’ll be fine. You’re welcome. This
should make up for that time I missed your birthday.”

Lily sat up and clutched her abdomen. “You’ve
missed about a hundred of them. By the way, Ghalib told me to tell
you he was sorry.”

He waved away the statement and growled.
“Details.”

A woman’s scream rang out from atop the
tower. O’Connell danced and sang obscene old limericks while
swinging the terrified girl over the edge. He looked down from his
perch and laughed. “HAR HAR HAR! Mickey! You’re late, boy. Come on
up so you can have a turn with me dance partner. I don’t think she
likes me much.”

“Leave her alone, you monster,” Christopher
shouted. He stood and prepared to rush back up the tower.

Alexa grabbed his arm and held him in place
easily. “No. That is not your fight.”

“I’ll be right up, caterpillar lip,” Mickey
said. He glanced at Christopher and winked. “Willie Mays.”

“What?”

Mickey ignored the question and looked at the
tower, trying to determine whether to climb it or break in and look
for the stairs.

O’Connell twirled the girl again and called
down, “Quit thinking so hard, boy. You’ll sprain that pea-sized
noodle of yours again. I left the front door open for you.”

True to his word, the lock had been ripped
off of the door. Mickey opened it and took a step up the spiral
staircase leading to the observation deck of the ten-story
tower.

“Mickey,” Lily said, “at the diner he hit you
so hard that—”

“I forgot who I was fighting,” he said.
“William cheats, even when he doesn’t need to. He’s always got
something up his sleeves, so the first thing I’m going to do is rip
them off.”

“Be careful.”

He regarded her with a smile. “No.” Then he
began climbing the stairs.

His fingers were already tingling with the
electricity of his impending change. He touched his face where
O’Connell had knocked him out and noted the tiny spots that still
stung. The old werewolf had played his trump card on the very first
draw.

Halfway up the tower, Mickey took off his
jacket and left it under a window. His desire to fight O’Connell
was so strong that the change had begun before he realized it.

Bones lengthened. Skin stretched and split,
then healed. He growled in a mixture of pain and joy as fur spread
over his hands and feet, then covered his body. The sense of power
was always a rush, but this time it was different. He had never
felt stronger or more alive.

His face morphed, losing all traces of
humanity and taking on the appearance of a tiger-sized wolf. As he
rose to his full seven-and-a-half-foot height he realized
something. He could no longer remember exactly what he was supposed
to do when he made it to the top of the tower.

The monster that was formerly Mickey paused.
He recalled an image of a girl, but was he supposed to kill
her?

Yes. That had to be it. He was a killer,
after all.

No. There was something else. Another image
crept into his primitive brain: the loud-mouthed, mustached
one.

O’Connell was his name.

Another image flashed. The mustached man’s
fist collided with his face, then blackness.

The monster snarled.

First he’d kill mustache man. Then he’d kill
the girl.

There was something about the man’s fist in
that memory. Something had caught his attention the instant before
the blow had landed.

The monster shrugged off the thoughts. There
was too much thinking going on. It was time to kill things.

He reached the top of the stairs. A heavy
metal door barred his path. The monster slammed a mighty shoulder
into the door, ripping bolts free from metal and sending it flying
over the railed ledge outside. He stepped out onto the metal
walkway and looked up. For some reason he knew that the girl and
the mustached man were just above him, on top of the tower.

The beast leapt, landing on the platform at
the statue’s feet. It briefly regarded the giant metal thing,
noting that it appeared to be naked save for an apron. Deep inside,
it felt some desire to comment on that fact, but speech was
challenging at the moment.

“There’s me boy,” O’Connell said.

He dropped the girl without a second thought.
She scrambled for a handhold and somehow got a grip on the edge of
the platform in the pouring rain with her eyes closed tightly.

O’Connell threw a lightning-fast punch at the
monster’s face. The beast found it eerily reminiscent of the image
in his head. Again, something about the fist looked out of
place.

He grabbed O’Connell’s wrist, stopping the
blow just inches from his muzzle. He held onto the wrist and lazily
backhanded the wolfman, drawing a spray of blood from his injured
mouth.

“Cheater,” the beast said, quite amused at
his own ability to form words.

He pried open O’Connell’s fingers. Two small
things fell to the floor of the platform. They were shiny, gleaming
in the frequent flashes of lightning.

“Stinky needles,” the monster said. “Smell
like silver.” He raked them over the edge with the claws of his
foot.

O’Connell growled. The sound recaptured the
monster’s attention, and he lifted the mustached man up and slammed
him face-first into the statue’s foot—hard. The old man lay
motionless, his blood streaming down the iron.

The monster grasped the girl’s arm and hauled
her up, bringing her face even with his. She opened her eyes. For a
moment her lips moved as though she were trying to say something.
Then she did what they all did: she screamed.

The scream didn’t bother the monster. He’d
heard thousands of them. Something about the girl’s scent made him
hesitate, though. It was familiar, but not enough to keep him from
eating her.

“Mickey!” a man’s voice screamed from
below.

Mickey? The name stirred something in the
beast. Had that been his name once?

Suddenly he had the overpowering urge not to
eat the girl.

He frowned, as he was very hungry.

The girl finally stopped screaming and
started kicking and scratching the monster with all her might. He
found this most inconvenient. A single blow to her head would stop
that.

Again, he was bothered by the nagging thought
that he shouldn’t kill Christopher’s sister for some reason.

Christopher? Yes. That was the man below who
was still screaming.

The beast suddenly recalled one more name. He
looked down at Christopher. “Willie”—he drew the girl up over his
head—“Mayes.” Then he threw her off the top of the tower.

He chuckled briefly at the girl’s screams as
she flew.

A blast of heat from behind him captured his
attention and prevented him from seeing her land.

“Wrong,” a deep, savage voice boomed.

He turned to find a monster that looked like
a mirror image of himself, except that it was at least nine feet
tall and the black fur of its chest was sprinkled with patches of
gray.

“William O’Connell,” the thing said.

*****

As Mickey opened the door and began his climb
inside the tower, Christopher struggled against Alexa’s grip. “Let
me go! I have to help him save her.”

“You were lucky to live through your first
fight with O’Connell. If you fight him again, you will die,” she
said matter-of-factly.

“I suppose you’ve seen that in one of your
visions.”

“Yes. I have seen you fall to the old
werewolf hundreds of times.”

He stopped struggling. “So I just sit here
and do nothing while my sister is in the middle of a fight between
two werewolves?”

She stared at the top of the tower and
maintained her iron grip on his arm. “Yes.”

Christopher shielded his eyes from the rain
and strained to see anything from above. He could only make out
O’Connell’s form as he continued the grotesque, twisting dance. He
had never wanted to kill another being so badly in his life.

A blast of energy hit him in the chest. Only
Alexa’s hand kept him from falling. “What was that?”

“The doggy took off his collar,” she
replied.

O’Connell dropped Robyn over the side, but
she caught the edge and held on for dear life. Christopher tried to
free himself, but Alexa again held him in place. “Not yet,” she
said.

An enormous black thing stepped in front of
O’Connell. It had a huge wolf’s head on top of a massive furry
body. It was so black that the little light still in the night air
seemed to get lost in its ebon fur. O’Connell’s half-shifted
wolfman form had been horrible enough. Christopher could not get
over the wrongness of Mickey’s current shape. He was surely seeing
something that had never been meant to roam free on this world.

With his newfound powers, he was beginning to
sense those around him more easily. He could feel the presence of
Alexa, Lily, Robyn, and O’Connell. He couldn’t read their thoughts,
but he knew exactly where they were and felt their current
emotional states. He had been able to sense Mickey as well, until
he changed. Now, there was very little of Mickey left at all. The
black thing on the tower was seemingly all instinct and rage.

Christopher didn’t know whether to be
relieved or afraid when the thing slammed O’Connell down like a wet
towel and rescued Robyn from where she clung to the tower. “What is
he going to do to her?”

Alexa shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know,
but you might want to call out to him. He looks hungry.”

He struggled against Alexa’s grasp and
screamed, “Mickey!”

For an instant, the thing looked down at him.
Christopher breathed a sigh of relief.

“Willie,” the monster said, then lifted Robyn
up over his head, “Mayes.” He hurled her off the building.

Alexa released Christopher’s wrist. “Take
care,” she said. Then she was gone.

Christopher ran as fast as he could. Robyn’s
flight carried her down the hill and out over the main front
parking lot. He hurdled bushes and rails and leapt down flights of
stairs, struggling to match her speed and trajectory. If he
misjudged anything, she’d die. And even if he managed to catch his
sister, there was still the matter of keeping the impact from
killing her.

Halfway down the grassy hill, he saw his
chance. He slowed down and jumped ten feet into the air. He caught
her in a bear hug in midair and pulled her so her head was on his
chest. They soared for twenty feet, then crashed to the ground on
the grass a few feet from the parking lot. He managed to land on
his back so his body absorbed most of the impact.

He rolled over and Robyn pushed herself away
from him. She looked bruised and terrified, but otherwise
unharmed.

She rubbed her neck and shoulders for a
moment, then looked at him. “Christopher?”

“It’s me,” he said.

She reached out and touched his face. He
closed his eyes and touched her hand. He couldn’t believe it. She
was finally safe.

Without warning, Robyn shoved her thumb in
between his lips and grabbed his top fangs like a sadistic dentist.
“You’re a vampire?”




Chapter 19

 


O’Connell’s growls drowned out the falling
girl’s screams. “I’m impressed, boy. You figured out the silver
needle bit. It hurts me to hold them like that, but it sure as hell
hurts you more to get hit with them. You’re stronger, too. It feels
good, don’t it?”

Mickey? The werewolf growled at the name, but
it somehow it felt right. Yes. He was Mickey. The monster before
him was O’Connell.

Everything clicked.

“I remember,” he said.

“Oh?” the giant black O’Connell thing said.
“What do you remember?”

“I have hated you for years, but I couldn’t
remember why. Now I do.”

O’Connell stalked around one of the statue’s
legs and poked his head around it. “Do tell.”

“After you rescued me from the vampires and
damn near lobotomized me—”

O’Connell’s laugh and sounded like the roar
of a bear. “HAR! They lobotomized you. I fixed what they did.”

“After you did whatever you did and I lost
control, do you remember what you said?”

The old werewolf did not reply.

“You must have thought I was still out of my
mind, but I heard you arguing with Ghalib. I missed part of the
conversation, but I heard this: ‘…that’s why I let them take him
and that’s why I stirred up his brains meself: to let the monster
out.’”

O’Connell stepped around from behind the
statue. “All it took was one doe-eyed little human cub and you
crumbled like a goddamn piece of kindling. You had too much
humanity in you. It made you weak.”

“You let me think I killed a mission full of
children instead of a bunch of hundred-year-old fiends. When I
vomited up a tiny finger you laughed and congratulated me, you son
of a bitch.”

“I made you strong. The fact that you’re
still alive today is my doing. You think it was that little undead
cunt of yours? HAR! Maybe I’ll slice that pretty face of hers off.
I doubt you’d be so willing to fuck a corpse if it looked like
one.”

The few rational thoughts that Mickey had
going disappeared with O’Connell’s threat against Lucifera. He
lunged at the giant werewolf’s throat.

O’Connell punched him in the face. Blood
flowed from his nose and eyes, but Mickey grabbed the old wolf’s
arm and drove his claws into his throat.

O’Connell grabbed his hand before the blow
could completely remove his throat, but Mickey followed up with a
punch to his head. The two monsters locked into a deadly dance amid
the pouring rain and lightning.

O’Connell tore at Mickey’s chest. As much
blood as rain began to stream down the top of the tower.

Mickey slipped and nearly fell, hanging on to
the edge by his claws. He quickly dragged himself back onto the
pedestal and landed a thunderous punch to O’Connell’s head. The
blow nearly knocked him from the tower, but the old werewolf hit
Mickey with an even stronger blow.

He flew backward, crashing into the statue’s
leg. Bracing his feet against the statue, Mickey sprang at
O’Connell with no humanity left in his roar. He bit O’Connell’s
muzzle, cracking bone and removing a chunk of fur.

O’Connell slashed at Mickey’s throat and bit
his ear, leaving it hanging from the side of his head by scraps of
flesh. He bashed his head against Mickey’s and dragged his fangs
down the smaller werewolf’s jaw. O’Connell roared, finding an
opening. He struck at Mickey’s throat, opening his jaws around the
side of his neck. A single bite and he could sever arteries and
bone alike.

Mickey jabbed the claw of his thumb into
O’Connell’s eye and pulled his head back by the eye socket before
he could clamp down.

O’Connell’s remaining eye grew wide when he
saw Mickey’s teeth go for his throat.

Mickey bit the old werewolf’s neck, ripping
flesh, cartilage, muscle, and vein. Blood exploded into his
mouth.

O’Connell gagged and wheezed for air. He
pushed Mickey into the statue, slamming him against the iron over
and over. He ripped at Mickey’s abdomen with his monstrous claws,
exposing the younger werewolf’s intestines.

Mickey would not let go of his throat.
Instead, he jerked his head from side to side, causing the blood to
flow even more.

O’Connell raked his claws down, tearing away
at Mickey’s flesh, but still he refused to release his hold.
O’Connell punched at his face in desperation, slamming him against
the statue again.

Mickey tightened his hold on O’Connell’s body
and put his feet against the statue. O’Connell guessed his plan and
tried to speak through his torn throat, but could only gasp.

Mickey pushed away from the statue with all
his might, sending both himself and O’Connell over the edge. As
they fell, O’Connell still struggled, punching at Mickey’s face.
Mickey dug his claws in further and waited.

A second before they hit the ground, Mickey
twisted hard, forcing O’Connell’s body underneath his. They crashed
to the muddy ground one hundred and fifty feet below the statue’s
base, with O’Connell absorbing most of the shock.

Mickey rolled off of the old werewolf and
spat out the bloody flesh. He tried to sit up, but the sharp pains
shooting through his entire body dissuaded him from that course of
action.

Blood poured from O’Connell’s unmoving
body.

Lily sat twenty feet away, leaning against
the tower. She finished reloading her guns and replaced them in the
holsters. “Idiot,” she said.

“Nonsense,” Mickey replied. “At the time,
leaping off the top of the tower was the best course of
action.”

“Uh huh. And how did that work out for
you?”

“It feels like the universe chewed me up and
then shat me out into a big pile of rusty razor blades, lemons, and
salt. Thanks.”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” Lily scoffed. Then
she pointed to his abdomen. “You might want to tuck your entrails
in. They’re dangly.”

Mickey looked down and noted with a grimace
that she was right. He pushed the part of himself that was never
meant to see the light of day back inside and pulled the torn seam
of his bloody, furry flesh together. After a few moments, it began
to knit itself back together. He laid his head back down and stared
up at the sobbing clouds. “I hate Mondays,” he grumbled.

“Today is Thursday,” she replied.

*****

Alexa pranced down the street, dancing from
puddle to puddle. Houses lined the street, just teeming with
humanity. Nearly a thousand people were sleeping, laughing, or
fucking away as the sky poured and the monsters quarreled,
completely oblivious to the danger just outside their doors.

Less than a mile away, the real battle was
about to get started.

The vampiress spun around and laughed.

“This will do nicely,” she said.

*****

Father McKenzie sat in the car and stared at
the keys. He could be three states away by morning. He had friends
he could call. He would be fine.

Lies.

By now the order knew something was amiss.
The next morning they would find that his team was dead. Surely the
bodies of the dead priests had already been found in the
desert.

The vampires and werewolves would fight.
Novafeltria would likely kill them all. It was only a matter of
time before he came back to kill McKenzie as well.

Had he been right to tell the vampiress the
secret? It no longer mattered.

He started to cough. Bright red blood
spattered on his hands. He coughed more. The blood darkened. He
coughed so hard that he thought his lungs were about to leave his
chest. Along with blood, small black flakes covered his hands. He
was turning to ash from the inside out. If the vampires didn’t kill
him, the curse of the artifact would.

With his last hope of survival shattered,
some semblance of courage returned to him. The priest opened the
door and began climbing the soaked stairs. His death was coming,
and he’d rather meet it at the top of the mountain than choke on it
in the shadows.

 


*****

Robyn drew her hand back from Christopher’s
mouth. A drop of blood formed on her index finger.

Protruding canines. Deathly pallor to skin.
Incandescent eyes. Sub–sixty degree body temperature. Her original
assessment was correct. Christopher was a vampire.

She preferred dealing with cold hard facts
rather than feelings. Facts did not behave irrationally or
masquerade as something they weren’t. Facts were concrete. Facts
were stable. Facts did not make her shake violently or scream at
nothing for hours on end.

She wanted to tell the facts before her to go
to hell.

Christopher held out his hand. “Robyn, I’m
sorry. I couldn’t tell you. It wasn’t safe.”

“Which of them did this to you: Alexa or
Lucifera? You spoke endlessly of the night you saw Alexa when we
were young. Is she responsible?” Previously, she had cried in fear.
Now she cried because she wanted to kill the monsters that killed
her brother.

“No. Alexa didn’t turn me. She saved my life
once… maybe twice in the past two days.”

“Lucifera, then?”

“No,” he said. “Lucifera killed the one who
turned me. She freed me from a life of servitude.”

She reached for his hand, but stopped short
of touching. Instead she wiped away the mixture of tears and
raindrops that covered her face.

“I surmised that your so-called boss Lucille
Romana was a vampire many months ago,” she said. Her usually calm
voice was uncharacteristically emotional. “Her activity pattern and
the few physical descriptions I could find were indicative of a
vampire. I found references to an elder vampire in Europe named
Lucifera. Locating the evidence was quite simple once I made the
connection.” She stared at him, eyes still spilling over with
tears.

“I… I’m sorry. I wanted to tell you,
but—”

“I decided that you must have been held
against your will by the vampiress. The most logical course of
action called for me to locate something of value with which to
barter for your life. In my travels, I read about the existence of
the tomb of the Dragon. Clues spread throughout journals and books
in Europe indicated the final resting place was in the United
States. I was about to execute my plan when an unforeseen variable
emerged: a secret order of the church dedicated to destroying
vampires found out about my work.

“They started following me. I was fortunate
that they were very clumsy. I discovered they were working with
another vampire: Novafeltria. He seemed to prefer lurking in the
shadows until recently. I planted a series of messages online and
as notes in vampire gathering places that pointed to Alexa as a
serial killer of other master vampires. I suspected Novafeltria
would use this to his advantage. My hope was that he would attempt
to bring her maker, Lucifera, here under some pretense of sharing
the Dragon’s power. She would, of course, refuse, and instead come
on her own, giving me the opportunity to negotiate with her, or, if
necessary, kill her.”

Christopher’s eyes grew wide. “Kill?
You?”

“I am not helpless. The Lucifera vampire
should have easily killed Novafeltria. There is some factor of
which I am not aware. Something gives a human priest power over
her.”

“Look, it’s almost over,” he said. “I’m going
to get you out of here.”

She slapped him as hard as she could. His
cold, wet face turned. She knew he had rolled with the blow to keep
her from hurting her hand.

“That is for abandoning me.”

She slapped him again.

“And that is for dying,” she cried, “and
leaving me all alone.”

He grabbed her and she cried into his
shoulder as she had done countless times when she was small.

“Robyn, I’m here. I’m still your brother. I’m
still me. It’s going to be okay now.”

She looked up at his face and realized he was
right. Vampire or not, she was relieved to find she hadn’t lost him
after all.

A steely hand clamped down on her neck.
“Touching.”

The hand belonged to a man in a black silk
suit which was, inexplicably, completely dry despite the downpour.
He had the same white complexion and protruding fangs as
Christopher, only he seemed paler and his eyes shone even
brighter.

He lifted her to her feet effortlessly and
kicked Christopher away.

Another vampire in a brown suit stood by his
side. This one was not unaffected by the rain. Robyn knew she
should be more frightened, but vampires were somehow slightly less
menacing than they once seemed.

Then she saw the thing behind the two
vampires, and her fear returned with a vengeance.

It was at least ten feet tall, with a head as
big as a lounge chair. Its human-sized eyes were freakishly small
by comparison to its distorted, grotesque nose and massive mouth.
Its roughly humanoid shape was covered in graying skin that split
and ripped as it moved. Green puss and black blood leaked from
every open wound. The only comfort Robyn could find was that the
thing wasn’t looking at her.

Christopher scrambled to his feet. “Let her
go,” he said. He reached out for the vampire’s wrist.

Suddenly, the black-clad vampire was holding
Christopher aloft by his throat. Robyn gasped. She hadn’t even seen
him move.

Novafeltria looked at her and grinned.
Snake-like fangs hung over his bottom lip. “I like you. You think
like a vampire. Perhaps I should turn you into one.”

“No!” Christopher cried as he struggled to
free himself from the vampire’s iron grip.

The master vampire turned to face him. “I
will deal with you in a moment. Perhaps it is best if you wait for
me at the top of the hill.”

What looked like a lazy toss sent Christopher
flying toward the stone tower like a bullet.

“Younglings,” the vampire said with a
sneer.




Chapter 20

 


Lucifera had crept in the shadows, circling
the park three times as she waited. The hulking zombie’s stench of
rotting flesh was impossible to miss even in the rain.
Novafeltria’s purloined power burned like a lighthouse beacon. His
vampire minion was much less of a threat, but still she could feel
his power. In reality, the minion was likely stronger than she was
in her present state.

The priest had no idea she was watching him
as he slowly and deliberately scaled the steps. She could smell his
fear—his anguish. He had suffered much in his life. He would likely
suffer much more before the night ended.

“Good,” she said aloud, but the word was
swallowed by a crash of thunder.

She moved quickly up the side of the small
mountain. The trees, rain and darkness would obscure her from all
but the most diligent observers.

Atop the hill, Lily reclined against the
stone tower holding her stomach. She was injured, but healing
quickly. Another werewolf lay dead nearby in human form.

Two monstrous werewolves lay in the grass by
the tower. The larger of the two was bloodied, broken and unmoving.
The other was on his back with one eye closed, using the magic of
perspective to pretend to squash the looming statue between his
index and thumb claws.

“I’m crushing your head,” her wolf mused.

“Let me clarify my previous statement: you’re
a bloody idiot,” Lily said, covering her mouth in a failed attempt
to stifle her own laughter.

The blood from Mickey’s injuries flowed, but
he was still incapable of taking anything seriously. It was an
attitude that both infuriated and captivated Lucifera, and it was
highly infectious. She smiled and walked to where he lay. “And how
did this statue wrong you?”

“It’s complicated,” the beast replied with a
chuckle.

“Oh lovely. The vampire is here,” Lily said
without a drop of enthusiasm.

“Hello, Lily. I am pleased that you have not
yet been eviscerated or ground into a coarse and unrefined, yet
visually appealing, powder.”

“You silver-tongued cadaver, you. Now I feel
bad. I was just hoping you’d trip and fall into a wood-chipper.
Wait, actually I feel pretty good about that. I’m still
hopeful.”

Mickey turned his deadly, head-crushing
fingers on his cousin. “Hey, Lily.”

“What, arse?”

“I’m crushing your—”

“Mickey, I swear to sweet Jesus, if you start
that again, I’ll crush your head for real.”

Lucifera felt Novafeltria’s power. He was
making his move. “Look.” She pointed down the hillside, where the
master vampire was holding Christopher up by his throat.

“What is that thing behind them?” Lily
asked.

“That is the priest’s monster. It has a
peculiar power over the undead. I cannot battle it.”

Novafeltria hurled Christopher toward the
tower. The young vampire covered his head but could do nothing to
prevent the inevitable crash.

“Excuse me for a moment,” Lucifera said. She
leapt toward the tower and planted her feet in its wall twenty feet
off the ground. For an instant, she defied gravity. Christopher
crashed into her and she caught him as elegantly as she could,
under the circumstances. She pushed off from the wall and landed on
her feet exactly as she had been before the leap, placing the
stunned young vampire on his feet as well.

Lily placed her guns in her holsters and
stood. “I still don’t like you, but that was damn cool.”

Lucifera nodded ever so slightly in
acknowledgement. She then pulled her limp left arm, popping her
shoulder back into place with a quiet click. A brief frown was the
only indication she gave of the intense pain she was in.

Christopher stumbled, then found his footing.
“Thanks,” he said. His eyes grew wide when he noticed her flexing
her hand with a grimace. “You’re hurt? You never get hurt.”

“Stay away from Novafeltria’s monster. It can
steal your power and your life,” she said.

Lucifera felt Mickey’s eyes on her. She
didn’t need to read his mind to know he was worried about her. He
should have known better. She touched the handle of her sword and
met his gaze. “Is there something on your mind, wolf?”

“Yep,” he said. He stood and let out a
roaring yawn. “Hey, Lily, let’s see if we can break that walking
piece of bleu cheese down the hill in half like a wishbone. The
vampires can handle Count Hairdo and his stylist.”

Lily looked Lucifera up and down. “Your dead
girlfriend seems to be feeling kind of puny. She might get killed.”
She smiled darkly. “So I think that’s a great idea.”

Lucifera and her wolf shared a silent look.
After several seconds, the beast let out a growl and began stalking
toward the undead behemoth.

“I shall see you shortly, wolf,” the
vampiress said.

“You better,” Mickey snarled.

In the distance, Novafeltria pulled Robyn to
his lips and bit her neck.

Christopher took off toward them. Lucifera
followed closely behind him. When they were three strides from
Novafeltria, Lucifera grabbed Christopher’s arm. Though it was a
struggle, she managed to stop him before he made it to the master
vampire. “Wait. He will not kill her.”

Novafeltria released the girl. She fell to
the ground holding her wounded neck. He nodded to Derek. “Go kill
those werewolves.” The thing marched to do his master’s
bidding.

Sam stepped forward. “Master, the priest is
nearby. It would please me greatly if I could be the one to kill
him.”

“Fine,” the master vampire said. Sam sneered
at Lucifera and Christopher and then took off up the hill in the
direction of McKenzie.

“This is most distressing,” Novafeltria
muttered. He glared at Robyn, but made no move to touch her
again.

Christopher started to go to his sister, but
Lucifera’s hand on his arm held him in check. She paused for a
moment, noting that he was much stronger than she was now. It had
to be the work of Alexa, but she had no time to ponder the
thought.

“Such a pity, Aldo,” Lucifera said, “for you
to have gone to all this trouble to find your prize sadly
missing.”

“It’s strange. The girl honestly believes the
tomb is here.” He glanced around the park. “She has come closer
than anyone has in two hundred years. Yet I sense nothing. I
rummaged through her mind and found the evidence to be
overwhelming. This should be the place.”

Lucifera felt Christopher’s body tense. He
was about to do something very foolish, so she beat him to it.

She drew her sword and twirled it playfully
by the handle.

“What was it you said, Aldo? You were going
to slaughter me like a lamb?” she asked with a smile.

He nodded and walked over to a nearby bench.
“In a rush to die are you?” He shattered the bench with a kick,
reducing it to a pile of wood and metal. He picked out a long piece
of flat iron from the pile and swung it like a sword. “It’s not
quite a broadsword, but it will do nicely.”

He stepped forward and struck at her head.
Lucifera narrowly avoided the blow by rolling to the side. He swung
again, this time low toward where she crouched. She parried the
blow, but the force behind it sent her flying. She landed on her
feet several yards away.

Novafeltria rested the sword lazily over his
shoulder. “You were once so powerful, but now you are like a gnat,
buzzing around the ears of God. Insignificant and annoying.”

Christopher lunged at him from behind.
Novafeltria swept his sword back without looking and smashed it
into the side of Christopher’s head, sending him crashing to the
ground. “Wait your turn, childe.”

Robyn held her injured throat and crawled
toward her brother.

Novafeltria was growing in power by the
second. Lucifera knew that if she had any hope of besting him, it
was in a sword fight. She pointed the blade at his head.

“Come, god-Aldo. This gnat wishes to
dance.”




Chapter 21

 


Father McKenzie fought his fear with every
step. He had hoped to find courage at the top of the stairs.
Instead, he found more fear and the forces of Hell preparing to do
battle amongst themselves.

Lucifera was about to fight Novafeltria. The
werewolves were drawing near to Derek—if such a name still applied
to the abomination the young man had become.

If the world were fortunate, perhaps they
would all kill each other. But the priest knew that would not
happen. The best he could hope for would be for the worst of the
monsters to die, while the least prevailed.

“So that’s what it’s come to, John? You’re
pulling for the lesser of two evils?” Sam’s voice cut the night
like a jagged razor.

McKenzie tried to act brave, but his hands
and his knees shook. If he hadn’t been biting his tongue, his teeth
would have chattered as well. “We’re all going to Hell. I just hope
your side goes first.”

Sam stalked around him and feigned an attack.
The priest flinched, drawing a rousing laugh from the vampire.
“What’s this ‘we’ business? You know why you could never be a
martyr, John?”

The priest didn’t answer. It took every ounce
of his resolve to keep from running away.

“Because it takes courage to be a martyr, and
you have none. You are the king of cowards. You always were.”

A spark of anger renewed the priest’s small
reserve of confidence. “And you are a monster now, Sam. You were a
monster when you were human, too.” He took a deep breath. “But you
were never a man.”

He knew the blow was coming, but he never saw
it. The vampire’s fist connected with his face, sending him to the
sidewalk. Sam appeared over him. He pulled him up by the collar and
hit him again.

“There you go, John,” Sam said. “There’s that
fire.”

McKenzie slipped a hand into his pants
pocket. The bottle of holy water was right where he always kept it.
He only had to wait for the right time, and hope he could survive
that long.

“Upsy daisy.” Sam dragged him to his feet.
“There we go. Let’s get those legs back under you.” He supported
the priest and helped him stand upright. “Better?”

McKenzie glared at him through two swollen,
black eyes. His hand remained on the bottle. The time was almost
right.

The vampire punched him in the stomach over
and over. With each blow, blood shot up the priest’s throat and
escaped his mouth, but he kept a tight grip on the bottle. He
doubled over and spit out the blood.

Sam grabbed his throat and forced him to
stand. He pulled the priest close and spat in his face.

“Hey, John. You ever wonder—”

The priest popped the top off the bottle and
shoved it toward Sam’s face. The blessed water should be enough to
kill the vampire, but McKenzie decided he would take no chances. He
would find an axe or a knife and cut his head off. Then he would
wait for sunrise and watch as his ashes burned.

There was only one problem with his plan. Sam
easily caught his hand before he could release the bottle’s
contents.

“Nice try,” the vampire said. “Let’s get rid
of this nasty stuff.” He twisted the priest’s arm and forced him to
watch as the holy water poured out onto the ground. It washed away
in the rain, along with any hope Father McKenzie had.

“I’m afraid you missed, John. Do you know
what you get when you miss? You get an ‘X.’” Sam dragged a jagged
nail across the priest’s face, cutting a deep, diagonal gash from
his forehead to his jaw, then crossed it with another cut.

Father McKenzie struggled to remain conscious
as blood dripped from the X-shaped wound that covered his face.

“Now, where were we?” the vampire asked
gleefully.

*****

Lily shook her head and brushed the
rain-soaked hair out of her eyes. She ignored the vampires and
instead focused on the hulking monstrosity that was loping up the
hill toward them. Even with Mickey in his werewolf shape, the
zombie thing towered over him.

“I think your buddy the priest is fighting
that other vampire,” Mickey said. “Though ‘fighting’ might be too
generous a term. ‘Dying’ is probably more accurate.”

Lily looked back up toward the tower. The
vampire held the priest’s bloody form by the throat. She turned
away. “That’s his fight.”

Mickey shrugged. “Whatever.” He glanced down
at her weapons. “Will those pea-shooters fire in the rain?”

“Yeah. No problem,” she replied.

The zombie stopped three steps from them. The
rain pelted its gigantic, misshapen form, every drop carrying bits
of dried blood and rotting flesh down the hill in a gray and red
stream. The beast’s tiny eyes were uneven, and seemed to be
drifting farther apart. Its head was nearly two feet across and
equally tall. The nose was indiscernible, but a huge gash across
its face apparently served the purpose of mouth.

It let out a raspy, menacing groan to
announce its arrival.

Mickey ignored it and addressed Lily. “Don’t
those things fire with black powder?”

“Originally, yes. I upgraded them so they are
more reliable and less likely to catch or misfire.”

The zombie looked from the monstrous werewolf
to Lily. “I must kill you both,” it said.

“Uh huh,” Mickey replied. Then he turned back
to Lily. “Okay, but why are they so damned long. It looks like a
clown gun in your hand.”

“Hey,” the zombie said.

“Hush,” Lily snarled. “I’ll have you know
that the Walker Colt was the most powerful gun from about the 1840s
until they came out with the .357 in the 1920s. The thing is
effective up to a hundred yards and can take down a horse.”

“Excuse me?” The zombie tilted its head in
confusion.

“Question,” Mickey said. “Why do you want to
shoot a horse?”

“I don’t want to shoot a horse, you
dolt.”

“I just said I’m going to kill you,” the
zombie shouted. “Are you even paying attention to me?”

“Does the horse owe you money?” Mickey asked
innocently.

Lily let out an exasperated sigh. “Yes, the
horse owes me money.”

“Then you should probably just shoot him in
the foot. If you kill him, then he can’t pay you back.” The
werewolf nodded to himself, satisfied.

“No good,” she said. “It would probably blow
off half the foot.”

The zombie roared and took a step
forward.

“Like this.” She drew one of her guns and
shot the advancing zombie in the foot. The shot took off a chunk of
flesh the size of an apple.

The monster stopped and looked down at its
injured foot.

“I bet that stings a little,” Mickey
said.

The thing moved far faster than Lily would
have believed possible, punching Mickey in the muzzle and knocking
him to the ground. “I feel nothing,” the thing roared.

She shot it again, this time right between
the eyes with a silver shell. The thing’s eyes turned up as it
tried to see the smoking hole in its forehead.

“Nothing,” it said. Then, it head-butted
Lily, driving her to the ground as well.

“Well,” Lily said, “that’s how they usually
kill zombies in the movies.”

“I guess you can’t trust Hollywood,” Mickey
grumbled. He leapt up, locking his claws around the thing’s neck
and savagely ripping away at the flesh of its torso. Pieces of
putrid, shredded skin and muscle flew.

The zombie calmly grasped the skin between
Mickey’s shoulder blades and pulled him loose, then slammed him
against the ground. The werewolf tried to swipe at the thing’s
face, but it slammed him to the ground again.

Lily holstered her gun and closed her eyes.
With the silver out of her system, she should be able to shift into
her werewolf shape.

As the zombie slammed Mickey into the ground
for a third time, he called out to Lily, “No, keep shooting
it!”

The zombie dropped Mickey and turned its
attention back to Lily. She stopped trying to change and drew her
guns, shooting it with both barrels right where its heart should
have been.

The thing didn’t seem to notice the shots. It
disappeared from view in a flash.

Lily cursed. The zombie was just as fast as a
vampire.

It punched her from behind, then moved in
front of her and backhanded her to the ground. She found herself
next to Mickey.

The zombie appeared again, towering over
them. It clenched both of their throats and started to squeeze.

Lily knew she didn’t have to fear choking to
death. The creaking vertebrae in her neck foreshadowed a far
messier fate.

*****

Novafeltria held his makeshift sword in front
of his face and bowed like a gentleman before a duel.

Lucifera held her sword by her side and
ignored the gesture.

“Don’t be a spoilsport, Lucifera. This is
going to be fun.” Novafeltria darted forward, swinging for her
head, but stopped the blow an inch from her skin. He swung again
and again, feigning a dozen blows in less than a second without
touching her.

He stalked around her. “I know what you’re
doing. You’re trying to lull me to sleep. You think I’ll make a
mistake, allowing you to sweep in and kill me in a single
strike.”

She stood silent and motionless, an alabaster
statue in the wind and rain.

Novafeltria thrust the sword toward her body.
This time, he did not pull his blow.

Lucifera spun to the side, avoiding his
strike at the last possible instant. He struck again with a
downward blow even faster than the last. She slid away unscathed.
Novafeltria swung again and again. Lucifera avoided each successive
strike, but the blows grew faster and faster, each of them ruffling
the fabric of her torn dress as she narrowly avoided a killing
blow.

The master vampire finally managed to strike
her arm with a glancing blow. “One,” he said. He swung again for
her abdomen. His flat metal blade connected, driving her to her
back. “Two,” he proclaimed.

Lucifera rolled and sprang to the side,
narrowly avoiding another downward strike that would have cut her
in half.

“And three!” he shouted. Then he moved
quickly behind her and thrust the sword toward her back with a
laugh.

This was the opening she had been waiting
for.

Lucifera leapt, twisting her body in midair.
She landed on his thrusting blade and took two steps before
swinging her sword for his head.

He stopped his thrust and moved back, but not
before her blade cut his cheek.

Lucifera pressed on, striking at his neck
again. Novafeltria attempted to parry the blow and retreated. The
blade cut a bloody line down the skin of his forearm.

He swung again with a sweeping blow toward
her body. Instead of dodging, she stepped into the blow and eased
her body along its path. The dull blade did not cut her. Instead,
it pushed her along and allowed her to gain momentum in her own
strike.

She swung her sword for the vampire’s neck
with the combined force of her strike and his. Something crept into
Novafeltria’s eyes:

Fear.

The blow was powerful enough to cut through a
large tree. Lucifera allowed herself a brief smile, knowing the
fight was over.

But instead of passing through the vampire’s
neck, her sword hit an immovable object. Novafeltria had let his
own sword go and parried her strike with a small dagger. The force
of the two weapons clashing sent Lucifera flying ten yards back
while Novafeltria stayed in the same spot, holding the knife up
where he had stopped the killing blow.

“Bravo, Lucifera. Your skill with a sword is
still remarkable.” He looked at his reflection in the small blade,
touching the wound on his cheek as it healed. “I suppose the time
for playing games is over. Do you know what I am good at?”

In response, Lucifera rose to her feet and
slipped into a kendo battle stance with her sword.

Novafeltria melted into the shadows. Lucifera
heard his feet touch the ground behind her as he reappeared. She
turned, but three sharp pains hit her back before she could
complete the movement.

Novafeltria took a step back from her, his
dagger’s blade covered in blood. “I am quite good at destroying my
enemies.”

 


 





Chapter 22

 


Sam gleefully backhanded the priest. “Don’t
black out on me now, John. I have three months worth of daily
beatings to pay you back for.”

McKenzie struggled to remain conscious. “I
wanted to kill you, but I couldn’t,” he said.

The vampire laughed. “The master made sure
you would keep me alive and away from your monster. You still have
no idea just how loyal you were.”

The priest silently prayed for God to send
him help, but none came.

“Do you ever wonder what would have happened
if you had found the courage to steal my wife a few days sooner?”
Sam asked.

The question hurt the priest far worse than
his injuries. All those years ago, he had written the letter to his
friend the bishop abdicating his position. It was a decision nearly
sixteen years in the making.

*****

He left the letter in the bishop’s chair and
went to Elenor’s house. It was a Thursday, so he assumed Sam would
be out of town on one of his weekly sales trips. The priest loved
Elenor and he would tell her so. He knew she had loved him once
upon a time. It would be hard in the beginning, but they would make
it work somehow.

He knocked on the front door and it swung
inward. “Elenor?” There had been no answer. “Derek?” Nothing.

Sam had come out of the bedroom, blood
covering his hands and face. “John! Am I glad to see you. If I was
ever in dire need of a confession, tonight’s the night.”

The priest brushed past him and rushed into
the bedroom.

Empty.

He ran to Derek’s room. Nothing could have
prepared him for the sight. Blood covered the floor, walls and
ceiling. Elenor and her son were torn and broken, what was left of
their bodies strewn about the room.

Sam had placed an unnaturally strong hand on
the priest’s shoulder and dragged him back to the living room.
“What are you doing here anyway? You plan a late-night liaison with
my old lady? I’m afraid she’s won’t be very talkative tonight, but
you’re welcome to what’s left of her.”

He grabbed a lamp and tried to hit Sam.
That’s when he saw the glowing yellow eyes and those horrible
fangs.

The vampire knocked away the lamp and bit
into the priest’s neck. The priest felt the fiend rummaging through
his mind but could not stop him.

Sam pushed him away after only a few sips of
blood. His laughter echoed in the dead house. “I’ve only been a
vampire for a couple of days. I’m still getting used to this
mind-reading thing that happens when I feed, but this is too good.
You didn’t come here to fuck my wife or molest her little bastard
like I figured. You came here to save them from big, bad old me.
Sam the horrible father, the philanderer, the drug addict, the
gambler. Blah blah blah.”

He pushed the priest down onto the couch and
wiped the fresh blood off his mouth. “That’s not all. You have
loved her for years. It took you how long to work up the courage to
do this? I knew you were pathetic, but I didn’t realize how
pathetic.”

He sat down in an easy chair next to the
couch, like nothing so much as a deranged, blood-soaked therapist.
“I bet it just ate away at you knowing that I was touching her and
kissing her and fucking her while you sat all alone in your little
church apartment counting your rosary beads and darning your socks,
didn’t it?”

The priest didn’t move or speak. His world
was spinning and imploding all at once.

Sam rose and patted him on the head. “You’ve
been a good pal over the years despite your un-priestly intentions,
John. When I first saw you tonight, I was going to kill you.” He
knelt down to look him in the eye. “But letting you live after all
this is just too damned funny.”

He walked to the door and stopped with his
back to McKenzie. “I’ll stand here for a ten count. If you want to
say anything or do anything, feel free. Grab a knife from the
kitchen and stab me in the back if you want. I don’t think you have
the guts.”

The priest had looked toward the kitchen. The
knives were on the counter. He wanted to grab the largest one and
do as Sam suggested.

The vampire counted backward from ten. He
finished his count, but the priest never moved from the couch.

“That’s what I thought. See you around,
John.” Sam disappeared into the night.

The police came shortly thereafter. The
priest was questioned briefly, but several dozen parishioners came
to the station to see him and he was quickly ruled out as a suspect
and released. He stayed in his tiny apartment for three days
without moving. His will to live was gone.

On the fourth day, his friend the bishop came
to visit. He tore up the resignation letter and told the priest
about a special project within the church called “the order.” There
were few details, but the project had something to do with the
occult and required individuals who had no living family and were
willing to relocate anywhere in the world. The next day, the priest
signed up.

Within days he was told of the existence of
vampires and demons and given extensive training in the rites of
exorcism. A month later, he sat in on his first actual exorcism. It
had far less to do with reciting verses than it did with watching a
group of hired mercenaries burn a clearly possessed house to the
ground.

Two months later, he decapitated and
incinerated his first vampire after the mercenaries had placed a
stake in its heart.

Each time he killed one, he imagined it was
Sam. If he couldn’t bring Elenor and Derek back, he would at least
destroy their murderer one day.

His team became quite good at what they did.
The order trusted him so much that they let him in on the vampires’
dirty secret: Dracula was real and buried somewhere out there, just
waiting to be released. McKenzie resolved to lay down his life if
necessary to prevent that from happening.

One day many years later, the higher-ups in
the order sent him a very special package. A building project in
southern Italy had unearthed an ancient temple ruin. On an altar in
the ruin, workers discovered the lock of hair contained in the
package. Inside the shipping box next to the lock was the corpse of
a bird. When the priest touched the hair, the bird revived and flew
around the room for an hour, then fell dead again. His instructions
were simple: use this as another tool in fighting the good
fight.

Maybe he could bring them back after all.

*****

A cold, wet hand struck his face. Rain pelted
his swollen eyes. Consciousness returned.

“Wake up, John. You zoned out on me there.”
It was Sam’s voice.

“When did he do it?” the priest asked.

“What’s that?”

“When did your master take my will?”

“Oh, that. After I left you that night, I
told Novafeltria about you. He suggested I follow you and see what
you would do. I watched from outside your window when your buddy
the bishop told you about the order. As soon as he left, I called
the master. We knocked on your door. Do you remember what you
said?”

The memory returned and McKenzie’s world spun
again. “Come in,” he said. He hadn’t bothered to see who it was.
After that, he vaguely remembered Novafeltria’s glowing green eyes
and the coppery taste of blood.

Sam stopped hitting him, but his insults and
taunts continued. He lifted the priest from the ground by the
throat.

McKenzie opened his eyes and stared into the
pouring sky. Silently, he prayed: “Lord, please give me strength.
This unclean spirit has harmed your children and mine. Give me the
strength to send it to Hell where it belongs.”

Something shifted in his left front pocket.
Instinctively, he reached inside and gasped. Even a priest could be
surprised when prayers were answered.

“Sam,” he said, “do you know how holy water
is made?”

“I don’t know, virgin piss?” the vampire
suggested with a laugh.

“No. Salt.” McKenzie removed two packets of
salt from his pocket and tore them open. He shook the contents onto
Sam’s head and shoulders, then wiped the moist bits of paper in his
eyes. “By this holy water and by your precious blood, wash away all
my sins, O Lord.”

Sam blinked. “What are you going to do,
season me to death?”

“And cast this demon back to Hell,” the
priest said. “Amen.”

The water hit the granules of salt and began
to steam on the vampire’s flesh.

Sam screamed as his face burst into flames.
He released the priest and batted at his burning skin. The fire
spread to his hands.

McKenzie fell to the pavement and watched the
vampire flail and convulse in fire fueled by the pouring rain.

The drops had the same effect as gasoline
when they hit Sam’s burning flesh. In less than a minute the
vampire collapsed in a burning heap, his head reduced to ash and
dust.

The priest wanted to lie down and die, but he
knew he still had one task left to complete. He dragged himself to
the empty flask of holy water and dunked it in the puddle by Sam’s
smoldering corpse.




Chapter 23

 


Mickey worked his claws in between the
zombie’s massive, rotting fingers and his own neck, loosening its
grip slightly.

He took a deep breath, then had to choke back
vomit. “Good lord. I imagine if Satan took a shit, it would smell
like you.”

The thing renewed its grip. “If I squeeze
hard enough, will your heads pop off?”

Mickey gasped as the monster’s decayed
tendons popped and crackled under its own supernatural strength. He
grabbed the thing’s misshapen pinkie and twisted. It broke easily,
just the way a mortal’s pinkie would. A second later it magically
popped itself back into place, but the superficial skin wound did
not heal.

He waved a clawed hand at Lily to get her
attention. She struggled with the massive hand around her own neck,
firing a shot into its arm to no effect.

“Thumb,” he rasped.

Lily nodded weakly.

In unison, they each grabbed one of the
zombie’s thumbs and twisted. The thumbs broke, allowing them to
slip free. Lily tumbled to the side and Mickey gave the monster a
mighty shove. The thing fell clumsily onto its back.

“Keep your rotten mitts off me you filthy
corpse,” Mickey snarled.

Undeterred, it lumbered to its feet.

“My mother named me”—the zombie stared into
space for several seconds—“Derek.” It stalked toward the
werewolf.

“Well, Derek,” Mickey said, “you are one ugly
pile of death.”

Ignoring the comment, the zombie stopped
shambling and moved behind Lily in a flash. It hit her with a
savage punch to the back of the head, driving her back onto the
ground. It knelt down and prepared to deliver another punch to her
head. Apparently it had decided to pound the werewolves’ heads into
mush rather than rip them off.

Mickey made no move to help Lily. Instead he
crossed massive arms across his furry chest and said, “I bet your
mother wishes she had kept your receipt and checked the return
policy more thoroughly.”

The zombie’s fist remained cocked, but it did
not move. The thing turned its massive head toward the
werewolf.

Mickey frowned, which was difficult to do
with a giant wolfish head, but he did his best. “Was your mommy as
ugly as you are?”

The zombie stood and took a step toward
him.

“Don’t you ever speak of Mother!” It rushed
forward and hit him in the chest.

Mickey found himself lying on the ground
looking up into the rain again. This time with a couple of broken
ribs from the blow. He spit out a mouthful of blood and sat up.
“Well, looks like somebody wuvs hims mommy. Let me ask you,
Dufus…”

“Derek,” the thing said in a guttural
rasp.

“Whatever. Did your mommy always have sex
with raw sewage, or was that one time with your daddy her
first?”

The thing screamed like a hulking, deformed
child and stomped on the werewolf’s chest, slamming him back to the
ground. He stomped again and blood shot from Mickey’s mouth.

“Mickey!” Lily cried.

“Less talkie, more shootie,” Mickey
groaned.

Lily stood on wobbly legs and opened fire on
the thing’s head and chest, but it did not seem to notice.

It screamed as its malformed foot crashed
into Mickey’s body again and again.

“Your mother is so disgusting that…” Mickey
tried to think of a conclusion to the insult, but it was difficult
to be creative while his internal organs were being mashed into
paste.

Lily emptied her guns into the zombie and
reloaded. She ran behind it and pointed them both at the center of
its back.

Derek spun and grabbed her hands, pushing the
guns down.

Mickey watched helplessly from the ground,
hoping his insides would have time to heal. He wanted to help Lily,
but he couldn’t move.

With the zombie holding her wrists, Lily
fired both pistols. The projectiles hit the middle of its
abdomen—one of the few places she hadn’t already tried to
shoot.

The monster paused and looked down. It
released Lily and staggered backward. The thing actually looked
afraid.

The moment passed and it regained its
composure, rushing toward her again.

She shot it again in the same spot. Again it
wobbled, this time holding the injured area with its massive
hand.

Mickey struggled onto his side and pushed
himself up. His insides were itching and burning, which meant he
was healing. There was no time to wait for the process to finish.
He stood gingerly and took a deep breath. Then he leapt toward the
staggering zombie.

The thing fell on its back and Mickey dug his
claws into its stomach. The zombie landed a punch to his face that
hit with the force of a sack full of bowling balls, but the
werewolf just dug deeper into its body.

His claws brushed against something that did
not feel like rotting flesh or bone. The zombie gasped and its
hands trembled.

Mickey latched on to what felt like a tuft of
coarse hair and ripped it free. He shuffled backward and sat down
on the ground, clutching his prize. It was a lock of thick, crimson
hair.

“Give me that,” the zombie bellowed. It
slowly rose to its feet.

In the extraction process, Mickey had broken
one of the thing’s ribs. The bone jutted out of the skin, dripping
rotten marrow to the ground. He watched it, waiting for the bone to
heal itself as the zombie’s dislocated fingers had done.

It did not heal.

“You seem to be in some discomfort,” Lily
said. “Let me help.” She ran toward the zombie and kicked the side
of its knee. The joint popped and buckled as the cartilage
exploded, sending the thing back to its face on the ground.

It tried to grab her, but its movement was
considerably slower than before. She easily intercepted its hand
and forced it back face down on the ground. She broke the thing’s
left arm at the elbow, and bent it backward. She pulled one of her
pistols and shot its other arm, destroying its elbow and leaving it
barely attached by rotten skin and cartilage.

The zombie struggled with its nearly useless
arms, but managed to push itself up and crawl on its elbows and
knees toward Mickey.

Lily straddled it and removed her gun belt,
tossing it at Mickey’s feet. She drew back her fist and closed her
eyes. Somewhere in the darkness, thunder crashed. Before the
rumbling stopped, Lily’s form changed in an explosion of power and
tearing clothes. She towered over the broken zombie in her werewolf
shape, a near mirror-image of her cousin with black fur and glowing
red eyes. She was a little taller and leaner, but no less
fearsome.

With a roar, she brought her fist down on the
zombie’s back, driving the monster into the ground. Its vertebrae
shattered with a horrendous crack. The only thing that held its
torso and legs together was its stretched and rotting skin.

Lily grabbed Mickey by the arm and hauled him
to his feet.

He whimpered and clutched his chest. His
bones were knitting their fractures closed and his internal organs
were trying to return to their functioning states, but it would
take some time.

“What is that thing?” Lily asked, pointing to
the lock of hair.

“Don’t know,” he replied. “The priest said to
remove it from big ugly over there.” He nodded at the zombie. It
was still trying to drag itself toward them with its broken
arms.

“Should we put it out of its misery?” she
asked.

“No time. I think the vampires need a
hand.”

They rushed up the hill toward the sound of
clashing metal.

*****

Father McKenzie limped down the hill toward
Derek’s battered body. Though his limbs were broken and he could
barely move, he was still trying to chase the werewolves.

If he weren’t on the verge of death himself,
the priest would have cried at the sight.

He sat down by Derek’s bulbous head. “Why do
you pursue them?” he asked.

Derek looked up at the priest. His eyes were
dull. The stolen life that had kept him going was fading.

“My master ordered me to kill them. I must
obey.”

“No, Derek. You don’t have to obey any more.
You only have to rest.”

“You don’t have to call me that. I know it
isn’t my name.”

“Of course it’s your name.”

“Derek Shears died fifteen years ago at the
hands of his stepfather. I am just his reanimated shell.”

“You are Derek,” the priest said, “and Sam is
dead.”

Derek stopped trying to crawl. He whispered,
“Good.”

The priest removed the bottle of oil from his
robes and dabbed it on the zombie’s forehead in the sign of the
cross. The creature sat patiently while the priest performed the
last rites.

“I’m sorry, Derek. I loved your mother very
much.”

“Why did you let Sam hurt us?”

It was the question the priest least wanted
to answer. Even though the corpse wasn’t really Derek, he still
couldn’t look it in the eye. “I am a coward.”

“So am I,” the thing said. “I’m not really
alive, but I still don’t want to die.”

The priest touched the side of its monstrous
face. “There is nothing to worry about.”

“That is what I fear: the nothingness that
follows this existence.”

“I have performed the last rites in
accordance with church doctrine. Do you seek forgiveness for your
transgressions?”

The only sound was the dying patter of rain.
The priest begged the monster with his eyes. Just say yes.

Finally, the zombie nodded. “I do.”

“That will do,” McKenzie said. “You will have
a place in Heaven and we will meet again.”

It was a lie, but the zombie seemed to accept
it. It closed its eyes and rested its head on the ground. Its body
was deteriorating fast. Flesh dissolved with each drop of rain and
washed into the gutters. It no longer tried to move its mangled
arms.

“Derek?”

Barely any life remained in the thing, but
somehow it answered. “Yes?”

“You are my son and I love you. I should have
said that thirty years ago. Your name should have been Derek
McKenzie.”

“I can see her, you know. She’s laughing and
baking cookies and waiting for me. For us.” It opened its eyes
again, and its gaze bored a hole into the priest. “Will you come
with me?”

“I’m sorry. You will have go alone, but I’ll
join you soon enough.”

A weak smile crossed its misshapen face.
“Thank you.”

For the second time in his life, the priest
wept over the corpse of his lost son.



 



Chapter 24

 


Pain, nausea, and darkness were becoming the
norm in Christopher’s world. This time, the pain was in his head.
He had barely seen Novafeltria’s dull blade before it connected. It
felt like the top of his head had been sliced right off.

With any luck, it was only fractured.

Only fractured? What kind of world had he
stumbled into in which a fractured skull didn’t sound so bad?

“Christopher?”

The voice was familiar. His sister. He longed
for simpler times. In school, the other kids had all been nice to
her. It was the teachers who resented and bullied her because she
was so much smarter than they were. Christopher had been smarter,
too, but he had known the importance of not embarrassing them.

Smoothing over incidents between Robyn and
her instructors became a weekly ritual. It all seemed like such a
big deal at the time. It was funny how dying put things into
perspective.

“Christopher?”

There it was again.

A hand cracked across his cheek, adding to
the already throbbing pain in his head. He opened his eyes.

Robyn was holding his face and lifting her
hand to slap him again.

“Wait,” he said. “What are you doing?”

“One of the first steps in administering CPR
is to slap the victim to try and rouse them. I surmised the same
would be true of vampires.” Her voice was cold and factual, but she
was terrified—he could smell it.

“We have a lot to talk about, little sister,
but right now I have something to do.”

A dozen yards away, Lucifera battled the
master vampire who had nearly removed Christopher’s head moments
earlier. Her Japanese short sword struck again and again, but
Novafeltria parried every blow with the small dagger.

He moved faster than Christopher could
follow. Lucifera’s movements were almost as fast, but whenever it
appeared that she was about to land a hit, Novafeltria transformed
into a shadow and reappeared behind her.

He stabbed her again and again with the
dagger, covering her back and shoulders with wounds. The rain had
stopped, and Lucifera’s blood was slowly staining the grass
red.

Christopher tried to stand, but the world
spun and he fell down. His body was repairing itself, but restoring
his sense of balance did not seem to be its first priority. If he
tried to help Lucifera in his present state, he would likely get in
her way and get both of them killed.

Robyn held her injured neck and sat next to
him.

The vampiress feigned a strike to
Novafeltria’s side and he performed his usual shadow moving trick.
This time, though, she was ready for him. The instant he reformed,
her sword struck his neck, then passed through.

Novafeltria took a step back and clutched his
neck.

Christopher leaned forward, waiting for the
master vampire’s head to roll off of his shoulders. Was it really
over?

Novafeltria looked to the young vampire and
smiled. He moved his hand, revealing that the area between his head
and body was comprised of shadow and darkness. “You didn’t really
think it would be that easy, did you?”

Lucifera struck, cutting through his arms,
legs, and torso in quick succession. With each strike, Novafeltria
changed the targeted part of his body to shadow an instant before
her sword connected, allowing it to pass through him.

He sliced her cheek and stabbed her in the
lower back, then moved in shadow form to stand a few steps in front
of her.

“It’s no use, old girl. The amount of time it
takes for your mind to decide how to act and instruct your body
what to do is plenty of warning for me. I can read you like a
child’s picture book.”

“I like Green Eggs and Ham,” snarled an
impossibly deep voice.

Novafeltria turned and received a massive,
fur-covered fist in the face. He tumbled backward and landed on his
back in the grass.

Mickey growled in approval.

Another werewolf bounded through the air and
landed on top of Novafeltria. It was a tornado of slashing claws
and fangs, covering the vampire with lacerations and sending his
blood spattering everywhere.

“It’s going to take me a week to get the
stench of that rotting corpse thing out of my hair, you cadaver!”
The werewolf’s voice was almost as deep as Mickey’s, but the accent
was unmistakable: Lily.

Novafeltria shoved her off and scrambled to
his feet.

Lucifera appeared behind him and swung her
sword. This time he did not change to shadow. Her blade cut a deep
gash along his side. She held up the weapon and showed him his
blood.

He nodded and clapped his hands. “Well
played. I had forgotten about the mongrels. I suppose this means
you have dispatched the zombie. You have my thanks. I was a bit
curious myself about how to dispose of the wretch.”

Lucifera swung for his neck again. He faded
into a shadow and moved. When he reformed, Mickey was directly
behind him. The werewolf swiped at the vampire’s head with his
claws, but Novafeltria easily evaded the blow.

Lily lunged at his legs, but the vampire
leapt and floated down to the earth several yards away.

Lucifera attacked again, but he moved and
stabbed her. Mickey attacked, but he dodged the blow and stabbed
him in the neck. Lily tried to tackle him from behind, but he
caught her by the throat and slammed her to the ground.

He stepped back and then exploded into a
massive cloud of darkness that enveloped his three attackers.

Christopher strained to see into the
blackness, but could only hear the grunts and snarls of those
inside. Thirty seconds later, the cloud dissipated, revealing
Novafeltria standing in the middle unharmed. Lucifera, Mickey, and
Lily lay on the ground covered in new cuts and bruises.

“You’re in a terrible hurry to end this
quickly, aren’t you Lucifera? Your thoughts are more difficult to
discern than the others’, but only slightly. You’ve been afraid of
something ever since I saw you on the rooftop. You know that with
every passing moment I comprehend my new abilities more and more.
When I master them, you will have no hope.”

Novafeltria straightened his dangling broach
and smoothed down his silk sport coat as best he could. “It is so
simple to open one’s mind and listen to the thoughts of others when
one is a god. I can hear all of you: the mongrel wolves, your
injured vampire servant, the girl. I can also hear the few humans
still awake in their homes nearby.” He closed his eyes and touched
his head for a moment. “The humans are a noisy and tiresome bunch.
I often wondered why you seldom used this power, Lucifera. Now I
understand why. It’s just too boring to kill your enemies when you
already know what they are about to do. You preferred to rely on
your skill to make things more fun.”

Lucifera pushed herself up to a knee.
Christopher may have been mistaken, but it seemed an awful lot like
she was smiling.

“That is not the reason,” she replied.

*****

Alexa danced in the middle of the deserted
street. The time had come.

When she screamed, the sound was as loud as a
tornado siren and twice as shrill. House windows shook and buckled.
Dogs began to howl. Cats hissed and fled.

Still, she screamed. A window cracked. Then
another. And another. In unison, the front windows of more than two
hundred houses exploded. The car windows followed, cracking and
showering the street with broken glass.

Suddenly, three hundred people were awake.
Some screamed. Many cried in fear. A few brave souls ventured to
their shattered windows and glanced out into the night.

Alexa stopped screaming and resumed her
dance.

Instead of the falling of raindrops, her
symphony was now the massive flood of thoughts from the
neighborhood’s bewildered inhabitants. They were so frightened and
confused and so very, very, loud.

*****

Novafeltria held his dagger above Lucifera’s
throat. He held her sword arm in his other hand and pinned her on
her back with his foot. “Let’s see if I can cleave your head off
with a single stroke, shall we?”

Christopher struggled, finding the strength
to stand, but little else.

The werewolves lay injured and battered, but
still conscious, a few yards away. They also slowly dragged
themselves toward Lucifera, but there was nothing any of them could
do to save her now.

The knife rose in Novafeltria’s hand, ready
to make the final cut.

Christopher staggered as a blast of sound
exploded from beyond the trees. It was like the voices of hundreds
of people were crying out and pouring directly into his brain. He
covered his ears but the sound only grew.

Robyn touched his arm and spoke but he
couldn’t hear her words. She didn’t seem to hear the screaming.

He looked back to where Novafeltria held
Lucifera. Dropping the knife to the ground, he, too, clutched his
ears in a vain attempt to drown out the sound.

Lucifera smiled up from where she lay and
kicked his chest. He flew backward, landing between the
werewolves.

Mickey and Lily each grabbed one of his arms
and slashed his body with their claws. Novafeltria tore himself
free and clutched his ears again. Lucifera rushed in, chopping at
his head with her sword. He slid backward, but she still cut his
torso badly.

Christopher struggled to move. The wave of
human thought pushed him down like the crash of an avalanche. He
had to focus past it. He had been a victim for too long. In the
past three days his throat had been cut, he’d been nearly burned
alive in sunlight, he’d been mauled by an alpha werewolf, and, most
recently, nearly decapitated by a godlike vampire.

He picked up one of the splintered boards
from the broken bench and stumbled up the hill toward the fight.
Each step was an ordeal, but he weathered the deafening wave of
human thoughts and trudged onward.

Lucifera and the werewolves had more success
in fighting Novafeltria as he struggled against the thought stream.
He tried to run, but Mickey grabbed him. Lily punched and clawed
the master vampire and Lucifera stabbed and slashed him. He
struggled to avoid a mortal injury, but it was becoming more
difficult with each blow.

Christopher did not plan to sit idly by and
watch as the mastermind behind her sister’s torment died. Even if
he only managed to stake the vampire and immobilize him, he would
have a hand in his demise.

He made his way behind Novafeltria with the
sharp wooden board, but he lacked the power to drive it into the
master vampire with those voices assailing his mind.

He thought back to his training with
Lucifera. She had shown him how to focus on a single person and
shield his mind from the thoughts of others. He didn’t know if it
would work against the hundreds of voices in his head, but he had
to try.

His eyes locked with hers. For an instant it
seemed that she was saying something, but he couldn’t hear her over
the mortal thoughts.

He closed his eyes and focused. He isolated
the deluge of voices and closed his mind off to them. He couldn’t
silence them completely, but he could fight them back enough to
function.

With his mind more clear, he made his move,
rushing at Novafeltria’s back and thrusting the stake toward his
heart.

In that instant, Novafeltria turned and
looked at him with a smile.

Christopher had the sickening feeling that he
was moving in slow motion while Novafeltria was moving
normally.

Novafeltria pushed away the werewolves and
shoved Lucifera to the ground. He grabbed the incoming stake and
stepped to the side.

Christopher tried to stop, but his momentum
still carried him toward the spot where Novafeltria had been
standing.

The master vampire thrust his hand forward
and tore into Christopher’s chest.

“Thank you, childe,” he said. “I knew there
had to be a way to turn off that horrible noise. I never thought it
would be as simple as ignoring humanity as a whole. I offer you my
undying gratitude for the lesson.”

Christopher looked down in horror.
Novafeltria’s hand was buried in his body up to the wrist. He
dropped the stake but could not find the strength to fight his
attacker. He pondered the meaning of Hell as the master vampire’s
fingers wiggled inside his chest, getting a better grip on
something.

There was a wet, ripping sound coming from
his chest. He tried in vain to scream as he caught a glimpse of
something in Novafeltria’s bloody hand, just before everything went
black.

It was his heart.
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Robyn knew her brother had already been
clinically dead before Novafeltria ripped out his heart. He had no
heartbeat. He was cold to the touch. When the sun rose he would
have surely lost all mobility and sentience until the sun left the
sky.

She knew vampires all too well. She also knew
her brother.

In her head, there was no such thing as a
good vampire. Some carried over a small measure of their humanity,
but all of them became evil, totally selfish creatures eventually.
It was in all the books and every piece of documentation she had
uncovered.

She trembled as Christopher’s body fell to
the ground. Lucifera and the werewolves stared in disbelief.

Novafeltria held the heart up for all to
see.

Her brother was undead. Therefore, removing
his heart was not worst thing that could happen to him. She did not
cry or panic. There would be time for such things later.

Instead, she crawled over to the broken bench
and retrieved a small, splintered board with a very sharp point. In
any other instance she would never have considered doing what she
was about to do. It would have been analogous to poking a wild
tiger with a stick.

The werewolves circled the master vampire,
snarling and growling. Lucifera cautiously crept toward him with
her sword held low. Robyn noted that she moved as though she were
an actual practitioner of kendo rather than a vampire with a deadly
toy.

The probability of death for all participants
in the battle at some point before dawn was virtually 100%. The
probability of successfully impaling Master Novafeltria with the
board was approximately 20% if his attention remained on the
werewolves and Lucifera. But Robyn had another hypothesis she
wished to test. If she were correct, their chances of survival
would increase exponentially.

She crept up behind Novafeltria as quietly as
she could. The werewolves paid her no mind, continuing to snarl at
the vampire. If Lucifera saw her, she also did not let on.
Novafeltria held Christopher’s heart up like an apple, gazing at it
with a smile.

Robyn stood and thrust the stake toward his
back much as her older brother had done. The result was similar.
Novafeltria spun and grabbed the stake, easily removing it from her
hands.

“I may not be listening to your thoughts, but
you are as loud as an elephant when you move.” He held the sharp
point up to her face. “You didn’t really think that would work, did
you?”

“No,” she replied coldly. “But I hypothesize
that you cannot become a shadow while holding one of the substances
that can harm you.” She pointed at the piece of wood.

The female werewolf pounced on the vampire,
biting into his neck. Blood gushed from the fresh wound.

The male werewolf grabbed the arm holding
Christopher’s heart and ripped it out of the vampire’s shoulder
with a wet crunch. Novafeltria fell, trying to cover his face with
his remaining arm. The female savagely bit and ripped, tearing
flesh away from his throat.

Lucifera moved to the fallen vampire with
sword drawn. Calmly, she spoke. “Mickey, remove the heart from his
hand.”

The arm looked like a piece of a broken doll
in the werewolf’s hands. It tried to pry Christopher’s heart free,
three-inch talons working their way under his fingers. The thing
growled and struggled, but the hand would not budge.

“I don’t get it,” the monster snarled. “I
can’t get the hand open.”

He scratched at the hand and slammed it
against the ground again and again, but still it would not release
the heart.

Lucifera raised her sword over her head.

Mickey roared. He was still trying to open
the hand. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say it feels like…”

Lucifera swung her sword, but Novafeltria
threw the stake away and faded into the shadows.

He appeared behind Lucifera. “It feels as
though I still have complete control over the hand, doesn’t it,
mongrel?”

The hand squeezed, crushing Christopher’s
heart. Blood dripped to the ground. The heart itself came apart
into pieces. The hand rubbed its fingers together, further
destroying the organ. The male werewolf roared and dug its claws
into the arm.

The hand and arm disappeared into shadow and
rejoined with Novafeltria. With his arm returned, the master
vampire stabbed Lucifera in the neck with his dagger and kicked her
in the chest, sending her flying.

The werewolves both attacked him, but the
vampire put them both down with two quick, devastating punches.

Novafeltria grabbed Robyn by the throat and
pulled her close to his face. “I have been toying with them, but I
grow weary of this game. Your brother is dead. I will kill
Lucifera. Then the werewolves die. When they are all out of the
way, you and I will have a long, slow, painful conversation about
how and why you are lying about the location of Dracula’s
tomb.”

He shoved her to the ground. She fell face to
face with Christopher. His eyes were wide open and glassy. His
expression was blank and slack-jawed. She touched his cheek. It was
ice cold.

“You cannot be dead, Christopher,” she
pleaded. “I just got you back.”

She ignored the gaping hole in his chest and
rested her head on his shoulder. Her hand brushed against something
sharp in the grass. She wiped away her tears and looked down. It
was the stake.

“Attack me with that again,” Novafeltria
remarked, “and it shall be your arms that are ripped from their
sockets. Now, don’t go away. I’ll be right back.”

*****

Lucifera pushed herself up out of the muck.
How far she had fallen. Hours earlier she had been the most
powerful vampire on the planet who did not occupy one of the prized
seats of the vampire lords. Perhaps she could have challenged the
elders themselves. Now all of her power belonged to a former
rival.

It was as she had feared. Novafeltria had
mastered enough of his new abilities to become a force of nature.
She would fight him until he tore the last vestiges of life from
her, but the outcome would not change. Victory was no longer
possible.

She knelt with her head bowed, holding the
sword at the ready with its blade touching the ground in front of
her. Novafeltria was behind her with the human girl, but he would
be coming for her any minute. She would make her final stand.

Her blood still flowed out of the dozens of
wounds he had inflicted. Ribs were slowly healing the fractures
from his punches. Her body was at its limit.

Weak footsteps shuffled toward her
accompanied by labored breathing. The smell of human blood and
death followed the sounds.

She looked up and met the tear-stained eyes
of Father McKenzie. His face was covered in bruises and a deep
x-shaped cut. His clothing was tinted red from blood.

“Hello, priest. You are just in time. It
would seem the end is nigh.”

“It’s time to finish this.” His voice was
weak. Lucifera wondered how he had managed to survive so long.

In his trembling hand, the priest held an
open bottle adorned with a cross on the side. Lucifera had seen
enough similar containers to know the nature of the liquid
inside.

Holy water.
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McKenzie held the bottle with a trembling
hand. “I could pour this right in your face, you know. You’d
die.”

“I would split you from head to groin before
I expired. We would perish together.” Lucifera bowed her head
again, awaiting Novafeltria.

“I’ll die soon anyway,” said the priest.

“That is true.” Novafeltria appeared behind
Lucifera. “So, you killed Sam. Perhaps I didn’t give you enough
credit.”

The priest stared at his former master. The
only sound he made was the labored breathing of one whose time was
running short.

“You don’t have to die tonight,” Novafeltria
said. “I have, sadly, devoured all of my vampires and could use a
loyal familiar. What do you say?”

“Why don’t you just read my mind?” the priest
replied.

“He cannot,” said Lucifera. “It is too noisy
out here for his tiny little brain.”

*****

For the second time, Robyn picked up the
stake.

There was nothing she could do for
Christopher. She couldn’t even mourn him. If she sat by his corpse
and waited, she would surely die—or worse.

The chances of survival were slim if she
fought, but slim was infinitely better than zero. If she were lucky
and survived, at least she could give her brother a proper
burial.

She got back up and began walking toward
Novafeltria.

*****

Lily rose to her feet and tried to walk. She
fell forward into the grass, her muzzle grinding into the wet
earth.

Something moving up ahead caught her eye. It
was the girl. She was walking right toward Novafeltria with stake
in hand.

“Stupid girl,” she muttered.

She couldn’t help but feel admiration for the
human. Lily had grown to like Christopher in their short time
together. He was far more human than most vampires she had met. If
his kind nature was any indication of how he was when he was alive,
his sister would surely miss him dearly.

She obviously missed him enough to commit
suicide by attacking the master vampire again.

Lily had been convinced the situation was
hopeless, but seeing the girl changed that. She pushed herself back
onto her feet, resolving to help the girl in any way she could. She
began limping toward the vampires as well.

“This one’s for Christopher,” she said.

*****

“He was my friend,” Mickey growled.

He gently picked up the pieces of
Christopher’s broken heart and placed them in his hand. He would
never find them all, but he hoped he had found enough.

“Nobody”

The werewolf stood on trembling legs covered
in lacerations.

“kills”

He staggered forward. The tendons in his left
leg were attached by threads, but he refused to fall.

“my”

He winced at the pain as part of a broken rib
cut through his skin.

“friends.”

*****

Novafeltria hissed at Lucifera’s remark.
“Excuse Lucifera. She is being nasty because she knows her time has
ended. Come now, John. I only wish to find Dracula’s tomb and take
my rightful place among the rulers of vampire kind. Not even the
Devil could tell you what Lucifera would do with that power.”

The priest watched Lucifera. She made no move
nor did she utter a response. She remained kneeling with her sword
at the ready before her.

“The devil I know is the lesser of two evils,
then?” he asked.

Novafeltria laughed. “I am by no means the
lesser evil. Let me make the decision a little easier for you.
Lucifera, your troops are rallying. I hear them behind me, creeping
up like dirty thieves. I’ve toyed with you long enough. You are
planning to strike me with your sword yet you know it won’t work.
I’ll simply become a shadow and take it away from you before the
werewolves and the girl can blink. Now, priest. Your choice. Let’s
hear it.”

Father John McKenzie straightened his bloody
and tattered clerical collar and looked the master vampire in the
eyes without fear.

“I choose…”

He turned the bottle of holy water, pouring
it on Lucifera’s blade.

“…the lesser.”

Lucifera stood and spun, swinging her sword
for Novafeltria’s neck.

Novafeltria hissed and once again became a
living shadow.

The blade hit his shadow form. Instead of
passing through harmlessly, the drops of sacramental water touched
the shadow, forcing it to become flesh and bone.

Novafeltria screamed as the sword cut into
the side of his neck.

Lucifera twisted with all her strength,
trying to force the blade all the way through to decapitate the
vampire.

Skin split. Muscle was severed. The cartilage
of his neck gave way as the blade cut into him.

Then it stopped.

Novafeltria’s hand latched on to Lucifera’s
wrist, stopping her sword halfway through his neck.

“A good effort, but not enough,” he
gasped.

*****

Robyn ran the last three steps toward
Novafeltria and pushed the stake into his back. Her strike was
perfect. The tip penetrated the area between the second and third
ribs, exactly where she figured the heart would be, but there was a
problem.

The stake only went in an inch. She lacked
the strength to push it in as far as it needed to go.

“Girl, you cannot imagine the horrors I shall
inflict upon you before you die,” Novafeltria groaned.

The female werewolf appeared at Robyn’s side
and grasped Novafeltria’s shoulders. The male also appeared and
placed a giant clawed hand on top of Robyn’s hands where they
touched the stake.

“For Christopher,” it said.

The thing pushed her hands with crushing
force while the female held the vampire in place. The stake broke
through, impaling Novafeltria’s heart.
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Lucifera kept her sword pressed into the side
of Novafeltria’s vertebrae. “Release him.”

Mickey and Lily stepped away and Robyn
removed her hands from the stake.

Novafeltria fell to his knees, the stake
rendering him immobile.

“This is unexpected,” he gasped. “But let’s
not be hasty.”

“Of course. Haste is the last thing on my
mind,” she replied.

He managed a weak laugh. “I deserve that, and
much, much more, but let’s think about this. You could take my head
and end me, then call it a night. Or, you could regain your power
and then some.”

Lucifera did not speak. Instead she twisted
the blade, widening the gap it was causing between Novafeltria’s
vertebrae.

Mickey ignored the immobilized vampire. He
limped to Christopher’s body and began dragging it back to the
group.

“Lucifera, if you can obtain the lock of
hair, spare me and we will share the power. I have absorbed the
essence of over a dozen master vampires before you. There is more
than enough. Just think about it. Even if you kill me, you will
have to contend with every upstart master vampire in the world who
learns that you have lost your power. Word travels fast. By
tomorrow all will know. Instead of being at their mercy, we could
overthrow the elders themselves, you and I.”

Mickey growled and knelt down next to
Christopher.

“Ah, yes. You and I and your,” Novafeltria
strained his eyes to look at the werewolves, “things, of
course.”

The werewolf opened his massive hand and
gently placed the pieces of Christopher’s heart back into his
chest.

Robyn sat down by her brother’s side and took
his hand in hers.

Mickey peered into the young vampire’s gaping
wound. The heart was in the right place, but nothing happened. He
sniffed Christopher’s face, then licked his cheek. He nudged the
cheek with his nose, but Christopher was cold—utterly and
completely dead.

He looked back at Lucifera and let out a
barely audible whimper.

Lucifera’s face was emotionless. Unreadable.
“Wolf, do you have it?”

Mickey stood and held forth the cursed lock
of hair.

Novafeltria made no effort to suppress his
growing smile. “Before you get any devious ideas, remember that
because your things—”

Lily growled.

“I mean mongrels—”

Mickey snarled.

“I mean because your werewolves destroyed
poor Derek, we have no conduit through which to transport the
energy. This means that the transfer of power must be consensual on
my part.”

“Is this true, priest? Is what this
sniveling, defeated wretch says even possible?” Lucifera asked.

The priest stared at the lock of hair. “The
artifact can do miraculous things with the dead. What he says is
possible,” he replied.

“Take it,” she said.

His hand slowly crept toward the lock.
Fingers drew near and paused an inch away. He was a naughty child
contemplating a piece of forbidden candy. With a gasping chuckle,
he took the lock of hair.

“You realize I could compel you to kill each
other, don’t you?” he asked.

Lily took a step toward the man.

Lucifera raised her hand and the werewolf
stopped. She calmly addressed the priest: “Yes, you could attempt
to do that or have me decapitate myself or some other silly thing,
but you will not. Do you know the reason?”

“Please enlighten me,” said the priest, his
tone growing sinister.

“I have been in your head, John McKenzie. You
desperately seek forgiveness. And the person you have wronged the
most is here, kneeling by her deceased brother. This is your
chance.”

“What?” asked the priest.

“Yes, what?” asked Novafeltria.

“You are a priest. Give us a miracle. Mend
the boy,” she said.

Robyn looked up at the priest with eyes full
of tears.

“It would take an enormous amount of power to
restore a vampire that has already been properly killed,” he
stammered.

“Our dear friend Aldo has power to spare,”
she remarked. “A dozen master vampires before me. Is that not what
you said?”

“You’re mad,” Novafeltria said.

The priest held the hair with both hands and
knelt by Christopher. “It will require his blood.”

Lucifera pushed Novafeltria’s body with her
sword, positioning his neck over Christopher’s heart. With another
twist, she severed and freed his left carotid artery. Crimson
liquid poured out like a fountain, covering the damaged heart.

McKenzie closed his eyes. He began to
tremble.

The crushed heart was covered in
Novafeltria’s blood but it seemed to have no effect. The stream
gradually slowed and changed to a steady drip. Lucifera shifted her
sword again, bringing a little more blood from the wound.

The priest broke into a sweat and struggled
to breathe.

Inside Christopher’s chest a tiny green spark
flashed. The spark spread over the damaged heart. Tissue bubbled
and shifted, reforming the correct shape. A green fire flowed with
the blood, healing the heart and the skin around it.

The blood completely stopped flowing from
Novafeltria’s neck. He had been bled nearly dry.

Christopher opened his eyes and sat up,
shoving Novafeltria to the side.

“Anybody want to tell me what the hell just
happened?”

“Christopher!” Robyn grabbed her brother and
buried her face in his neck, this time crying tears of joy.

“Chevy!” Mickey bellowed and captured both
the young vampire and his sister in a bone-crushing hug.

“Okay. Yeah. Ow.” Christopher patted the
giant wolf head.

“Touching,” Novafeltria groaned. “You wanted
to make me weak before the transfer. I understand. I’d have done
the same thing to you. Let’s get on with it.”

Lucifera kept the blade where it was.
“Wolf.”

Mickey hastily wiped his eyes, muttering
something incomprehensible about allergies and stood. “O’Connell,”
he called, “quit playing dead. I beat you fair and square and I let
you live. I figure the least you owe me is a smoke.”

The old werewolf sat up, revealing that most
of his injuries had already healed. “You let me live?” he grumbled.
“Little fucker.” He half-growled and half-laughed, then produced
two cigars and a Zippo lighter as if from thin air. Somehow he
managed to light the cigars with his massive clawed fingers. He put
one of the cigars in his mouth and tossed the other to Mickey.

The werewolf held out his hand to the priest.
“Gimme or I’ll eat you.”

McKenzie took a final look at the lock of
hair and placed it in Mickey’s hand. “I’d have given it to you
without the threat. Besides, I’ll be dead soon anyway. Being eaten
would be quicker and likely less painful.”

“Who says I would eat you all at one time?”
Mickey asked. He took a drag on the cigar until the tip glowed red.
Then he pressed it against the lock of hair.

The thing began to give off a deep purple
smoke. The stench of a thousand rotting corpses poured out. A
bluish-green flame enveloped the hair.

“No!” cried Novafeltria.

Mickey threw the lock of hair several yards
away where the flame grew into the shape of a skull, swelling to
massive proportions and burning the wet grass in a twenty foot arc
around where it landed. The skull shaped flames turned to Lucifera.
A hissing voice that sounded like the screams of the dying came
from the thing and uttered a single phrase. Then the flame died
out, leaving a pile of ashes where the lock of hair had been.

A gust of wind scattered the ashes and swept
them away into the night.

“What did it say?” Mickey asked.

“Defecit omne quod nasciture,” replied
Lucifera. “The English equivalent would be, ‘all that is born,
dies.’”

Mickey shrugged. “Whatever.”

Lucifera smiled and addressed Novafeltria.
“Aldo, I want you to take a message to the elders for me.”

The defeated vampire regarded her with
narrowed eyes. “Very well. For a moment I thought you were really
going to kill me.”

Her smile faded. “Every time I built an
existence for myself someone arrived to destroy it. At first I
thought it was simply the hand of fate, but now I know differently.
Every time one of my enemies managed to kill someone under my
protection, it started with the elders. The rest of you are so
damned scared of them that you jump to do their bidding like
trained dogs.”

“What are you saying?”

“I am saying that I merely reacted each time
they moved against me. I thought if I ignored them and went about
my existence, they would eventually leave me alone. I see now that
this will never happen. Therefore, I am declaring war.”

“War?”

“War on the elders. War on the lords. War on
every master vampire who opposes me. If they cross my path, they
die. I will kill them all and bring down the façade of order the
elders cling to so desperately.”

Novafeltria carefully nodded. “I see. Very
well. Release me and I’ll be courier for your verbal suicide note,
for that is what this really is.”

“You misunderstand,” she said. “I require
neither your cooperation nor your body for this task. I need only
your head.”

His eyes grew wide and he opened his mouth to
speak, but Lucifera did not grant him the opportunity. She pushed
the sword, taking her time sawing through the other side of
Novafeltria’s neck. Finally, his head tumbled to the ground.

The priest fell to his knees and wept. “Thank
God.” He reached out to Robyn. “My child, I would never have harmed
an innocent of my own free will. You must believe me. I am so very
sorry.”

Robyn stared at the man with tears in her
eyes, but would not speak.

Christopher leaned forward. “I should kill
you for what you did to her.”

“Christopher, no,” Lucifera said. She stepped
between the priest and the siblings.

The priest looked up and smiled. “I suppose I
have wronged you most of all, Lucifera. You may be a demon, but I
had no reason to punish you. I am sorry.”

Fiery green eyes threatened to burn a hole in
the man. He met her gaze for an instant, then quickly looked
away.

“I do not forgive you,” she said. Her sword
exploded from its sheath and whistled as she waved it by his
throat.

The priest shuffled backward and grabbed his
neck. He checked his hands, but found no blood. “What was
that?”

Lucifera sheathed the sword. “Choose your
next sentence wisely, for it will be your last.”

He turned to look at the girl. As his head
moved, a small, thin red line appeared on the side of his throat. A
single drop of blood trickled out. Then the vein ruptured
completely and his blood sprayed out onto the ground like a
geyser.

He looked up at Lucifera. “You do not have to
forgive me, vampire, but I do forgive y—”

She redrew the blade and hit him in the mouth
with the flat side. His front teeth shattered and landed in the
grass.

“No. I will not allow you to do that,
either.” Lucifera shook the blood from her blade before replacing
it in the saya.

The priest fell dead.

*****

Christopher pushed himself up to his feet and
stood in front of Lucifera but did not look her in the eye.
“Lucifera, please, I beg of you, let my sister live.”

She regarded the young vampire with a hint of
a smile, but did not reply, so he went on.

“I know the rule about humans, but I give you
my word, she will not move against you or aid your enemies.”

“Refresh my memory, Christopher. What is the
rule about humans?” Lucifera asked.

Christopher looked puzzled, as if he were
searching for the correct response to a trick question. “No human
witnesses are allowed to live, ever. No exceptions. Mickey has been
telling me that ever since I first met him.”

Lucifera glanced at the werewolf with smile.
“Has he?”

“Gotcha,” said the werewolf.

“What?” Christopher gasped.

“Yeah, I was fucking with you, Chevy. It
doesn’t really matter if you let a human live. You just have to
watch out for them. Usually they get killed or eaten once other
monsters know they are in on the secret of our existence.”

Christopher fumed. “Why you…”

Mickey patted him on the head and walked past
him toward O’Connell. The old man had already shifted back to his
human shape and, inexplicably, donned a ridiculous yellow
pinstriped suit. They silently walked away from the others and
stood next to the tower.

O’Connell blew a smoke ring toward Mickey. “I
went along with Lily so I could see for meself just what kind of
werewolf you are. One day I’m gonna need you and I need you strong.
Credit where it’s due, boy. You ain’t as weak as you look.”
O’Connell nodded as if this were a major compliment.

“Next time I’ll kill you, William,” Mickey
snarled. “This time I took pity because of your unfortunate and
ill-advised mustache.”

“I thank you kindly. Next time I won’t pull
me punches neither.” The humor suddenly left his face. “I never
figured those vampires would be able to hold you for more than a
day or two, boy.”

Mickey growled. “I could have killed them a
hundred times but for them little ones that looked like children.
I’m glad to know I was the master and not the beast, even back
then.”

“Aye, but things have changed now, ain’t
they. Your little vampire can’t keep it locked up inside you no
more. Sometime down the road a full moon will slip up on you.
You’ll go berserk and you’ll need help. When you do, come see me.
No hard feelings and no questions.”

“William, it has been a very long day.
Killing you is not on my to-do list, but I might be inclined to
pencil it in if you stick around.”

O’Connell didn’t say another word, but he did
extend his hand. Mickey shifted back to his human shape as he
reached for it. The two werewolves shook hands. Each tried to crush
the other in his grip. After a few moments, both released their
freshly bruised hands.

O’Connell shook his head at Mickey. “When are
you going to learn to plan ahead and bring an extra pair of
britches?” He picked up a pile of clothing from the ground and
tossed it to Mickey. “Here’s my extras and a little something I
found in the tower. Now, cover up. You’re ruining me appetite.”

Mickey caught the garments, noting a pair of
jeans, a white t-shirt, and his ancient leather jacket. He put the
clothes on and nodded a very brief thank you toward O’Connell.

*****

Alexa moved like a ghost through the shadows,
stopping twenty feet from Lucifera.

Lucifera placed Novafeltria’s head in the
grass and turned to face her prodigal childe. “I suppose thanks are
in order.”

“No,” replied Alexa. “I merely wish that you
would stop making such powerful enemies. If they kill you, I won’t
get the chance.”

Christopher shook his head. “I honestly can’t
tell. Are you friends or enemies?”

Both vampires replied in unison. “Yes.”

Alexa curtsied to Lucifera. “I’ll see you in
my dreams.”

“Vale, Alexa.” The Latin term sounded like
music from Lucifera’s lips. “As always, you are my creation and
mine alone to kill.”

“Oh, Bellona. You say the sweetest
things.”

Lucifera smiled, not attempting to hide her
joy at the fact that her favorite creation had called her by her
true name.

Alexa turned away from her and passed the
returning Mickey as she walked away.

“See you later, doggie,” she said.

The werewolf cringed and manically tugged on
the collar of his jacket, trying his best to ignore her.

*****

Alexa found Lily nearby in the woods atop the
mountain, still in her werewolf shape. The vampire reached up,
stroking the side of Lily’s wolfish face. Lily closed her eyes. Her
body shrank back to its normal proportions. Fur receded as her
features returned to their human shape.

Alexa feasted her eyes on the nearly naked
werewolf. The only garments that had survived the transformation
were the tattered remnants of her pants and a white tank top.

Lily took Alexa in her arms. “Those bodies at
the diner…” Her words trailed off, half in desperation for an
answer, half in fear of what that answer might be.

“It will soon come to light that they were
all murderers,” Alexa said with a smile.

“Are you lying?” Lily asked.

“I’ll never tell.”

They kissed. Lily caressed the side of the
much smaller woman’s face while Alexa locked her hands around
Lily’s waist. They took their time with the lingering kiss. In the
past, such moments had brought them both great joy. On that
particular night, they both knew the kiss was something else. It
was a kiss goodbye.

They released their embrace and Alexa began
to walk back toward the tower plaza. She stopped and turned back to
her former lover. “Farewell, Lily. I offer you this: Don’t be
afraid to let your heart be broken. Sometimes that is what one
needs the most.”

“You and your damned vampire fortune
cookies,” Lily muttered. As the vampire walked away, she whispered,
“Don’t die.”

Then she caught a familiar scent, and spun
around to find Mickey observing her with crossed arms and a
scowl.

“Mickey,” she stammered, “I can explain. This
isn’t how I wanted you to find out.”

He looked up at the dark sky, then back to
her. “I ain’t thrilled it’s Alexa, but I’m glad you’re finally
being true to yourself,” he said.

“What?”

“I know, Lily. I’m not that thick.”

She stared at him. She wanted to run away,
but she knew it was too late for that. “How long have you
known?”

“When we were kids, you’d beat up the boys
and dance with their girlfriends. I had my suspicions back
then.”

Lily breathed a sigh of relief. “I wish you
would have told me. You could have saved me a couple hundred or so
years of confusion. Jesus. All this time I was afraid you were
going to freak out.”

Mickey shrugged. “I played along because you
didn’t want me to know. You and Alexa, though?”

“Actually, no. There is no ‘me and Alexa.’
Not like that, anyway. We are more like friends with benefits. I
mean—”

Mickey coughed. “Yeah, thanks. No details,
please.”

*****

Alexa returned to the grassy knoll at the
foot of the tower. Lucifera stood by patiently as Christopher held
Robyn against his chest. The relief the young vampire’s sister felt
radiated from her like a cool breeze. O’Connell sat in the grass,
puffing on a cigar and blowing smoke rings into the sky.

Alexa passed by the siblings and patted
Christopher on the shoulder. He closed his eyes and faced away from
her.

“Is that your little sister, Christopher?
She’s pretty.”

He opened his eyes and instinctively shifted
his body in between Alexa and Robyn.

Alexa spoke directly to the girl. “The tomb
isn’t the only secret you have worked out, is it dear? How
exciting.”

Robyn didn’t say a word.

The vampire turned to O’Connell. “Let’s go,
William.”

“It’s about damn time,” he replied.

“Wait, I’m confused.” Christopher said.

“Relax, boy. We’re business partners,”
O’Connell said.

“Yes,” Alexa agreed. “And we fully intend to
kill each other when our business is concluded.”

O’Connell nodded. “Yep.”

Mickey and Lily returned to the plaza just in
time to see Alexa rush off into the night with O’Connell following
closely behind her. Mickey shook his head. “You made that?” he
asked Lucifera.

“Alexa,” she said, “is the servant of a far
greater power than any vampire or werewolf. I dread the day I find
out what it is that sends her those visions.”

Lily grabbed her cousin and ambushed him with
a hug. “Mickey, stay the hell out of trouble for once, will
you?”

He patted her hand. “Don’t count on it. You
leaving?”

“Yeah. There is somebody I promised to visit
and this whole mess has delayed me by a couple months. Besides, I
suspect you and the cadaver queen will be making a hasty exit
before sunrise yourselves.”

She released him from the embrace with a
playful shove.

“Oi, vampire,” she barked toward Lucifera.
“This goes without saying, but I’ll say it anyway. Keep him alive
or else.”

The vampiress smiled. “It was a pleasure to
see you, Lily. Take care.”

Lily growled and retrieved her gun belt from
the ground nearby. Then she took her leave, casually strolling off
into the woods to the east.

“Christopher,” Lucifera said, “there is a
hotel less than a half mile to the southwest. Take your sister
there now. Nash has arranged for a package to be awaiting you there
with funds and plane tickets. You will need to disappear for a
while.”

The young vampire stared at the body of the
dead priest. “All right. What about you?”

“Pay no mind to whatever news you may hear of
my fate. I will contact you when it is safe.”

Christopher nodded and took his sister’s
hand. He led her in the direction of the hotel.

“Take care of yourself, kid,” Mickey
said.

“You too, flea magnet,” the young vampire
replied.

Robyn took two steps after him, then stopped
and tore her hand from Christopher’s grip. She turned around to
face Lucifera and Mickey.

“Thank you,” she said.

Mickey nodded without saying a word.

Lucifera bowed. “It was our pleasure.”

*****

When they were safe in the hotel room,
Christopher laid out the plane tickets and roll of cash on the
nightstand.

“Talk to me, Christopher. Something is
bothering you and I do not possess the ability to read
thoughts.”

He shook his head, still shocked at how well
Robyn was adjusting to the insanity of his existence as a
vampire.

“I know the priest was evil,” he said. “Hell,
I wanted to kill him myself for a minute there. But Lucifera killed
him with no hesitation after he brought me back to life. It was the
most cold-blooded, monstrous thing I have ever seen.”

“I disagree,” Robyn said. She spoke
matter-of-factly, but betrayed her emotion by softly rocking back
and forth. “That man ordered the deaths of many people. I witnessed
his men killing someone in order to capture me. He may have been
influenced by a vampire, but his crimes far outweighed his good
deeds in the end. All he could think of was easing his own guilt.
Had he lived, he would have had to answer for his deeds to his
organization. His life and reputation would have been
destroyed.

“Furthermore, given your vampire nature, it
is possible that you would have killed him yourself out of anger.
Lucifera’s act allowed the priest to die a martyr’s death in his
own eyes and prevented you from committing murder, yet allowed me
to experience some degree of relief at the demise of my tormentor.
What to you seemed to be a cold-blooded, monstrous act, I would
consider the most merciful thing I have ever seen.”

She kissed her brother on the cheek, then
went to bed.

Christopher gazed out the window into the
night as Robyn drifted into unconsciousness.

Your vampire nature...

Her words hurt more than any of his
wounds.

A faint thumping sound disturbed his train of
thought. He checked the front door, but no one was knocking. The
sound grew louder by the second and he searched the room, finding
nothing. The sound wasn’t coming from the adjoining rooms
either.

Christopher let out a sigh of relief,
realizing that his supernatural hearing was picking up the sound of
Robyn’s slumbering heartbeat. He laughed softly, taking care not to
wake her.

Without warning, the old, familiar thirst hit
him with all its fury, and he found himself staring at his little
sister’s throat.

“What have you done to me, Alexa?,” he
whispered.

Outside the door, a drunken couple laughed
and sang as they stumbled down the hall to their room. Christopher
could hear their thoughts. He could hear their heartbeats. More
importantly, he could smell their blood.

He glanced back toward Robyn. Still asleep.
Still safe. Still alive.

Then he opened the door.

*****

With the bodies disposed of and the security
cameras damaged beyond repair, there was little reason to stick
around at the park. Mickey sat patiently in the driver’s seat of
the Corvette as Lucifera meticulously cleaned her sword.

“You sure you don’t want to go down and take
a look?” he asked.

“I am sure,” she replied. “You and I both
know what we would find down there.”

Mickey shrugged. “Seems like people went to a
lot of trouble to find that tomb. Ain’t you a little curious?”

She replaced the blade into its saya. “Even
slumbering vampires cannot mask their power at night. If we were to
open the tomb, we would find a very large, very empty sepulcher.
Leaving it untouched will allow the secret to endure at least a
little longer.”

“Not that I care, but what do you think
happened?”

“Dracula went to extreme measures to make the
world believe he was gone. He shall not be pleased when that tomb
is finally excavated.”

The werewolf fiddled with his shirt. It was
little tight in the chest. At least the pants fit. Novafeltria’s
disembodied head was wrapped neatly in a garbage bag from one of
the park’s trash cans. They had to make sure their prize was fit
for shipping, after all.

“So, did you mean what you said about
declaring war?”

“Wolf, you should know by now that every word
I say is tantamount to a vow.”

Mickey nodded slowly. He stroked a sideburn
and gazed out the window as if deep in thought. “So, what does
tantamount mean?”

“I meant what I said. We go to war.”

“Groovy,” he said. “What are our assets?”

“My blade and your claws.”

“Allies?”

“None at the moment. Nash will have a
challenge protecting my remaining interests in Los Angeles.
Christopher and his sister may be useful later, but would be a
liability at present.”

“Lily would probably help if I ask
nicely.”

“I like her,” Lucifera said.

“Despite what she says about you, I’m
beginning to think she feels the same way.”

“First, we need information. For that, we
must go to Mexico.”

“Please don’t tell me you mean Felipe.”

“Yes, Felipe.”

“I hate him.”

“I believe the feeling is quite mutual.
Regardless, we need a master vampire who is friendly to our cause
to obtain some information for us.”

“Just because you made him, that doesn’t make
him our friend.”

“No, but he is relatively unlikely to attempt
to kill us on sight.”

“Okay, just answer me one question
first.”

“If it is within my power to answer, you know
I will do so.”

He grabbed the top of her tattered bodice and
leaned forward, pulling her close to him. “Will we get to kill some
vampires?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “We will kill many,
many vampires.”

Mickey grinned. “Me and you against the
world.”

They shared a brief kiss before settling in
for a very long ride.

End
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