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Book Description

A dark comedy from the National Bestselling Author of Veronica Mars, Fast Times at Neptune High.




An epic battle is being fought between dying gods and supernatural creatures—and the world is caught in the middle. The last five gods band together in a desperate attempt to save themselves—and humanity—and everything gets weird. A clueless mortal is caught up in a madcap world of disco-obsessed kung fu vampires, werewolves having bad hair days, teenaged archangels, and the most unlikely combination of surviving gods … all of whom discover that they aren’t the things that go bump in the night!




This quirky, irreverently dark urban fantasy will leave you laughing—nervously—at the monsters hiding under your bed!
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Dedication

This book is for Mercedes. Always remember to stop and smell the absurd. Wait, kiddo, I’m rethinking the smelling part …
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December, 1476 A.D.




***

Kaine

Kaine grabbed the hammer’s handle but Mjolnir, Thor’s hammer, wouldn’t move. Lightning flashed through the snowstorm. Crags and sheer drops surrounded him as he stood on the rocky outcropping on the side of the mountain Sildpollneset. He glanced at his youngling, then back at the god’s hammer. It was the stuff of legends, and the legends were, apparently, true in this case. Thor bled at his feet. The first of the immortals had fallen. Yet still the hammer was stuck.

Kaine wiped the golden blood off his mouth. “Drink child. The power you gain will be immeasurable.”

Vlad Tepes stared at his sire, then dipped his finger in the viscous fluid welling from the fallen god’s throat. “This makes no sense to me … how have you done this?”

Kaine smiled. “They feed on belief the way we feed on blood. They are no different than us, other than being able to feed on countless victims simultaneously. I attacked him at the source of his power. His food. That is what you are going to do, Vlad.”

The younger vampire looked confused. “How?”

“Belief.” Vlad leaned over and lapped at Thor’s throat while he listened. “While I attack the gods, you will attack the other gifted species. The Shifters, the Fey, the Angels, and the species that draw power from faith. It will take centuries, but you must change how they are seen. You must change what they are. Kill them as protectors. Make them villains, make them monsters. Then make them jokes. Take away the fear, and leave them no place to live but in stories.”

Vlad finished his meal and looked up to Kaine. “I believe I understand. The same way that the Ottomans disparage Wallachia and Christianity, attacking us with rumors, I must attack the very words that the commoners hear and speak.”

“Exactly. You have been given the gift of death. You have been cut free from the Threads of Fate. In a world of blacks and whites, you are gray. You can sway between the poles of creation. Not mortal, not divine. That is the curse, and the gift, of the vampire—and those like us.” Kaine reach down and tore Thor’s head off. He handed it to Vlad. “Give this to Stephen Bathory. He will deliver it to the Turks. The shifters are attacking his family, giving him this gift will do well to secure the future for you. You must pass along the protection of your country.”

Vlad turn the head over, studying it. “I don’t understand. Of all the things you have asked, why do you insist I must give up my homeland?”

Kaine placed a hand on the other man’s shoulder. “I know you don’t understand. But the world must be shaped. I have been granted visions by my mother, the mother of Night. Someday, a werewolf will be born that cannot change. His blood will be the shape of the container we need. He will be able to hold power like no other on this planet. At the same time another like my brother will be born. When that vampire is born, one that doesn’t need blood, alongside the werewolf who cannot shift, I must have them both. The vampire can define the power within the wolf, and the wolf must be there when the unblooded is born. It is the key to our kind becoming gods.”

“We must reshape the world until the gods themselves believe that those two must be brought together. Changing the future is not an easy feat.” Kaine squeezed Vlad’s arm. “But while we shape events, I can promise you this—I will destroy the Boyars over time. You must trust me. I will hand you the world. You are so much more than you realize now. Your father may have been of the order of the dragon, but now you are the dragon, and when you roar it shall shake the pillars of heaven.”

The two stood in silence and watched as the snows slowly buried Mjolnir. Vlad stood, cradling the head. “I shall make them monsters. As you command.”

***
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Loki the Coyote

Somewhere in the North Atlantic Ocean …

A man, dressed in the rough-and-tumble fashion of the American Old West, strolled along the decks of the passenger liner. He stopped next to an elegant woman dressed in a flowing, midnight purple silk evening gown. Fiery red hair framed a perfect, dark-olive complexioned face, her impassive visage practically glowed in the moonlight.

Sounds of a band playing “Asleep in the Deep” and revelers laughing in the distant, crystal-sparkling dance room of the ship first-class section floated demurely across the decks. It was too bitter cold for most passengers to enjoy the night’s shockingly clear black skies. Not for this woman, though … or this man. They both stared into the icy gusts as if it were balmy summer. He brushed an errant lock of hair away from his forehead and inhaled deeply, enjoying the scent of salt in the air. “Evenin’, Lilith.”

The woman regally nodded her head a single time. “Loki.”

“You look radiant tonight.”

“Considering the magnitude of the occasion, I thought I should.” She laughed lightly, a musical sound quietly permeating the roar of the ocean.

Loki watched the low shadow on the horizon. If you didn’t know it was there, it would have been impossible to spot. If you had looking glasses you maybe could see it, but Loki held the only pair on the whole ship. If the sky were only a bit brighter, or if a moon would surrender its merest crescent smile … but the moon was absent on this night, and the invisible shadow remained invisible, though it didn’t keep its place.

“Indeed, my lady. I have brought the gift you sought.” Reaching into the pocket of his vest, digging around for a moment, and pulling out a small pearl, seemingly made of light. The Trickster grinned.

Lilith clapped her hands in delight. “Oh, my dearest Loki. I can’t believe you actually pulled it off. Are all of the Angel’s memories in here?”

Nodding solemnly, Loki rolled the pearl between his fingers. “They are, indeed. I don’t like doing this. He was a brave ally in our struggle against the gray ones. I fear that without him the gods will fall.”

Lilith nodded, watching out of the corner of her eye as the shadow upon the horizon grew larger. “The fall of the Angel now means that the werewolf that can’t change will be born. He is the key to stopping the vampire that doesn’t drink blood. If the Angel was not contained now and allowed to shape events, he would stop the wolf from being there when the vampire is born. But not now. Now we get an ally returned, and the balance against our enemies.”

She pointed at the pearl. “In sixty-five years, when his essence is dissolved and he finds a new host, he’ll be more powerful than ever. You know if we leave him in the state he is in, he will be worse than useless—until he drifts into oblivion.” She shrugged. “Losing his memories will bring him to the brink of madness. But he will fuse his soul to a mortal and the fiery sword shall rise again, my friend.”

“I get that.” Snapping his fist closed around the iridescent bauble, he grimaced. “The Gray Ones gather strength and our allies are all gone. They may be just a cabal of lesser powers, but they don’t bicker. Where our moves are plain, they are hidden, we stand alone and they strike as a united front, and we fall one by one. We stand alone. In this especially we stand alone, and it isn’t like either of us really trusts the other. Are we to simply spend the next century rebuilding allies, creating new power bases?”

Warmth challenged the bitter chill in the air as Lilith gently reached out to touch his hand. “Dearest Trickster, we don’t have to trust each other. We just have to work together for a few small centuries to save our kind. Yes, we have to rebuild. You’ve done the right thing with his essence. It will make the next century hard, but the end game will be ours.”

“Doesn’t mean I have to like it, Lilith; doesn’t mean I have to like it. We sit here speaking in cryptic riddles, and the whole damn world is going to hell.” Loki shrugged as he threw the small pearl into the ocean.

As the dark waters of the ocean closed over the luminescent stone, the light faded, swallowed by the inky darkness. Light sparkled in Lilith’s eyes. Ripples of power flowed back in time from the souls that were about to be released from life. Prophesy boiled up in the ancient Lilith’s mind, and she spoke. “So mote it be. Threescore years shall we wait, before the sword is found, and two score more before the pieces shall fall into place.”

Loki rolled his eyes, sighing. He didn’t believe this. The wolf and vampire had to be kept apart, not brought together. But he had to play along. For now. “All right, Lilith. I get it. You’re mysterious. You know you could just say that we’ll rock this shit in the nineteen seventies, and be dealing with it for forty years. Guess we have a bit to wait.” He brightened up a little bit as a thought struck him. “At least I get another century of fun before I have to start taking things seriously. Thank us for small favors, eh?”

Lilith threw back her head and laughed. “I doubt you will ever be able to take things seriously. Use this time wisely Loki, and prepare your pieces. Those that move against us are powerful, indeed, and by their very nature obfuscated from our view.” She held up a finger. “Yes, yes. I know. Language. They are beyond our influence. You know damn well what I mean.”

He tilted his head to the side watching the shadow looming on the horizon as it became clear that it was an iceberg. “True. However, power without humor is a waste. They get too serious. They lose sight of what’s important in the universe. So do you sometimes, Lilly-Pad. It is the nature … no, the gift of Humanity to laugh at itself, and its curse to laugh at each other.” His fingers curled into a fist. “And the Gray Ones don’t understand Gift or Curse.”

The looming shadow dripped blackness until midnight blue was visible in the iceberg’s jagged face, now only moments from colliding with the ship, serenely drifted through the tide. “They lose sight of humanity, and of the humans.”

Ice ripped through ship’s metal hull, tearing a tragic scar in the face of history, and unfolding legend. Savoring the moment of impact, the two gods leaned against the railing of the Titanic, consuming the stray prayers of those aboard as history was made. As more and more passengers flocked to the decks, some fighting with each other, some trying to help each other, all trying to reach the lifeboats, Lilith and Loki slipped gently over the side of the ship, floating serenely down towards the water.

The two gods landed lightly on the ocean’s surface, strolling away from the doomed vessel. Once they were a suitable distance away, they stopped and turned around, watching the final act of the terrible drama. Both focused intently, helping guide the souls of those whose prayers they had collected. For almost three hours the two gods collected souls, shepherds of the last wishes of the drowning. For some they eased passage to their final reward, while for others they sustained and even granted life, by guiding lifeboats miraculously to those who could be saved, or away from jagged ice and the dangerous flotsam that loitered everywhere.

As history’s quill penned its last stroke, and the “unsinkable” H.M.S. Titanic sank completely into its own icy sepulcher, the two gods departed, not to see each other again for over sixty years.

***
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***

Peter Criss

Peter held the baby boy, rocking him gently. Sunlight warmed the steps of the church. This wasn’t the first time he had been in this situation. Peter was just one of many supernaturals who worked together to create an underground railroad of protection for orphaned children with special needs. The priest looked at the two of them, eyebrows raised. “Aren’t you that cat man from the band Kiss?”

Peter nodded. “I’m also a Felinthrope. I know that you provide protection. Coyote sent me to you. This boy needs protection. He needs a home.”

“Why does he need a home? What has become of his family?”

Peter stroked the boy’s check, calming him to sleep. “He is a shifter that didn’t carry the bloodline. His pack cannot protect him. They are mostly dead.”

The priest rocked back on his heels as his eyebrows went up. “No wonder you came to us.”

Peter nodded. “The church can protect him. We cannot. If we keep him in the community of the supernatural, he will be known for what he is. He will be used for what he can be. His destiny needs to be his own. He needs a chance to grow as a normal boy.”

Reaching out, the priest took the baby boy. “What is the child’s name?”

Peter blinked. “No clue. Uh … I’ve always liked the name Ian. And maybe, since I’m into rock … Stone?”

The priest nodded. “He will be cared for and protected.”

***

Lilith

Lilith savored the shape of events to come, anticipating the story’s unfolding with relish.

It started, where most stories paradoxically start, not at the beginning but long before. But in the case of this story, it also started in two places. With two individuals. Yet despite the vast miles that separated the two critical events, those tied to them were more intertwined than a double-helix strand of DNA. One helix, a vampire’s destiny, carried through a bloodline; the other, an angel’s. Two stories, divorced by time, space, and more … inexorably linked.

And Loki was playing right into her hands. She could taste the conflict with the Gray Ones. The supernaturals who were beyond death, beyond the control of the Sisters of Fate … Besting the Gray Ones was a must, of course, but she would emerge the dominant divinity. So few of them were left. Only the clever gods had made it this far. History was a vicious bitch, and it was felling them all in its inexorable course. All but her.

Delicacy would be her byword. This war would take a toll, and each battle would be key, and in each battle were individual conflicts. Conflict … How easy it would be to lose the personal stories in the heat of rage and blood. But the stories, the lives, the prayers, that was where she and Loki derived their power. But Loki … the Angel was the key to Loki’s survival, and she had made sure that the trickster god, by his own hand, had sealed his own Fate.

New York glittered below her throne in the night’s clouds. The show was about to begin.

***

Elizabeth Bathory

Elizabeth straightened the lapels of her white polyester suit. Her rich, dark curls cascaded down her back, bouncing as she walked. The suit, straight out of Saturday Night Fever, shimmered as she strutted down the dark street. Despite the shadowy alleys lurking between stately gray high-rises, each trying to feign nonchalance, she walked by unconcerned.

Her hips swayed from side to side as she walked, daring the nightlife to come out and play. Most of the worst cutthroats and night crawlers had the sense to stay hidden. They fancied themselves predators, but they were bottom feeders. New York streets at night had a living feeling to them, that pulse-quickening quality also shared by predators and prey. No. Shared between predators and prey.

Those intuitive or sensitive enough could feel the untamed, hungry heart of the Night emerge. To Elizabeth, the bond had no real meaning. A time when she had to understand the prey, when she had to think like the prey, had never been, nor would it ever be.

She was the Night, capital N. Blood from a thousand virgins, and one immortal, had kept her young and powerful throughout the centuries. And her hungers, her lusts, had not diminished. On wings of seduction and guile, she floated through the streets, till she came upon what she was seeking.

Before the gaping mouth of one darkened alley, she saw feral promise in the glass shards of a broken streetlamp. She glanced up at the jagged teeth of the shattered light, running her tongue over her lips and briefly revealing fangs.

Yes, she thought, this will do nicely.

Walking into the alley, she stepped to the left, letting the shadows envelope her. Growling greeted her distantly, a soft echo from the far end of the darkness.

The growl came from around a dimly lit corner. Hmm. Now this was interesting. She had found another predator in here, though not of her kind.

There was a mugging in progress down the alley. Four street thugs, all in their mid-twenties, stood surrounding what appeared to be a family of three. Predatory instinct was obviously lacking in them, and they had chosen the alley for ease and apparent invisibility. Dirty to a man, the muggers were grimy from the wear and tear of life on the streets. Grey clothing, which might have once been white, or just as easily black, adorned them. None of them was clean shaven, ranging from scruffy to scraggly full bearded. Bathory smiled. Bottom feeders. Focusing further on, she turned her attention to the family instead.

A woman with flowing dark red tresses, in her early twenties, stood protectively in front of a man holding a child. She was wearing a tie-dyed sweater, sun dress, and high heels, obviously dressed for a night out, but her stance and physical tone gave lie to the outfit. She was a fighter, and experienced.

The man was in his late twenties, perhaps even early thirties, and dressed in bellbottom jeans and a flannel work shirt. The lines of his face were strong and chiseled, handsome even, but he had a rough look about him, like someone used to physical labor. Curly light brown locks, almost dirty blond, framed a deeply tanned face. His arms were wrapped around a toddler, an incongruous sight for the time of night. Who brings a child out for a night on the town?

The three of them were backed up against a Dumpster, with the claustrophobically tight walls of the buildings hemming them in on either side. The four dark-clad muggers were spread around them, herding the victims towards the dead end.

Elizabeth smiled to herself. It was bad planning on the mugger’s parts. Always leave an untested opponent a difficult way out, that didn’t require going through you.

The trapped girl illustrated the reasoning behind that point. Her growl deepened to something bestial. It went straight through the ear to a part of the brain that polite society had long since covered with decorum and etiquette. Eons ago, the human race somehow stumbled upright, and the parts of the brain that raged against the Night got covered by tea, manners, conversation, and other niceties. Elizabeth smiled as she watched that growl freeze the muggers.

A single heartbeat of inaction was all the woman in the tie-dyed outfit needed. Shadows blurred and the woman sprang forward. Watching from the mouth of the alley, Elizabeth saw the young man jerk, pulling the child close. Floral colors erupted into a whirlwind as the tie-dyed virago quickly swept the legs of one mugger, destroying his left kneecap with a loud crunch. As he went down, she sprang to the side, delivering a fierce uppercut to the second man. His knife clattered to the ground as his jaw shattered. Mugger number three peed his pants, turned around, and ran for it.

He never even saw the clawed hand reach out of the shadows. One moment he was running, the next he was on the ground, sans throat. Elizabeth was intrigued by this werewolf who didn’t use her claws.

The woman spun to face the shadows. “Smell you, Vampire.” Her voice came out gravelly, half growling.

Elizabeth stepped out of the shadows, frowning as she glared at the lapel of her suit. “Do you know how impossible it is to get blood out of white polyester? This suit is ruined. Simply unacceptable.”

“You!” Spat the other woman. Her body blurred slightly as fur grew out from the back of her hands. Her fingers lengthened and nasty claws sprang out, shinning despite the dark. Despite the shifting of her body, she still only stood 5'6". Finally the claws were out. “I remember your smell. Decay. Death. Milk and honey. Sweet rot.”

“Good,” the Vampire idly flicked at the blood. It was a surprise to run into Tabitha here on the streets of New York. This wolf pup was one that was marked for torture. “You should remember me. And I must say, I’m pleased at how much control you are showing over the change. I haven’t seen one as young as you with that much finesse in my four hundred years. I’ve only heard rumors of one; a thousand years ago. Good for you youngling!”

“Bitch. Kill you.”

“Now, now. When I slaughtered your family in front of you, it wasn’t so that you could throw your life away this early. Mature some. Learn. Refine your skills, my pet.”

The werewolf launched herself at the vampire.

***

Loki the Coyote

Morning fog gathered around the God, obscuring him. Pain and disillusionment flavored the air, the reek of a young man disenfranchised with his lot in life.

The alley … Loki whispered to the fog.

Glancing furtively around, the boy paused, trying to pierce the depths of the waiting corridor.

There was a resonance between this alley here in London and the alley in New York. That bitch Lilith was controlling New York, only she wasn’t. She forced Loki to use his powers, draining his essence, while she sat and watched. He grinned. She was awesome.

Focusing on a memory, Loki stretched his fingers out. The ghost of a pearl appeared in his palm, coalescing from the fog. He blew gently on it. Candescent lights flared in the pearl in response to his breath, and the stone dissipated into dust drifting down the alley.

Loki couldn’t return the Angel’s memories in full without alerting Lilith, and he was sure she was at least partially right. The Angel’s corruption, the madness, would be purged with his memories being stolen. But he needed the roots of who he was.

Loki smiled softly as the dust vanished. The fog pulsed and shadows peeled away. The pearl, fully formed, drifted through the air until it settled gently in Loki’s outstretched palm.

***

Skid

Skid stood in the mouth of the alley that ran behind the Westminster Chapel. His languid gaze casually strolled both ways, trying to pierce the damp fog that shrouded the London nightlife around him. He couldn’t see any cozzers patrolling the area, not that Old Bill was all that bright; if he couldn’t see them, then they couldn’t see him. He grinned.

A manky trollop quickly walked past him, speeding her pace near the mouth of the alley, wrapped in a thick fake fur coat with her shoulders slumped. She gave the impression that she was ragged and beaten, and didn’t care enough to show her wares on this cold night.

Her jaded and tired eyes quickly looked him up and down—sizing him up as she passed. But she saw only a fourteen-year-old scrote wearing torn jeans, a ripped shirt, and a frayed gray trench. To top it all off was a mop of unruly black hair that made him look like he had just been jolted by a live battery. He was definitely not a punter to her, at least not for a few more years.

Then she looked back to the pavement before her feet, not wanting to stare too long—afraid of baiting him into attacking her.

He thought about rolling her for a moment, but shrugged the idea off. Juicing the street walkers always pissed off the pimps, and they were real trouble. Those guys where colder than ice and they would as soon slit your throat as look at you. Besides, she had obviously been at her job for far too long and was losing what looks she may have once had. The hag probably wouldn’t have much dough on her anyway.

The slags were always fairly broke—but they stayed alive because there was always some guy who couldn’t afford to buy anything better. Skid laughed quietly to himself, thinking about how dulled the streets made the world seem, especially at night.

Once she was a bit further down the block, he reached into the depths of his faded and beaten trench pulling out two cans of stolen spray paint. One was black and the other red. Now, to do the job that he was really here to do. He turned into the beckoning corridor.

The alleyway was dank and smelly. The fog was dampening everything there, and as a result a fine layer of dew was covering the trash. The added moistness only made the trash rot—which added to the putrid stench. Skid grimaced and tried to only breathe through his mouth. He was used to the smell of decay that seemed to go along with the dreary world he lived in, but something about this particular alley and this particular night was really bad.

As thoughts ran through his head about the tagging he was about to do, adrenaline started pumping into his blood, and he began to get a bit giddy, which made it easier to ignore the fetid smell. Tagging the house of God. There was no act deemed greater in Skid’s skewed reality.

Skid hated God, and his hatred coursed and flowed in his veins with a dark passion love could never equal. He had grown up mostly in orphanages and Catholic charity boarding schools. His parents hadn’t wanted him, so had given him up—and he hated them too for not loving him. As a young boy Skid had been naturally trusting and full of love to those around him. In a lot of ways, betrayed love built a much stronger hate than malice alone ever could. And Skid felt betrayed by a lot of people in his life.

But the lord of mankind held a special place in Skid’s hurting heart.…The way he figured it his heart was no worse than anyone else’s. After all, look at all the messed up things people do to each other every day. He had witnessed enough of them first hand to know just how people could use each other. But God he definitely hated most of all.

It was hatred so deep even Lucifer Morningstar would envy it and place it on display for all in Hell to see. God had hurt Skid more than any other. God had given him every piece of pain in his life. Every shard of Skid’s shattered soul, every wasted tear, shed only to mingle with his own blood, was God’s responsibility.

Throughout his entire childhood the nuns had all beaten him for reasons he couldn’t understand. Three of the priests had used him and then, feeling guilty over the act, had him beaten for being the temptation that led them to sin. He remembered the faces of all the nuns and priests. In fact, he remembered with a perfect clarity every single face that had ever caused him pain over the course of his short life.

Someday he would … he would get even. Someday he would do much worse to them than they had to him. After all, was he not taught that what you cast unto waters you receive back tenfold? He would have his revenge. And right now he was starting it. He was going to tag this church with his name. He was going to make this house his spiritual property and take it away from a useless God … and he would do it to every church in London.

He quickly scanned the alley. It was filled with cardboard parodies of those homes never owned and of owners nursing their soulless futures. It was obvious that the homeless often tried to camp here, but were booted out by the coppers. Right now the only life sharing this space with Skid was a wretched old vagrant, dirty and pale, asleep under a pile of newspapers. Skid walked up to him and planted his steel tipped toe right into the old geezer’s ribs.

“Oi, granddad. Shove off!” Skid panicked. The streets were eat or be eaten, and he wasn’t about to get eaten. He planted another kick into the man’s midsection. Much to Skid’s surprise the old man didn’t budge. He didn’t even groan at the force of the kick.

Skid was young—he knew that he didn’t have much muscle—but his life had made him tough. He knew how to throw his entire weight into a kick so he would break bones—a trick he learned quickly so that whoever he was fighting would not be getting back up. Skid looked again at the man, this time a lot more closely, and realized that his chest wasn’t moving. Well, the skagger was stone cold dead. What d-ya’ know, it was turning out to be Skid’s lucky night. He could roll the body and at least come away with a decent pair of boots. If he were really lucky the old-timer would have a half-consumed bottle of booze. Anything to warm up the foggy night, he thought with a grin.

Skid knelt next to the man and started pulling the newspapers off. One of the headlines, briefly glimpsed, amused him. It read “London’s Abused Homeless Population: Death Rate Up By Twenty Percent.”

Sure enough the man was clutching something to his chest. He began to pry at the man’s cold stiff fingers, eager to see what prize tonight’s treasure hunt would reveal. But the corpse’s fingers—locked as tightly as they were—wouldn’t budge despite Skid’s best efforts. Skid braced himself and yanked with all of his fourteen-year-old’s strength, not caring if he ripped the guy’s hand off. He wanted whatever it was the old man had valued so dearly. He wanted it very badly. And finally the death embrace of the old man’s hands broke—without tearing off any body parts.

Skid looked in awe at what he saw revealed. The old fart had been hiding a fragging sword under his coat. The blade was some type of blue gray metal and it looked sharp and really old. The hilt was leather wrapped, and there was some writing etched into it in a language Skid didn’t even recognize. The symbols looked vaguely like Sumerian, or at least what Skid vaguely remember Sumerian looking like from the ancient history course he had been in right before he ran away. He couldn’t even begin to read the fragging letters. Talk about luck! This was an awesome find—hell, this was probably his best find ever.

Skid’s greedy little eyes lit up—he should be able to pull at least fifty or sixty pounds out of this find at the right place—and that was a whole lot of dosh to someone like him. He reverentially reached down and let his fingers wrap around the hilt. It was cold to the touch and seemed to slightly pulse, almost like a heartbeat.

The old man’s eyes fluttered open the second Skid touched the sword, and his hand shot out, faster than lightning, seizing Skid’s lapel. Skid jerked back in surprise, and the fingers of his free hand tore at the old man’s fist. Again Skid found that he couldn’t break the codger’s grip.

“Let go of me you old arse!” Skid was panicking. “I’ll cut your hand off and bloody well kill you if you don’t let go of me!”

This guy should be a corpse, not alive and stronger than Skid—but he remembered through the haze of fright to not shout. Never do anything to attract the attention of the coppers. Old Bill stalked the streets, waiting for the people who owned the Night to step out of line. Then, all in the name of protecting what the gentle folk of the day had to see, they would make people like Skid just disappear. Always keep your head enough to stay off the jam wagon’s net.

Skid took a breath and tried to find his cool as the codger began to speak. The old man’s voice sounded like the creaking of an ancient door, rusty and feeble but with faint hints of golden times that were so much greater. “Listen to me … please … please … Oh gods … the caves … I remember them so very well. You were so young … so innocent … so naïve and trusting … So simple—and yet you were so beautiful.”

Cloudy and dull eyes, which should have been blind, drifted to Skid’s hand and locked their feeble gaze on the sword. “Please … You can have the sword; just listen to my story. I have to tell my story before it passes from this world.”

***

Elizabeth Bathory

Claws ripped through metal as the tie-dye wearing werewolf launched herself forward. Dragging her nails through the Dumpster, she flipped her wrist at the Vampire, flinging sparking scrap metal and trash at her.

Elizabeth didn’t even flinch. Casually lifting her hand, she let the sparks fly around her as she tore through the Dumpster and caught the wolf-girl’s wrists in her hand. Elizabeth stopped her cold, and the two women were face to face. “Tabitha. You aren’t ready for me yet. You are nowhere near the diversion I want. Not at all the satisfaction I crave.” She locked her gaze onto the wolf’s eyes.

Tabitha focused as she saw the Elizabeth’s eyes start to swirl, red and lavender. Tension ripped at her shoulders forcing her hands apart. She recognized the feeling, and knew that they were sharing mind-space, battling with will alone.

She had once watched her family die, slaughtered before her by the very vampire fighting with her in this alley. At the end of that night, she had been caught in the Gaze, and she felt herself slipping into it again.

The night streets of New York vanished, a vast plain appearing in her mind instead. Blood dripped from the Vampire’s mouth as she walked forward to where Tabitha was bound. The werewolf struggled; to no avail. Shadows rippled across the mindscape, with only the two, vampire and werewolf, clear—the rest of the shapes around them enshrouded, obscured from their sight.

As Tabitha struggled, control slipped away and she shifted to full wolf. It didn’t help. Her bindings grew tighter as Elizabeth watched, one fang softly biting her own lower lip, and a crucifix grew out of the shadows behind the wolf.

“Tsk. Tsk. I told you that you were not ready, child.”

As the Vampire spoke, the wolf’s eyes focused on her, radiating hatred. The white polyester pantsuit was gone, replaced with a flowing gown of deepest blacks and reds. Her fangs had lengthened, out of her mouth and over her lips. The eyes were the worst though, ember red instead of white with bright green irises. Tabitha struggled anew as she saw that the elegant and charming woman was gone, replaced by an evil bitch-monster from Hell.

Fire started to lick at Tabitha’s paws, springing up from nowhere and everywhere, caressing the base of the crucifix. She whimpered, writhing in pain. Flames climbed higher.

Elizabeth shook her head. “Nowhere near ready. Sleep, child. Be ready for me next time we meet.” With a wave of her hand, the mindscape vanished.

In the alley, Tabitha collapsed limp and discarded, a pile of tie-dyed rags and dark reddish-brown fur on the edge of the shadows. The man, still clutching the child close, watched the vampire. He stepped forward, calmly walking until he was standing between Elizabeth and the downed werewolf. “You will not touch us, foul beast.” His voice had an Old World lilt, too, but his accent wasn’t easily placed.

“Oh, my. I think you may have hurt my feelings.” Elizabeth glided forward disco platforms of shadow. “So, what have we here? Another wolfling?” She sniffed the air, then frowned. “Wait … What? How?”

The man raised an eyebrow. “Foolish of you to assume the wolves were protecting me, when it was the other way around. You think of yourself as a great hunter, but sometimes you really miss the obvious, hunter of children.” He gently rocked the child. “They are refugees. You’ll not harm them. What you have done to her,” he nodded towards Tabitha’s supine form, “is as far as you will take things tonight.”

Elizabeth’s stance became guarded as her hands evened out before her, making her look as though she was holding an invisible ball. As her gaze drifted down, firmly watching his belt buckle, and her left foot slid forward as she backed away, toe digging into the ground. Concrete cracked. Her knees flexed, centering her balance. “You will die, Unblooded. I’ll not meet your eye, and your physical prowess is not that of any full blood.”

“You think so?” He sounded curious. “How many of my kind have you fought? And I don’t mean exterminated as they were born, I mean fought once we have reached maturity. We do not labor under your curse of the Night. We do not have the constant fight of the blood as do you. I know you, Lady Bathory. But you do not know me. Come, test me. See what I can do.”

He spun in place, still gently cradling the child, foot lashing out in a kick that landed on the back of the already claw-marked Dumpster. Metal crumpled inwards as the six-foot long canister shot forward. Elizabeth swirled her hands in a circular motion, catching the brute force of the Dumpster mid-flight, and redirecting it into the wall beside her. As it struck, the pre-stressed metal erupted, splattering trash against the bricks like a giant foul-smelling snowball. What was left was a heap of scrap metal and refuse. Elizabeth was crouched after the motion, one hand up in the air shielding her face, trying not to gag on the stench.

The man raised an eyebrow. “Disco kung fu vampire, eh?” He danced back a step, still protectively embracing the child. “Let’s do this. Come on, Lady of the Night. You are young, and weak.”

Bathory rolled back, closing her fingers over Tabitha’s throat. “I think not, asshole. I’ll rip her throat out.”

“And spoil your fun? I see into your heart. You don’t want her dead. You want her to suffer a lifetime of doubt. A lifetime of pain.”

“True, whoever the hell you are. Very true. But even more than that, I will do so on my terms, at my time. And I think that tonight, you are not worth the trouble. Very much not worth the trouble. Or the risk. So back up, against the wall. Back at the dead end.”

The man backed himself up till his shoulders touched the brick wall.

“Good. Now sit down.”

He sat, still smiling. “You think that you are the only one who can bring a lifetime of pain and uncertainty on someone?”

“You must think you are a hell of a lot more than you are. I will come for you, Unblooded. I have your scent now, and nothing will stop me.” She vanished.

Elizabeth didn’t stop running till she was several blocks away. Ducking into another alley, she grabbed a fire escape railing and flipped herself up onto the metal balcony, climbing till she got to the roof. If she had a beating heart, it would have been racing.

It is rare for an elder vampire to get shaken to the core, but the speed with which she had found her role of hunter reversed to prey was beyond unsettling. Never before had she felt hunted, like she was the one in mortal danger. She stood on the edge of the rooftop, a white silhouette against the dark night, watching the stars in a vain attempt to calm herself—but she was feverishly thinking.

There was a war on between the supernatural powers that be. She was one of those powers. And her side had been winning for a century. At least, they thought they had been. But the existence of a powerhouse like this unblooded … and they hadn’t even known. What other surprises didn’t she know about? She ripped a chunk of brick from the edge of the roof she was perched on and ground it to dust in frustration.

She had never heard of an unblooded vampire who had survived any length of time. It was chilling to think of one so strong in themselves that they could resist making a compact with the blood for so long that they could become that physically powerful. The unblooded were powerful mentalists, but they were easy prey for full vampires because they didn’t develop the same speed and strength. Unsettling, and worse. New York was fun, it was a playground; but meeting a creature like this changed that; it changed everything.

She sighed. There was nothing for it but to go back to the old country. Researching, training, and focusing on her strength would have to replace her current plans. This creature could be a threat to the entire Nation of Night and their seat on the cabal of the Gray Ones. He would want to know about this too. Perhaps she could return to the States after a few years.

But first, she would have to track the wolf pup. Find out how she had found this creature. How the wolves had secured its help. Then back to the old country. Yes, that would work for her. She turned and walked across and off the rooftop, and vanished into darkness.

***

Loki the Coyote

The events between Skid and the old man were locked in now, and Loki needed to make sure everything else was on track with the werewolves in New York. Lilith was more powerful than him, and monitoring the minor details he needed to keep going to ensure his survival was exhausting and nonstop work. Luckily travel between these two particular locales was fairly quick.

London to New York was a simple step for him. The human mentality was so close in both cities that the travel time for a god was that of a fleeting thought, stepping from idea to idea.

Loki emerged on a rooftop, quietly so as not to alert Lilith. Events unfolding the way they were meant she would be watching closely. All Gods had a fascination with the Strings of Fate. There was a time, long past, when they would gather in Greece and play games to alter those strings. These days those same skills had to be employed to fight their own Divine Fates. It was all rather droll to him, despite the implied threat to his existence. Throughout history the gods had played games with mortals. The only difference these days were that they had to use themselves as pieces too.

Once he was sure he hadn’t been noticed, the Trickster blinked, re-focusing his attention half a city away to the two Vampires. Like Loki, the Gray Ones hunted them. Watching this was important to him, more important than the Angel’s Fate, which had been sealed sixty years previously. The two he was watching were beneath Lilith’s notice.

They were great-grandchildren of the Vampire, Kaine. Kaine was not beneath Lilith, though these two were. Loki had helped them free themselves from the shackles of Elizabeth Bathory and Vlad Tepes a century before.

Besides, he had a full fifteen minutes before he needed to be back in London.

***

Mina Harker

Mina watched Elizabeth Bathory, Dark Bitch of the Night, walk across the nearby roof and disappear into the night, leaving only a brief trace of white from her suit. “What do you think, Jonathan?”

Jonathan Harker, looking every bit the Vampire of legend, dressed in an elegant black suit, with a black silk shirt and black cravat, looked at Mina for a moment, choosing his words carefully. Eighty-four years of marriage had taught him that he was usually wrong, and not capable of winning arguments. He had looked forward to an eternity of wedded bliss, now he tried not to even look as far as the next day. One night at a time.

It wasn’t that he was hen-pecked. He really wasn’t. It was more that they had been married in a different age, and as the world changed each of them did as well. Both of them were waking up, and discovering that the people that had gotten married were very different from who they were now. And, frankly, eighty-four years of the same jokes got stale. Despite these feelings, he had made a vow and he didn’t want life any other way.

He sighed. “We have to follow her, and then deliver the information of her whereabouts. An alliance with the wolves would be most fortuitous.”

Mina was far more modern, and had embraced the times. She wore bell-bottom jeans and a wide collared orange cotton shirt. She chewed her lip while she thought about what Jonathan was proposing. Elizabeth Bathory was a bundle of badass evil. The odds were good that they would be discovered. Mina and Jonathan both were able to sense when they were being followed. It was something in the intent of the follower that triggered the vampire awareness. Bathory was much older than them, and her powers had had a lot more time to grow.

They needed to know where she was going, but was it worth the potential cost of being captured by her again? Life had been hell living as her slave, and Mina didn’t dare risk that again. She, forever young, slender, beautiful … to be the Countess Bathory’s progeny, trapped in Vlad Tepes’ castle ... Never again!

She glanced at Jonathan, licking her fangs. “I’m sorry, dearest. We can’t. We can warn the wolves, but we can’t follow her.”

Idly toying with his cravat, Jonathan thought for a moment before responding. “You’re worried about capture again?”

She nodded.

“I can understand that, and the associated fears which are stirring in your heart. We must face our demons someday though, and if we wish truly to stop them, we must grow till we can face her.”

Mina glanced to her forever husband, her husband of the Night. “It’s not just fear, dearest. It was the living hell that I shall not repeat. Facing them in the light of night I can take. I just want to make sure that we are strong enough before such a time occurs. We are not even a century yet, after all.”

He gently stroked her arms. “This I know. Yet still we are hunted by the elders. If we don’t track her now, we may have to wait yet another four decades, just like last time, before we happen across her again. Or worse yet, they may find us first next time. They would torture us and break our minds. That’s why we need allies. We’ve been hiding from them since we escaped.”

“Should that come to pass, then we will deal with it. But until then, no. A thousand times no.” Mina looked deeply into Jonathan’s eyes. “I’m putting my foot down dear. No chasing the Evil Overlord Disco Vampire into the night.”

He sighed. “As you say then.” Inside he jumped for joy. His recommendation to chase had worked, ensuring that they wouldn’t. The contrary nature of his marriage was too predictable.

***

Skid

Greed instantly overcame Skid’s panic, calming him. His hands stopped shaking and he stopped fighting the iron grip holding him in place. “All right. You got three minutes. Then I got work ta do.”

Fifty pounds to listen to some dying old man rant for a few minutes? Hell, Skid could be generous and do him a favor. This was easily earned money for him, so why not? Besides, he was sure he couldn’t break away from the hand gripping his arm, clamping him in place.

The old man faintly nodded. Skid had accepted the terms, a bargain was struck.

“Thank you. You honor a dying old man.” His feeble voice spoke of weariness, but it was belied by a glimmer of strength hiding beneath.

“How well I remember it all—looking at you humans in your youth. You were so weak and helpless. But you had such strong minds, willing to believe with a force even we did not possess. We decided to help you to emerge from the caves—to nourish you and give the gift of enlightenment. We saw a way to gain for ourselves a much richer life, with adoration to feed us, by ensuring the continuance of your race. By giving you something to focus that powerful belief on. Ah …” The man winced in pain. “How brightly the Morning Star shone for your sake. He defended you from the leeches, who would have used your belief without nurturing your race. How brightly … for it was his idea to help you—and his idea how to help you as well.”

Skid didn’t understand what the heck this guy was talking about, and decided that he was seriously deranged—a total loony. He must think he was some alien or something. But then again a lot of the old farts, homeless and past their days, eking out a pitiful existence on the foggy streets of London, were delusional. Skid shifted his weight to make himself more comfortable and waited for the story to go on.

The old man drew a ragged breath then continued. “First came the songs, praising us, then your paintings … such bright and vivid pictures … and how wondrously you sang our praises for us. But how very quickly clever you became as well.

Skid saw a tear forming in the old man’s eye. “Why? Why? You could have given us forever, an eternity of worship … and we would have given you everything you wanted.…We would have gifted you everything you could ever hope for. Life immortal and every other desire your hearts had ever dreamed of …”

Skid was growing bored with the old codger’s rant. He wondered in if this crazy dosser would ever let go? Bloody Hell! What if he died and rigor mortis set in? He’d have to cut his bollicky jacket and it was too bloody cold out to rip it up. He tried a couple experimental tugs, but the old man’s grip was like a vice.

Skid sighed to himself, eyeing that sword again, and he managed to settle back down. The money made from pawning his treasure would more than pay for Skid’s troubles. He would go ahead and honor the rest of the three minutes. After all, there is a shifty type of honor amongst thieves and criminals. By Skid’s reasoning anyone the cops hassled was a criminal—and the cops hassled the homeless more than anyone else.

The old man sensed that whatever internal struggle Skid had been facing was resolved. Coughing, he continued. “But you are all fickle. Even more so than us.…And you wanted the one thing we couldn’t give. You wanted dominion, over all, even if you didn’t know it at the time. You’ve never known your own hearts, and your ambitions know no limits. Oh, Morning Star. You were brighter than any of us, brighter than all of us combined. Why did you have to die out? Oh, why did you have to leave us? We needed you.”

The man bit back a sob. He seemed to be talking to someone out of the past, a ghost of someone only he could see. “You taught them to write, to read, to think. And they killed you.

“We guided you through your lives, you know, your so short, but so bright, lives.…And in the end you betrayed us.…We gave you the gift of thought … a way to win the struggle against the beast within, and bring a light to the darkness of fear that hid in your minds … a way to know the universe and be a part of it. And you threw our protection away, by casting us out of your hearts.”

Sorrow deeper than any Skid had known passed across the old man’s face. “All we ever asked was your praise and love—in such a way that we could find strength and will in it. We guided your kings and princes. We led those whose love flowed most freely to the greatest victories. The martyr’s and saints, the kings.…We allowed them to lead other men and conquer nations. They were allowed to inspire the hearts of thousands. Yet one of you wanted more. The first of you that wanted to take our essence from us. He killed his own brother, and one of my kin as well, to steal life immortal …”

Skid felt goose bumps crawling up the back of his spine. The last thing this guy had said … hadn’t life spans been going up over the last few centuries? This guy was really starting to creep him out. He didn’t—and couldn’t—really understand what the old man was saying.

But deep down, in Skid’s tarnished soul—a meaningless flicker that he held in deepest contempt, the words resonated with truth, and that scared Skid even more than when the old priests had told him about the little “games” they would be playing. These words spoke to him of a purpose and nobility to life. Everything that had always been so wrong made it terrifying that there could be a right.

Numbness spread throughout his brain, but he heard his own voice quietly echoing in the space between them. “But what changed it all?”

A deep chuckle came from the old man’s throat. He was seeing some grander joke in Skid’s words; he still retained his iron grip on Skid’s arm. “One of yours did it. Kaine! He shone brightly, that one did. He had the fire and passion to rival any of us—with a mind to match. He almost burned as brightly as the Morning Star himself.…But young Kaine did not understand the depths of our love or the tenderness of our compassion. He told me once that he felt like a slave—destined to live by the decree of another. He could not understand the gift we gave him, that we gave all of you! We tried to teach him the ways of the universe—but the dedication we showed was invisible to him.”

The old man began to cough. The fit seized him and racked his entire body, rattling deeply in his lungs, but he never released his vice-like grip. The old man only had a few moments left to live. Once the coughing fit subsided, the old man hungrily sucked air into his lungs and then continued with his rambling story. “So Kaine turned against us. He betrayed the ones who had taught him, empowered him–and we had shown him a reality greater than any of you ever has, or ever will, know. He left us.…He refused to bend his knee to us, and he hatefully recognized he couldn’t subordinate us, so used the fire and beauty of his vision to attempt to lead our children against us.”

With memory filling his vision, he continued, blind to the present. “The holy men called him Kaine the Great, and he led them and poured a warped version of our truth into their ears. He used the very concept that we had created to benefit you—the greatest of beings who watched over all—against us. You were convinced that humanity could hear and interpret the raw voice of the universe. He tried to turn and warp that worship to himself, or at least away from us, to reap the rewards of ages of our workings and take it away from those that loved you all so much. He tried to destroy us to free humanity and never realized that so doing would eventually destroy humanity as well.”

“But his own brother Abel spoke against him. He understood that we loved humanity. He fought to protect his clan from Kaine’s teachings. To no avail. Kaine slew his brother, and driven by his madness, with his own brother’s blood running from his lips and the flesh of Able’s throat between his teeth, he slew the Morning Star, as well. At least in spirit. But one of us gave his own essence to the brother, slain upon the ground. The ultimate sacrifice and the ultimate reward.”

Madness glowed in the old man’s eyes as they rolled in their sockets, bloodshot and with pupils so wide a person could fall into them. “It’s all so unclear. So much of my memory is gone, ravaged and eaten by time.”

The man’s voice wavered with sorrow and regret. “Oh that our most beloved—man’s first son—would turn against us.…The pain it caused within us all—that such beauty and tranquility in one of you could turn to such hatred and loathing upon us. It was a heartbreaking time for us.…We were all so unsure of what our course of action should have been.…You see, we wanted so badly to save them both, but in the end we simply couldn’t.”

“We all mourned so much, but he left us no choice—If we were to survive we had to take his essence. It had to be done, and publicly, I think, to stop Kaine and his followers. It was necessary to stop him before it went too far, before he could succeed. We mourned so at doing this terrible deed, but should he have triumphed in usurping us it would have meant all of our deaths. Kill him or be killed by him. We failed, for I am the last.”

The old man’s mouth twisted into a bitter smile. “But in the actions we took, we only managed to sow the seeds of our own downfall. The Morning Star tried to save us—he foresaw what none of us could have … that the children of mortality would rise not only against us, but against all things in the natural order. As the fallen Morningstar stripped Kaine of his essence, destroying his soul, he marked him so all could see the evil he had done. But the body did not stop. Just the soul. And something grew in its place, something new. Both of them continued on, soulless, with corruption in their hearts.”

A chill ran through Skid’s body. He was finally beginning to understand, and with his dawning comprehension a wave of nausea slid over him. His hushed voice came out barely audible and filled with a dread chill. He feared what the answer to his next question would be. “And what did the Morning Star do after that … did he survive?”

The old man coughed for a moment more, then refocused on Skid. “He sacrificed himself in the attempt to save the rest of us. That was what his words brought. How noble he was … but how naïve—although I suppose we all were back then. He named himself as the true evil, letting the first killer twist the very essence of who he was. He fed himself only hatred and disgust, giving the Marked One nothing to feed upon. It was such a foolish sacrifice.”

The old man shook his head sadly. “How twisted and dimmed he. He was only the dimmest of shadows compared to the intensity with which he used to shine. Even so, with corruption and hatred eating at the very essence of his being, only I amongst my kind actually outlived the Morningstar. He is fallen now, as are all my brethren.”

Tears were now running unfettered down the ancient’s face. “Lucifer’s last attempt at survival spawned such evil.…He used the visage he assumed to twist the minds of millions and plunge the world into one of its darkest ages … to kill millions upon millions more … and he turned against the ones who were our first children. Plunging the entire world into war was not enough for him. He created camps of slaughter, trying to reap as much hatred, fear, and death as he could.”

“In death and corruption, Morning Star hoped to find the power he lost when he gave up the love of your kind to try to save the rest of us. And that much death is what ended up killing the last spark of light in him. It almost finished me, too—and I was half the world away, hiding from it all. Despite my hiding it would have killed me too, had it not been for my particular aspect.…Throughout the ages, I have become used to the mass death of your kind. It is why I have found the strength to continue as long as I have.”

Yet another coughing fit racked the man’s body and Skid gazed down upon him. The ancient one was standing at death’s door. The puzzle pieces of what he was saying were finally clicking together and reaching the greatest depths of Skid’s mind and soul—and something that was not a part of him was burning deeply inside of him.

Skid felt a sickening vertigo overtake him—a sense of loss that was coming from him—and was slowly seeping into the depths of his soul.

Hatred and rage boiled inside his twisted heart and they were slowly worming their way through his being and into his every level of consciousness. His mind was swimming and his thoughts were becoming numb—forlorn with knowledge unbearable by even the strongest man. He was slowly understanding that his greatest enemy did not exist in a way which he could wreak his vengeance.

The old man looked up through fading eyes—compassion and understanding shone from behind those eyes, shaking Skid to the core of who he was. The dying Angel, for Skid could assume he was nothing other than that, began the final stretch of his tale.

“The Morningstar’s great plan failed. None of us could see past the need for love, the need for essence. It burned in us and consumed us. In a way, it twisted us all. We created an image that humanity could love—the image of God, and stole the love for ourselves by placing us as His seconds. But Kaine, the only one of you to ever shine like one of us, undid everything. For he had found such a burning hatred for our kind that it easily bested all of our love. A few of us learned to live on the hatred instead, forsaking love, even though it only twisted and blackened us. We did it—though it drove most of those who learned how insane. The need for survival was far too great. And then the need for vengeance became too strong to forsake by dying off …”

The old man burned with an inner rage of his own and his words came out like fire, forever searing themselves into Skid’s head.

“I once cursed you and your kind. We loved you. For eons we loved you. And you killed the God we made for you  … you killed Him. And then you fed us nothing but hate and in the end you took even that away, leaving us to die … but it is not in the heart of humanity to be that which has been destroying the light of what we were. I must find the first killer. The one who started it all. If ever Humanity is to find the light of what we were again, I must continue on. To stop the pain, I have to shoulder it all. And above all, we shall have our revenge on him.”

And Skid snapped.

Years of hatred and fear—years of being the underdog, forced into action by the whims of others—welled up in his mind. He still wasn’t sure he fully understood the old man. His words had been so twisted, so difficult to follow the thread of. But the meaning behind them seemed so clear. How could this fallen one, so used by the world, still fight for light instead of against it?

It was the core of the fight that Skid held in his own heart. Instinctively, Skid knew he had a choice. It didn’t register on any conscious level. Knowledge just poured into his soul from some external source, bypassing his mind completely. He could surrender who he was, that core of the trust he used to feel … or he could make one final desperate act of trust to try to save himself from the darkness.

And he made the choice. Ripping his jacket free he stood up, towering above the dying old man, sword raised high above his head, knowing exactly what he had to do and how to do it.

The old man looked up with compassion shining in his eyes and a smile crossed his face. “You’ve spent the last two thousand years killing us off and now I am the last. But I will survive, I think, for I see the essence of your choice shining through you. To my eyes it is a bright dawn after a moonless night.”

Spittle flew from his mouth as he rushed to get his last words out. “You have the spark of love in you. Why? I offer you a pact. Finish me, using the blade. I will give you my essence, for so long as you fight the evil I do. Strike, and with that strike merge who we are. Find yourself, and should you accept my pact, you will have a reason to live, young one. A love to fight for.”

His eyes locked with Skid’s and found acceptance.

And Skid brought the sword down as hard as he could. Every muscle in his young body focused into that single stroke. There was a sickening crunch as the blade sliced through skin and crushed the ribs in its way to his heart. Blood splattered over Skid and the wall he had been planning to tag. The blood was gold and icy to the touch. As it hit the wall frost formed around it.

He collapsed over the corpse while tears streamed down his cheeks. Years of hatred, fear, and self-loathing had imploded his mind—and had been washed away by the offer this dying angel had gifted him with.

Skid had walked into that alley to make the house of God his own. But now all that stood in the alleyway was an empty husk slowly filling up with something else, a warm sense of other merging with his soul, all the while the tears streaming down Skid’s face, washing away the last vestiges of pain.

And finally the body broke down. There was no energy left to continue. Skid slumped to his knees and started rocking back and forth. He curled into a ball, sobbing and letting his frail human psyche try to rebirth itself as the soul of an angel filled him, love wrapping around his own essence. Madness frayed the edges of that soul, but as it merged with him, the insanity melted away, fog burning away under the light. Relief filled him.

His body shut down and he slept.

As he lay there, deep in the grace of the Sandman, a shadowy figure strolled into the alley. No matter what angle the light struck to reveal the man’s features, it was always unsuccessful. The man knelt over Skid. He gently stroked the boy’s hair. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled a small ball of light out, carefully grasping it between thumb and forefinger.

“Like I would destroy all of the memories, Lilith. This may be incomplete, but it will be enough.” A faint echo of laughter quietly danced behind the man’s voice. He gently stroked the pearl against the boy’s forehead a single time, and then placed it back into his pocket.

“That should do nicely.” He said. With his task completed he stood, then strolled casually out of the alley, leaving Skid asleep, tightly clutching the sword.

Much later the boy woke. It was still dark. A faint smile lit across his lips. He stood up, tall and proud, lacking his usual slouch. He hefted the sword and gazed thoughtfully at it. A dim golden glow was barely visible in his pupils. Suddenly the blade burst into a bright and warm flame.

His eyes wandered to the sky as he savored his newfound essence. Two souls inhabited Skid’s body now. The sun was peeking over the horizon, adding a rich red glow to the encompassing fog.

“I finally understand. Your race hides from its own passion …” He said in a voice that was not Skid’s.

Skid’s voice replied, the second voice from his mouth. “Yeah. We do. But you have opened me to understanding, and I thank you. I welcome you, and will fight for your cause.”

The figure seemed to ponder this for a moment. “Even Morning Star never foresaw this. But I can survive with this. Together we can still bring down the ancient foe.”

And the Archangel Uriel, Flame of God, the Angel of Transformation, having merged himself with a young mortal boy named Skid, stretched his new body, learning what the twining of their essences felt like.

The sword hummed, and the new entity heard it echoing in his mind. Find the one named Wells. He will be your guide. Skid and the Angel nodded in understanding, and then together strode into the foggy London morning to avenge the death of Uriel’s kind and try to save humanity from the encroaching darkness.

***

Loki the Coyote

Shadows swarmed the rooftop, then suddenly fled. Loki masked himself, careful to avoid notice. Pressure suddenly lightened, the air letting loose its watching gaze on the city.

Loki scanned the clouds. Lilith was gone, presumable to make sure Bathory played her role. Guiding the Fate of the world took a surprising amount of micromanagement.

***

The Werewolves

The man warily watched the mouth of the alley, standing still with the unconscious Tabitha draped over one shoulder, and young Andrew sitting on his opposite hip. He had promised protection to these two werewolves, but hadn’t expected the presence he now felt.

“Andrew?” He addressed the toddler straddling his hip.

“Yef, Uncle Wellf?” It was late at night, and the child was tired.

“I need to put you down for a moment. You can still hold my hand, but if I let go to fight you need to step back and sit with Tabby.” He lowered Andrew to the ground.

“Oktay, Uncle Wellf.” The child, now standing next to Wells, held his protector’s hand. Wells gently lowered the unconscious Tabitha to the ground, laying her down slightly behind him.

“Come out, shadow man.” Wells challenged the darkness.

Loki appeared out of the shadows, like the Cheshire cat. First, he was just bright white teeth of a smile outlined against nothing, until his form slowly resolved, revealing the God standing about twenty feet down the alley from Wells. “So, I see you’re a bodyguard now. Quite a different line of work from smiting entire civilizations. How’s that going for you, then?”

“It’s going great, Loki. I see you’re a creepy late night stalker now. Quite a different … actually, it’s kind of what you’ve always done. Regardless, how’s that going for you?” Wells smiled thinly. He never trusted the elder powers when they showed up and revealed their hand in situations, but of the elder powers that were—he actually kind of liked Loki. The Norse deity had never done wrong by him, and they had even managed a tense friendship after discovering several similar tastes.

Loki hooked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction the Vampire had fled. “Stalkers have all the fun. Nice work back there. Why’d you let her live?”

“Wrong place, wrong time. If I kill her right now, the wrong people notice. As it stands, she’ll talk to Vlad and the two of them will concoct some hasty and half-baked plan. If they can pull themselves out of their incestuous idiocy long enough to even take it that far. I’d much rather spend a few decades dealing with the two of them than have to worry about their sire right now.”

Loki nodded. “Understood. Better not to underestimate them though. They have survived you trying to kill them before. They aren’t that weak. And their plans aren’t that half-baked. Are you forgetting what happened during World War One? You also do know you’re going to have to deal with the sire eventually, right?”

Wells gently squeezed Andrew’s hand to reassure him. The child was staying quiet but Wells could feel nervousness and fear radiating off him. “I know, Loki. I’m not ready yet. You should know better than any what it costs to war against an enemy before you are fully prepared. Neither of us is a powerhouse, and planning is way too important. The Gray Ones are nasty, it takes time to prepare to move against them.”

“I know, I know.” Loki winked. “Just wanted to make sure that you were in the same headspace that I am. Speaking of which, the Angel awoke.”

Wells blinked. “Already?”

“Yup.”

Wells grunted in frustration. “Is there any chance you can deal with it for the moment? I kind of have my hands full here.”

Loki shook his head. “You know I can’t, Wells. If I get directly involved the others are going to notice.”

“Dammit. I can’t be in two places at once, Loki. There’s too much going on here that I have to deal with.”

Loki tilted his head to the side, his eyes glazing over. He thought for a moment then blinked, refocusing on Wells. “I see. You know it’s dangerous to try to play pieces without knowing our game plan.”

Wells glanced down to Andrew, smiling reassuringly, then looked back to Loki. “Look, I know you can’t reveal your master plan to me, but I’ve told you time and again that I won’t be one of your pieces. One of your pawns. I have my own goals to achieve.”

“I understand that. And I will not stand in your way. Besides, I’m using myself as a piece. That’s way stronger a gambit than you are. Let’s try this,” he held up a finger. “A bargain. We’ve talked enough to know that our goals go hand in hand. I will trade you answers to questions, and then let you choose to do what you will. Agreeable?”

Wells thought it over briefly. Direct answers from a god could be useful. “Agreed.”

Loki rubbed his hands together, and then spoke. “Excellent. I shall start with the first question. Have you managed to deal with the problem of his infant brother?” He pointed Andrew. “It can never be found out that he is a werewolf with a dead gift. The vampires can use that.”

Wells nodded. “I have. The child is mortal, as you know, so I distributed his essence and placed him in an orphanage. He will not be found. He will not be drawn into this.”

“Yet,” Loki smiled enigmatically.

“Hopefully not ever. Where was the Angel reborn?”

Loki raised an eyebrow. It was nice to know that he had Wells’ interest in the right things. “London. A gutter punk with no family has heard the story and seized the sword. His name is Skid. What is the infant child’s name?”

Wells shook his head, smiling ruefully. “I do not know. The birth certificate was destroyed, and I had a doctor deliver the baby to the orphanage. Even I do not know his name or location. How long do I have to find and teach the Angel?”

“He must be ready in thirty-five years. Lilith delivered a prophecy, powered by the dying souls of the Titanic, which gave us a century to prepare. It is imperative that you begin his training. Will you allow me to protect these two, and release you to pursue the Angel?”

Wells thought it over. At his heart, Loki was a prankster, a trickster. At least … he used to be. Walking the mortal world in human form for two millennium had changed the god. Wells had watched him … mature? So the real question was, that despite the fact that the whole world of the supernatural was at stake, could he trust Loki right now? He knew he liked that god, but friendship is a far cry from trust.

Ultimately, he decided, it didn’t matter. He was backed into a corner.

Whatever Loki’s game was, he, Wells, had to be the one to train the Angel if he wanted to stop Kaine and the Gray Ones. His side didn’t even know the full plan, there was a lot of shooting in the dark going on here. “You realize I've been perfecting my skills for centuries and centuries? Either way I am screwed." Wells sighed. There was no other way around it, "I guess it doesn't really matter whether or not I will allow it, it takes decades to train an angel properly and I now have thirty five years to do it. If I choose to trust you in this situation, will you agree to work towards my ends instead of your own?”

Loki thrust his hands into his pockets and shrugged. “I won’t abandon the goals that I work for. So long as protecting your interest doesn’t mean you expect me to abandon my own goals, I’ll be happy to put your needs first.”

Eons of friendship with Loki had taught Wells to cover his bases thoroughly, but that Loki was also a different person now. How a god was changing … it was something new. “And if our goals fall into conflict with each other?”

Loki sucked on his own lip and thought for a moment. “I shall put yours first, so long as nothing in your agenda directly acts against mine. If it does, I’ll warn you. For thirty-five years I will protect these werewolves as you would have, and though I cannot guarantee they will not come to harm I will guarantee that I will protect them exactly as well as you would have. Good enough, Wells?”

Wells knelt down, turning towards Andrew and placing a hand on either of the boy’s shoulders. “Drew, I need you to listen to me for a moment.”

The toddler nodded, looking comically serious and solemn.

“I have to leave now.” Wells told him. “But I want you to know, that I will be watching you and Tabby. My friend Loki is going to be taking care of you. He is even stronger than I am. As you grow up I want you to promise that you will be brave and true, and that you will protect Tabby.”

The boy nodded, sniffling quietly as a tear ran down his cheek. “I pwomise, Uncle Wellf.”

Wells tousled Andrew’s hair. “Good boy.” He stood back up looking at Loki. “We have a pact; I care about them, so please, no games. Take good care of them.”

Loki walked forward until he could take Andrew’s hand. With his other hand he reached out, placing it on Wells’ shoulder. “I wish you luck.”

Wells still didn’t fully trust Loki, but he knew it was the best he would get.

***

Tabitha Magyari

Tabitha awoke to a hand gently petting her cheek. Slowly opening her eyes, she looked up to see the child. “Andrew. Are you okay?”

The toddler solemnly nodded. “Yef, Ta-ey.”

She smiled, and then looked around. They were on a train, racing through the night. Had she really been out for a full day? Regardless, the protector had delivered them safely. He had upheld his end of the bargain. They were on their way, being smuggled to safety under the cover of a road tour. She sighed in relief and pulled Andrew close. They were on the way to sanctuary, where she could start the pack over.

Tabby listened to the band, practicing one car over. She could faintly hear the lyrics, “I want to rock and roll all night, and party every day.” She smiled at the song. Peter was a good man, and a friend to the wolf community.

He was a Felinthrope, but unlike most of the cat community, he embraced all the shifting cultures. It was important to have someone like him around who could bridge the various animosities shifters collected like wines in a cellar—they kept them cold, buried, and in the dark until it was time to open them up and start the party.

There were a few people like Peter, and the rest of the band, who helped everyone. It was a turbulent time for the supernatural community, and Tabby couldn’t wait for the seventies to be over. Vampires were on the move, slaughtering everyone they could.

It wasn’t abnormal in and of itself. Vampires tended to make bids for world domination as often as most people sneezed. In fact, it seemed to just be a part of their genetic makeup. Wake up, stretch, have your morning cup—A, B, AB or O—and embark on a campaign for conquest of the globe. It was in their blood.

The angel community had all but disappeared, rumored to have lost a major offensive against the vampires, whereas the fey had all vanished eight years ago at Woodstock. Mages, well, everyone knew that the last of the public mages, Benjamin Franklin, had died almost two hundred years previously. What was left, rumored to be a dozen or so, all kept to themselves.

So now, it was the shifters trying to stay alive against the vampires. Tabby knew that it wasn’t a full scale war, thankfully. The various factions acted more like gangs, roving bases of power snagging what they could while trying to avoid detection by mortals.

There were others, like the Anubians, Zombies, and the Anans who mostly stuck to themselves. For now. If the shifters lost to the vampires, it would only be a matter of time before the other races were forced into conflict.

Tabby shook her head. Let the band deal with it. They already had two Anans—scions of Anansi—a Felinthrope, and an Anubian working to counter the moves of the vampire courts, and they were good at it. She had more than enough on her hands taking care of the orphaned puppy, Andrew.

She reached over and tousled his sandy blond hair. “Hey Kiddo, you hungry?”

Andrew solemnly nodded again. “Yef, Ta-ey.”

She smiled at him as she stood up. “Well then, let’s see what there is here to eat, okay?”

Andrew pointed toward the opposite side of the train from the band’s practice car. “Wellf’ fwend faid that way!” He seemed very proud of knowing where the food was and Tabby bent down to pick him up, her long red hair falling between them.

She scooped the toddler up, giving him a tight hug as she held him. “Thank you, Andrew. I’m very proud you remembered the directions.” She started walking to the end of the sleeper car they were in, realizing for the first time that the train car was set up like a studio apartment, with everything set up as one large living quarter. “Let’s get some grub in you.”

Andrew pulled back a little from the hug so that he could see her face clearly, then gave her a big grin and thumbs up.

Moving carefully from car to car, Tabby carried Andrew towards the food car. A hiding space from the hunt, the new home in Denver, was a huge weight off her shoulders. It almost felt as though she could feel the weight of fear lifting as mile by mile passed on the tracks. A storm was coming, but she had found refuge from it, temporary and false though it might be.

As she slid open the final door, Andrew’s words, Wells’ friend clicked home. Her benefactor, her friend, was nowhere to be seen. The lone occupant of the dining car was a well-muscled, but still reedy looking man. He had the look about him of a Viking warrior, only a miniature version.

He looked up and smiled. “Hello Tabitha. Glad to see you are finally awake.”

Tabitha couldn’t help but feel that his tone was mocking. “Who the hell are you?” She defensively tightened her arms around Andrew.

“I’m your new bodyguard. Wells had a … bigger, and previous, commitment to see to. I am his replacement.”

“How do I know you aren’t lying?”

He arched an eyebrow. “Besides the obvious, which is that I could have killed you in your sleep? I suppose … a demonstration.” Casually waving his hand, he mumbled under his breath and golden light gathered in the train car.

A thousand fireflies of light gathered around Tabitha and lifted her. She struggled, but it was useless.

Andrew giggled in her arms.

The sitting man snapped his fingers and she dropped. “You are young wolfling. You have much growing to do. I could kill you any time I wanted. But, you see, I made a promise to Wells. Satisfied?”

She nodded mutely, warily standing.

He sighed and got up. “I’m going to the restroom. You two need to eat. Do so. By the way, my name is Loki.”

He turned and walked to the end of the car, slipping into the bathroom.

Tabitha, stunned, let out a sigh of relief. Her new bodyguard was, well, he was intimidating. Sitting Andrew down at the table while he stared at her, wide-eyed, she glanced towards the car’s bar. Food was laid out, banquet style.

She hadn’t made it two steps when the roof of the train car, metal screaming in protest, was ripped away from the walls and went sailing off into the night.

A screamingly pissed Elizabeth Bathory leapt into the car and grabbed her by the throat. “Who was he, pup? Who do you have protecting you?”

***

Robert Crowley

Robert wiped some of the sweat off his dark tanned skin, rubbing it between his fingers and focusing on the slick texture. He shifted his weight slightly, spooning a ladle of water onto the hot rocks in the center of the room. Steam rose, clouding the already hazy room with a close heavy sultriness.

He sighed and leaned back. Heat kneaded its way through his flesh and muscles, soaking down to the bone. Robert relaxed contentedly.

Wiping his hands on the damp towel around his waist, he clapped once. “Show yourself, spirit.”

The steam coalesced, swirling in place, until a form began to appear. He closed his eyes, tasting the spirit’s essence with his mind. There were three of them, though they had the feel of something singular, spinning in place as though uncertain which manifestation to take. Eyes still closed, he focused on his hearing, projecting that sense beyond the physical plane.

Across the reaches of time and space the ethereal voices of three women could be heard. Voices echoed in his mind, teasing his soul. He raised an eyebrow. They were bickering with each other.

“… seen one before. You two always say I’m too young! Poo! I’m tens of thousands of years old, I just look young.” In all fairness, the speaker did sound very young to Robert.

“You are too young, dearest. Function follows form, you know that. You look young, so you are young. It should be me. I can appreciate the advantages of a naked man in a sweat lodge. Appreciate them fully.”

A cracked voice, heavy with age, spoke last. “You’re both too young. You get distracted. You also make too many distractions. I shall deliver the message.”

The second speaker jumped back in. “Not so fast, you old crone. I get the yummy man. You haven’t let me have one since Plato died. That’s just wrong. I’ve had blue bean for two thousand years. I’m more frustrated than a Trojan at the gates of Troy.”

Robert grinned.

“That’s right I haven’t let you. Last time I let you spin the Fate of a naked man you started a war half a century too early!”

The little girl giggled. “But I ended it, lightning on the sea. Snippity snip, kindling from a ship! The Peloponnesians went to the sea’s bed, Nicias replaced the thread.”

The crone spoke again. “Indeed you did, dearie; indeed you did.”

The middle aged woman spoke again. “As is her right to cut the threads. And it is your right to draw the length of the life, dear sister. But it is my right alone to spin the life.” She sounded smug.

Robert got the feeling he was eavesdropping on an often-revisited fight. He cleared his throat. “Ladies? Am I interrupting something?”

“I go.” The eldest spoke.

“Poo.”

“Hmph.”

The mist pulsed, an unseen wind separated it to reveal an old woman, supporting herself with a gnarled walking stick. She cocked her head to the side, staring at Robert. “Not at all, little mortal. We always talk like that, and it is no interruption.”

He nodded politely. “May I ask whom I have the pleasure of addressing?”

“Your house, your rules.” She replied. “We are the three. The Sisters of Fate and Destiny. Never have we been correctly named, for your kind only glimpse us in half-truths. By a thousand names we have been known, and throughout time a thousand more names shall be shown. Imprisoned beyond the stars we lie, though without us humanity will slowly die.”

“Probably. Hmph.” The middle sister’s ethereal voice danced on the edge of Robert’s hearing.

He smiled at that. “Perhaps something a bit shorter?”

She nodded solemnly. “You may call me Clotho.”

“Clotho, Sister of Fate, she who spins the thread. Wait. I thought that the child spun the thread, not the crone.”

“You callin’ me a crone, sonny boy?”

Robert blinked. “I apologize. It was not my intent to slight you. I was only trying to clarify my lack of understanding.”

Gap toothed, she replied with a grin. “As I said, not correctly named. With knowledge comes power, and we are careful to guard true knowledge of our nature. Your kind know half-truths, by design. We are beings of the cosmos, of ideas, of unknowable origin. We take the forms that please each of us best. And we make sure the forms of our names do not match the forms of your ideas.”

Robert shrugged. “Okay. How can I help you? Or, rather, what do you need from me, to come to me in this fashion.”

The crone sat, settling herself on the bench across from Robert. “Much shall come to pass. One mortal must know the Tapestry of Fate, if the tapestry of humanity is to continue. That mortal might be you.”

“Lucky me, eh?” Robert rubbed his neck. The offer wasn’t surprising. He had received many over the course of his life, but was unwilling to forsake Coyote, his guide. “Surely you know how many offers I have had for patronage? Though you are the first to offer it in person.”

Clotho cackled. “We do not offer you patronage, foolish little man-child. We offer only responsibility. Our hands are bound by the laws of the weaving. We alone can reach beyond the boundaries of the prison, but can share nothing other than information. You gain nothing from us but knowledge in time to act upon it.”

He sat forward. “That is tempting, but I will not forsake my guide. He laid down a path for me that he has spent a thousand years refining, and though I have but one mortal life to walk it, I’ll not forsake that.”

She laughed. “Nor would we want you to. The aspect of the trickster which you follow is the reason we chose you. None may meddle with our design but the Trickster’s chosen avatars. That is the conundrum of trying to manage the lives of billions of creatures that have the attention span of a cat in heat.”

“I’m not so sure we are the cats in heat. Or, at least, we aren’t the only ones in heat.” Robert rolled his shoulders, stretching them as the steam warmed him. “You come to the one who can sidestep your pattern.…I assume you wish to guide our meddling?”

“Not in the slightest. I offer only foreknowledge. Not advice on how you should act up on it.”

Robert thought. It was intriguing to be offered responsibility rather than power. “I am interested. But I must consult with Coyote, I cannot make this decision without him.”

Clotho held up her wrinkled hand. “This I cannot allow. To grant the Trickster knowledge of this transaction would break the laws. What we offer you is a very gray area, and any of the powers knowing about it would give those opposed to humanity a deadly advantage.”

Fretting idly with the hem of her shawl, she pulled an errant thread, staring at it. “Let me try to explain. The reason that humanity cannot know its Fate is that to have that knowledge ahead of time would make it so that that Fate could be changed. This is a simple premise, and completely wrong in every way, but it does serve the purpose of explaining this in a way you can understand. If each person is able to control their thread, then what would happen if one person changed their Fate and it impacted another’s Fate?”

Robert thought about it or a moment. “I suppose that person would have their Fate changed, so they would act to alter their own path through life.”

Clotho held up a wrinkled finger. “Indeed. And as they alter their path, they not only change the Fate of the initial person that changed them, but they also alter the other people they are in contact with. Imagine that, but spread across all of humanity. The pattern would not be able to sustain itself.”

“What would happen?”

“Your race would go mad. The Pattern of Fate would unweave itself. The threads get so tangled that it’d make a Gordian knot look simple. You know, the usual. Fate of the world, blah, blah.”

“Okay. I get that. But if only two people have that knowledge, myself and Coyote, why would that happen? Isn’t it worse if everyone had the knowledge?”

“A single god is far worse than all of the mortal world combined. When a god makes a change it alters the path of millions at a time. That cannot go unnoticed. Because the source of the tangles would be so singular in its origin, anyone with a modicum of power would be able to track the source and extrapolate the pattern themselves.” She stared at him through the steam.

“So if I tell Coyote, not only is it an order of magnitude worse, but everything else with power will be able to unweave Fate?”

“Correct. Should you choose to consult the Trickster we will not be able to grant you foreknowledge. We will not let the Coyote into the henhouse.”

Robert pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes. “I see.” He leaned back again, re-closing his eyes, and let the steam wash over his body. Let the old biddy wait, he had some serious thinking to do.

The tableau remained frozen, Sister of Fate and young shaman both bathing in the steam of the sweat lodge while he thought. Clotho leaned forward, pouring more water over the hot rocks. Steam rose. Robert thought.

“I have one question before I can accept your offer. What is the knowledge you wish to give me about?”

Clotho cackled again. “I knew we had chosen wisely. We wish to impart knowledge of both current events on the divine scale, as well as events surrounding your grandson, whom you will influence.”

“That makes sense, I suppose.” Robert said, “The connection to Coyote is passed from grandfather to grandson, which, of course, you know already. My grandson is not yet born, do current events have that much impact upon his path?”

“Yes.”

Robert frowned. “Interesting. I beg your indulgence for another moment while I continue to think.” Robert mulled over the offer for several more moments before making his decision. Once he had, he leaned forward to look the sister of Fate in the eye. “I accept.”

Clotho tightened her bony fingers around her walking stick, pulling herself up to her feet. “Very well then. But a warning, young shaman. Be wise in your use of this power. You are now a conduit for both order and chaos. Both destiny and chance now run in your veins, and for all the conflict that will be inside you, you will discover you have great power as well. Do not abuse it or we will be forced to cut your thread early.”

Robert sat back, shaken. Fate had just threatened to kill him. Of course, that had to be an empty threat, didn’t it? Especially if the sisters needed him in the picture for his grandson. Or could they weave what they wanted around his absence? They were Fate after all … he frowned. “All right.”

She leaned forward, almost leering at him. “You will embark on a great quest with what we give you tonight. For a decade we will be …” She glanced at the towel around his waist, and grinned toothily, “watching. After that, boyo, you’re on your own.”

With that said the elderly sister of Fate raised her walking stick and slammed it once onto the ground, as though it was a mighty staff. The sweat lodge shook with impact and in the space of a flinch Robert found himself once again alone, the only remnant of the crone’s visit a glowing thread that had appeared in his hand as she disappeared. Knowledge slammed into him, a rockslide of information hammering his mind, and he fainted, falling to the floor of his sweat lodge.

***

Tabitha Magyari

Tabitha slammed into the buffet, hitting the low bar with the small of her back, sending food flying everywhere. She flipped, ignoring the excruciating pain blossoming through her spine, landing on top of the now empty platters.

Bathory was crouched in the train car, fangs bared, fists balled in front of her in a loose and low stance. Her white pantsuit was spotless, and almost too bright for the aged and run down car they were in. “Where did you find the Abomination? Where is it?”

“Screw you, bitch.” Tabitha was careful not to meet the Vampire’s eyes. Out of her peripheral vision she could see Andrew hiding under the table he had been sitting at. That was as close to safe as he would get for now.

“Aw. The little puppy thinks it has more bite than bark. How cute. You will tell me how you secured the help of the Unblooded in New York. Do you need a repeat performance of our dance back there?”

Faster than Tabitha could track the Vampire darted forward and slammed a fist into her midsection. Tabitha went flying backwards, her head slamming into the train wall.

She blinked, dizzy, and saw Bathory’s clawed hand reaching for her face. And then there was blood.

Something even faster than the elder vampire blurred in the space between bloodsucker and wolf, and Bathory’s hand went flying through the air, severed at the wrist.

Bathory danced back, howling in pain, holding her injured arm to chest. A seven foot tall leopard, a werecat wearing only leather pants and a hefty cross on a thick chain, appeared, protectively standing over her. “Back off, lady. These ones are under our protection right now.”

“Peter …” Tabitha smiled weakly.

“Fucking cat!” Bathory hissed.

Tabitha pushed herself up to her elbows and saw a man, covered in midnight blue scales, standing behind Bathory. He savagely raked his claws across her back.

Bathory sensed it coming and spun in place. The blow missed her by centimeters, shredding her white jacket instead of her flesh. Her foot lashed out as she spun, catching the demon square in his chest.

Tabitha could hear his ribs breaking over the noise of the wind howling through the hole in the roof. The demon fell to a knee, snarling, and managed another rake of his claws, catching Bathory’s calf. Vampire blood spattered across floor and tables.

“Fucking KISS! I hate your music!” Bathory kicked the demon in his face, then ducked, dodging Peter’s rush at her. The Werecat was faster than the Vampire, but her senses gave her an edge that non-vampires didn’t have. She slammed an elbow backwards, catching Peter in the gut.

He slid back, reaching down and digging his claws into the floorboards to stop himself.

The four of them stood frozen for a moment, the only sounds the wind howling above and Andrew whimpering under the table. There was a soft click, impossibly audible despite being diminutive.

Loki stepped out of the bathroom. Raising an eyebrow, he took in the scene. “You.” He pointed at Bathory. “Leave.”

Loki flicked his finger and the Vampire vanished with a small sucking sound followed by a pop.

Loki collapsed to one knee and reached out to stead himself against the wall.

Peter walked back to Tabitha and reached out a hand to help her, shifting back to his human form as he did. “What the hell did you just do, man?”

Loki shook his head, trying to steady his vision. “I banished her. I don’t have power over those not tied to Fate, so that took a lot of juice. Couldn’t let her see that I’m not as strong as I used to be though.”

Tabitha rushed over to the Andrew, helping him out from under the table. She clutched her young ward tight, stroking his hair to calm down his shivers.

Gene stood up, still in his scaled form, holding his nose. Blood dripped down his chin. “I think she broke my damn nose. Why didn’t you just take her to fucking task? Rip her damn head off?”

Loki smiled. “For one, to risk her shedding even one drop of blood in a way that she could lick it up … you don’t want that to happen. Just trust me. And two, frankly, it’s more fun this way.”

“Fun? Are you insane?” Tabitha looked back over her shoulder at the exhausted god.

“Yes, I am. But you didn’t ask the important question.” Reaching forward, he picked up the Vampire’s severed hand. He started toying with the fingers.

“And what would that be?” She replied.

“Where did I banish her to?” With another popping sound, the hand vanished.

***

Elizabeth Bathory

Elizabeth held her still attached hand over her nose, plugging it as best she could as she struggled to fight her way out of the chest high manure heap. The smell was god-awful, and yet another pantsuit was ruined beyond all hope.

Growling to herself, she mumbled, “I will end you Loki. Rip your throat out and drink your blood till you are empty. Ungh.”

As she stepped forward through the squelching mess, her severed hand appeared in the air before her, middle finger extended. It fell into the manure and vanished with a gloop.

***
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***

Peter Criss

Light breezes swept in both directions at the intersection, cooling the otherwise hot day. Peter shook his head, still surprised that both Ian and the werewolves would end up in Denver by complete happenstance. He was the only one who knew the child’s location, and since he had just finished helping Ace with his new album, he figured he could detour on his way to L.A. to check up on the kid.

He spotted Ian sitting outside his middle school, on the front steps during the lunch hour. A grin crossed his lips. The kid was precocious, sitting by himself and using a clunky tape recorder. Peter opened his senses and listened.

“… sitting in class and Mike popped Mrs. Loqa with a spitball. He didn’t get caught. Trisha got blamed instead. Mom, if you sneak into my room and listen to this, don’t tell Mrs. Loqa. I plan on getting Mike to leave Ryan alone and stop stealing his lunch money. If you tell it’ll spoil everything. Back to my notes on the day.…”

Peter stifled a laugh. Ian was doing just fine.

***

Mina & Lilith

The streets of Albuquerque were empty, with only the light of the moon keeping the buildings company at three a.m. on the moonless night. A figure walked out of an alley next to one of the few open shops in the city and into the shop.

Mina approached the counter, studying the menu as she walked through the mostly empty cafe. Jonathan was in the alley, disposing of the animals they had drained, and would appreciate the coffee to cleanse his palate. Neither of them had ever gotten used to the taste of blood. Of their original group of friends, the only one who had embraced the change had been Van Helsing.

He had snapped, become something bestial. She shuddered at the memory.

The barista walked up to the register. She was a mousy woman, pretty, but she was hiding her face behind her brown hair and she was tucked in on herself like she was uncomfortable with the amount of space she occupied in the world. “Can I help you?”

Mina glanced at her name badge. “Hi, Lilly, can I get a café mocha and a chai tea?”

“Sure thing.” The girl rang her up and started making the drinks. “You guys come in here a lot. Always at three or four in the morning. Is that when you get off work or something?”

Mina sighed. “Nope. It isn’t when we get off work. We’ve been married a long time. We don’t try a lot of new things. This place works for us.”

“Cool. I can’t imagine that, though. I move every couple years. New city, new friends, new experiences. What’s it like? I can’t imagine not trying out new all the time.”

Mina glanced back at the door. Jon wasn’t here yet. “Mostly, it’s boring. But … the stability is nice. Knowing there is someone I can count on, that I’ll always be familiar with my surroundings.” And being a vampire it’s nice knowing I won’t get stuck in the sunlight. She smiled wistfully. “Really, a new city every few years?”

“Really, really. It’s amazing. I want to see the whole world. Can’t do that sitting still, you know. If you sit still too long, life passes you by, no matter how old you live to be, you’ll miss it all. That’s what I think.” She slid the drinks across the counter.

“Thanks.” Mina dropped a couple extra bucks in the tip jar then grabbed the drinks and headed out to meet Jon. Lilly’s words were echoing in her mind.

***

Lilith

Lilith wore the night sky like a gown, dancing through the stars. Smiling slyly, the other survivors, the three sisters and Loki, waited for her in a vast vaulted hall that had nebulas and galaxies floating inside the wall.

“Ah.” She smiled warmly. “The grandness of creation. Why don’t we meet here anymore? It’s been centuries.”

Loki picked at his fingernails, cleaning imaginary dirt from under them. With each speck of nonexistent grease, he wiped his hands on his jeans or his red flannel. “You know it’s just an illusion. Why do you care?”

“Because it has style.”

He shrugged.

Lachesis, smooth skinned and wearing an ivory-colored toga that was barely paler than her skin, cleared her throat. “I don’t like it. I remember a time it was full of life, not the echoes and emptiness of the dead. Why did you call us here?”

Lilith smiled sweetly. “It has come to my attention that you have all meddled. We have a plan, why do you ignore it?”

Loki sat up. “You have all?” He glanced at the sisters. “I’ve done nothing outside of my nature. I’m sticking to your precious plan, Lilith.”

The sisters spoke in unison. “We have done only that which the pattern allows.”

Lilith stared at the four of them. “It’s so creepy when you do that. How is it that the embodiments of structure and chaos both have the same answer for me? Unlikely, don’t you think?”

Loki shrugged, still picking at his nails. “None of us trusts each other. Even in the old days, when belief was plentiful, we were at each other’s throats. Nowadays it’s hard. I always assumed each of us had our own agenda.”

Lips tightened in a forced smirk, Lilith waved a hand at the illusionary hall. “And we can see how far having our own agendas has gotten us, yes?”

Atropos, tugging on her blond pigtails, twirled in place. “There are powers greater than us too. Snippety snip, no? Even the gods will pass from the universe in their time. It’s not for us to say how much further we go.”

“If not for us, then who? Where are these powers that we do not know?” Lilith snarled. “I’ll not be scrubbed from this reality because uppity children that we helped create want us gone. You do not choose when my thread is cut, Atropos.”

“Don’t I?” The little girl grinned wickedly as she twirled a pair of golden scissors around her fingers. “You think my shears haven’t cut the threads of gods? Shiva, Thor, Quetzalcoatl … ask them how powerless we sisters are. Oh! Butterfly!” Atropos suddenly looked delighted and wandered away from her sisters.

Lilith snorted in disgust, but Loki interrupted the tirade she was about to launch. “We aren’t at cross purposes. We are acting like dogs fighting over turf. We all want to survive, but that won’t happen if we waste our power coming to blows with each other.”

The gods eyed each other warily, but settled down. Lilith spoke. “What of the Archangel? His first brush with the younger vampires who call themselves Dracula is supposed to happen. That sets the course for his collision with Kaine. Are we on track?”

“To my knowledge, yes.” Loki thrust his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Though I still don’t approve of the death you say is necessary. Wells is as close to a friend as I have.”

Lilith traced a galaxy floating through a column with a delicate finger. “Are you saying I am stripping you of your allies? Your friends? Don’t blame it on me. If the sisters three would reveal the pattern to us, we could plot a course. But it’s all ‘wah wah destroy the web if a god knows the pattern.’”

Clotho slammed her staff against the ground. Gathering her black skirts and shawls close, she narrowed her eyes. “You know even we cannot act in the mortal realm on what we know. To do so would shake the foundation of reality and potentially erase us from the web.”

Lilith snorted. “Whatever. We are gods. The world is ours to play with.”

“How forward thinking of you.” Loki scuffed a boot against the marble floor. “Enough of this. We came to assess the plan, yes? Let’s check in on the players.”

He snapped his fingers and patterns swirled in the floor until a picture was revealed. New York appeared, and the gods watched.

***

Skid

Steam wisped up from the cup of espresso, dancing merrily in front of the blond man. Outside the small New York café, pedestrians flocked by in multitudes, a sea of salmon swimming upstream in both directions, hurrying to their spawning grounds.

Watching the New Yorkers rushing to their destinations, he pushed a lock of hair away from the aviator glasses covering his eyes and smiled at the young man across the table. “True, it may take a while.” Time had never meant much to Wells, making the sentiment one of little concern.

Skid, the younger of the two, ran his hand over his bald head, shaved to the skin, and raised an eyebrow. His British accent was starting to fade, a result of six years spent in the States. “I’d rather not wait years and years to suss them out, Wells.”

“Tsk. Patience is a virtue. It is the only virtue. The soul you are bonded with should know that, and know it well.”

Skid eyed the older man. He was well toned, in his early thirties, and had a strong jaw. His looks did not betray his age. “Yeah, yeah, old man. You try being trapped in a sixteen year old body. It was fun for the first few years, but try dealing with teen hormones for a decade. No fun.” Skid grumped about the last twelve years, since he had stopped aging.

Wells threw back his head and laughed. “We each carry the burdens of our responsibilities. That is what sets us apart from those we are in conflict with. They choose a darker path, one in which they use others to avoid those burdens. We defend our kind. The dark immortals use humanity as food and labor. They are things to them, nothing more.”

Skid cocked his head to one side, thinking. “This is so frustrating. I kind of get what you are saying, and Uriel definitely does, but I can’t get more than that feeling.” He sighed.

“Patience, my young friend. Your mind is very young as of yet to start grasping the lessons the Angel has to teach.” He glanced at the sword propped on the side of the table. “Even your body has lessons to learn. Your mastery of the skills you will need is lacking.”

The sword, invisible to most people, seemed to hum when it was mentioned and both of them glanced at it. Skid shrugged. “It led me to you, as you know. How long will it take to get me ready?”

“How long will it take you to get ready? Ha. That is up to you. I suppose it will take as long as it takes.”

“That’s all sorts of cryptic. Can’t you give me something more precise?”

Wells leaned back and sipped his espresso, smiling cryptically. “Skid, have you heard the joke about the man asking God how long it took to create the universe?”

“Huh?” Skid shook his head. “I haven’t. What’s that got to do with how long my training will take?”

Flicking back the errant wisp of hair, Wells took off his glasses and leaned forward to look the young man in the eyes. “A man gets to talk to God. While they are conversing he asks God the following question. ‘In the holy books it says that creation was made in just seven days. How can that be so, when we know that the universe is over fourteen billion years old?’ God looks to the man, ever patient.”

Wells sipped his coffee again. “God answered. ‘To you, it has been billions of years. To me it was seven days. For me, time passes differently and a million years stretches by in the course of just a moment.’ The man thought about this for a while, then looked back to God. ‘So all things great to us seem small to you?’ God nodded yes to the man, who then, thinking himself terribly clever, asked another question. ‘God, may I have a penny then?’ God smiled. ‘Of course my child, in just a moment.’”

Wells toyed with the sugar spoon on the table, staring Skid in the eye. “Understand youngling, that my life has spanned over ten millennia. So, when you ask how long it will take to prepare you for your battle, I will be honest. It will take but a moment.”

Skid’s shoulders slumped. “Bloody fantastic.”

***

Tabitha Magyari

Tabitha slapped Drew across the back of the head. “Focus.”

The gangly teen scowled at her, then shifted his attention back to his own hand. His face turned red with exertion. Sweat started to pour down his cheeks. He grunted. Painfully slowly the nails on his right hand’s fingers grew until they were six inch long claws. Drew gasped and fell down onto his ass, exhausted. He flopped backwards into the soft grass of the yard, pleased at his accomplishment.

Two children, neither older than six, clapped excitedly. The little boy spoke up. “That was awesome, Drew!”

Tabitha glanced to the side. “Amber. Eliot. Please watch quietly until I say were done. Drew, back on your feet. I know you’re trying hard honey, but you’re sixteen now and you barely have control over your claws. When I was sixteen, I could shift any part of my body. I want you to try both of your hands at once now. Don’t strain so much. You are not trying to force them to grow, you are relaxing and letting them grow while maintaining control over the rest of your body. You understand?”

Drew struggled to his feet. “I get it Tabitha, I do. It just isn’t that easy to actually do. I mean I get that you were a natural, but I’m not, and it’s really frustrating. I’ll never be as good as you.”

Tabitha lovingly stroked his hair. “I know it’s frustrating. But do you want me to let you in on a secret?”

Drew nodded. “I guess. Yeah.”

She smiled encouragingly to the youth. “It was worse for me. As a natural, I was expected to be able to use my strength in ways I never thought of. You have to fight for every inch you get, for every skill you master. In the long run that can make you much stronger than me. Natural genius is rarely as strong as talent that has to fight for it.”

Drew thought about that for a moment, his face deep in thought. “You know, I’ve never asked this before. Why can’t we just have a normal life? I mean, I get that we’re werewolves and all, so when I say normal I don’t mean you know, like, normal—normal. I mean to say, why are we always training and stuff? Why can’t we just be a family?”

Tabitha sighed and sat down on the grass, tucking her legs under each other to sit cross-legged. She dusted some imaginary dirt off her jeans while thinking. “Gather round kids. It’s time I tell you about the fate of our pack.”

She waited while the kids gathered around her, each carefully picking out their seat in the backyard until they were all seated facing her. She leaned back, stretching her arms, digging her palms into the cool grass.

“Okay children,” she looked at Drew, raised her eyebrows. “I’m going to explain as much of this as I think you’ll understand. Each of the four of us was orphaned. I adopted each of the three of you so that you would have a family and a pack. But there is one other thing that makes us a family. All of our packs were killed.”

She frowned slightly, feeling the weight of the secrets she kept, looking at each of them. “Our families didn’t just die, they were killed by someone, a very bad person.”

Drew picked at grass blades while he spoke. “Who?”

Tabitha looked at the two younger cubs. “Who is not important yet. She is powerful, and she isn’t finished with us. One of the reasons that I adopted each of you was to protect you, because she will come after each of us as we get older and develop packs. While you’re with me, I can protect you. But your thoughts alone about her, should you know who she is, could be enough to draw her attention, so for now she stays in the shadows.”

“But that is why I push you so hard, Drew. You too, kids. When your training starts, I’ll be pushing you just as hard.”

Amber jumped up, excited. “I’ll start now! I wanna do it!” The little girl, black pigtails hanging down on either side of her head, focused on her hands and started grunting with effort.

Tabitha chuckled. “Dear, you are much too young to control the change. It won’t happen until you are twelve or …” She was interrupted as Amber excitedly held up her hands, claws extended and gleaming.

“Look! Look! I did it guys!” She hopped in place from foot to foot, pleased with herself.

Tabitha’s jaw dropped. She had never heard of a cub mastering shifting, in any form, before hitting puberty. “Very good, Amber. But you can never use that trick at school. Do you understand?”

The little girl nodded.

Tabitha thought for a moment, then made up her mind. There was so much more to tell the three kids, but it wouldn’t help them. Not right now. To protect them from their own bloody legacy, it was best if they didn’t know.

She stood and brushed her hands off. “Okay you three. As of today, all three of you practice together, every day. Okay? Drew, you are in charge of watching them while they, and you, practice. Make sure they don’t over strain themselves.”

“’Kay.” he nodded in reply.

The wolf pack settled down to practice shifting, with Tabitha watching thoughtfully. For once, she felt that they might have a chance once they were older. Perhaps they would someday not have to hide, someday they could fight, and even win. Someday.

***

Robert Crowley

The recently married Robert Crowley walked calmly down the street. He should be home with his wife, but he was living a lie. He was in love with a woman he could never be with. His heart wasn’t in this life, and he embraced the life of the hunter instead. It wasn’t fair to Emelia, his wife, but he didn’t know how to get out without hurting her. So he hunted. And right now, he was being hunted too.

He knew that he was being watched, but hadn’t managed to spot his pursuer. He knew what it was, and who, and had been trying to draw it to him for the better part of two years. But the world was a big place, and it took time to find one person amidst all the mental clutter that came along with a population of five billion humans.

Stopping for a moment, he enjoyed the air. Atmosphere was thinner at this elevation, as should be expected of Denver, the Mile High City. But he found that he enjoyed it. The air seemed almost lighter than it did in the desert.

As he strolled the streets of Capitol Hill, Denver’s residential district just off the Capitol building and downtown, he learned the city, inch by inch. Denver was very different from the adobe and steel feel of Tucson, Arizona. The buildings here were woods and concrete, with architectures spanning decades. The city had a feel about it of having been lived in for a long time, as opposed to much of the southwest, which just felt aged by the merciless sun. How ironic that Denver saw more sunny days than any other city in the country.

Hairs along Robert’s arms, and the back of his neck, stood on end. The presence was getting closer. He twirled the talisman adorning his neck as he walked. The charm had no name in his native Cherokee tongue, handed down as it was by his totem rather than the shamanistic tradition. He had spent eight years forging it, starting the night Clotho had revealed herself. Grandfather Coyote would be pissed if he knew what Robert was using it for. Or what the fabric he had woven it with was actually from. Robert grinned at the thought.

He had seen what this evil would do to his family, had watched it with the visions Fate granted him. Altering Fate was tricky, but tricky was in his blood. He would stop the evil. Had to.

The talisman began to emit a warm vibration. Finally. Two years he had travelled, letting the charm slowly draw the evil toward him just as it drew him toward it. He walked on, watching for good secluded spots to allow himself to be trapped in. The talisman grew warmer. Soon now, not too much further.

The talisman pulsed again, almost warm enough to burn. Robert grimaced at the unexpected heat. Of course, utilizing a talisman powerful enough to draw one of the great evils of the world towards him was worth a little burn.

Shadows began to swirl as streetlamps dimmed. A fog blew across the streets from nowhere, from everywhere, shrouding the ground.

So very ominous thought Robert. I can’t see my ankles or the low lying shrubs.

But he played the part of spooked pedestrian well. Hunching his shoulders, he jammed his hands into the pockets of his jeans and sped up a little. Judging from the little light left, the next street would be almost complete dark.

If Robert’s mental map was correct, it was either Grant or Sherman Street up ahead, and would be mainly businesses. He quickened his pace yet again and turned to the right, heading down the darkened street. His pulse hammered, trying to erupt through his skin. Sweat was trickling down his temples despite the brisk night air.

The fog thickened and Robert began to have troubles dragging his feet through it. It coalesced around his calves and ankles, like he was trying to walk through peanut butter. Struggling against the viscous condensation, he ground to a halt, stopped in his tracks. “Damn it. What the hell is this?” He knew exactly what it was, had even been warned about it. Heat pulsed through the talisman as it grew even warmer. He could hear the faint tones of a woman humming Night on Disco Mountain drifting through the fog. He hadn’t heard that song since Saturday Night Fever had been popular.

The fog parted, swirling around a dark figure walking towards Robert. Despite the lack of light, the figure was clearly visible, radiating a dull glow. The figure stopped before him, standing about five feet away, watching intently. It was a man, dressed elegantly in clothes a century out of date, wearing a Victorian suit with cravat.

Robert used his thumbs to spin two rings around his fingers. Once the rings were positioned, he licked his forefinger, dipped his hand into his pocket, and then traced an X over his forehead.

A woman walked up, standing next to Victorian man. She, at least, was only wearing an outfit a decade out of date.

Robert flashed a smile at the unlikely duo. “If it isn’t Peter Vincent and Tony Manero, in the flesh.”

Bathory stroked the white lapel of her jacket. She cocked her head to the side. “Vlad, why is the food talking?”

Vlad Tepes stared at Robert. “That is an interesting question. How are you not reduced to speechless fear, food?”

Raising an eyebrow at the two, Robert shrugged. “Maybe if you had chosen better movies for your outfits I would respond better. Looking like cinema rejects isn’t exactly fear inducing.”

Bathory snarled, but Vlad put out a cautioning arm. “Wait, dearest.” He locked gazes with Robert.

The world vanished, replaced by an infinite void. Robert found himself bound on a crucifix. Slowing his breathing, he stared at the image of Vladimyr Tepes standing before him. “Vampire. Lord of the Night. This is foolish. This trap will not catch me.”

The elder vampire strolled around the crucifix, gazing quizzically up to Robert. “Yet you appear bound. How is it that you can talk? What are you?”

Channeling the spirit of Coyote, Robert flexed his muscles, letting chaos run through his veins. The bonds writhed, then dissolved to nothing. Robert fell to the ground, catching his balance before the stunned vampire and grinning wickedly. “I am a Scion, fiend. I carry in me the will of a god.” He locked gazes with the Vampire.

The hypnosis induced dream world fell apart, wisps of nothing fading into the fog. Robert once again stood in the real world, facing the two evils the talisman had drawn to him. Two was problematic. He had only expected one. But, it was nothing he couldn’t deal with.

Vlad Tepes staggered back, reeling from having his hypnotic gaze shattered. Bathory grabbed him, trying to stabilize him, and snarled at Robert. “What trickery is this, food?” She released Vlad and lunged forward.

Robert smiled. Never mess with a trickster who has had time to prepare.

***

Mina and Jonathan

The city was dark, with late night light traffic on the ebb, not that Albuquerque was that large of a town anyway. Every few minutes a solitary car would drive by on the mostly darkened streets. On the edge of the roof of a six-story apartment complex, two figures sat, watching the city.

Mina, back straight and sitting very formally, took a small sip of her tea. “We need a break.”

Jonathan blinked. He straightened his tie. “Excuse me?”

She glanced up at him over her tea cup, repeating herself. “We need a break.”

Jonathan kicked his heels against the wall below him, eyes scanning the city. “I know we’ve been training for ten years, but I tell you, we are not there yet. No breaks. Besides, we lost the wolf. We still have to find her again.” He leaned forward a bit, watching a pedestrian enter the building below.

She sighed. “That is not what I mean. I mean that you and I need a break. We have been together for a hundred years. I just need to wake up … well, not to the same old—” She stopped herself on the verge of saying something hurtful.

He eyed her. “Thanks. That makes me feel great. So a hundred year romance has to go away because you are sick of seeing my face?”

“Don’t act like that,” she snapped at him. “I’m sick of the way you twist what I say to what you want hear. I didn’t say I am sick of your face, you dick.”

He hopped up and started pacing along the cornice, his feet just a few inches from the dizzying drop to the street. “You said you need to wake up and not see the same old me. How the hell is that supposed to make me feel?”

“Like you aren’t sick of me? A wife can tell. I see you watching other women walk by, the way you …”

“What the hell are you talking about?” He didn’t yell, but the anger still managed to come through in cold tones. “I am not a philanderer, nor have I any thoughts of being so.”

Mina’s jaw tightened. “Do not interrupt me. As I was saying, I can tell by the way you look at other people, the way you talk to me, just the way you are. I fell in love with a man who reminded me of nothing so much as a tiger pacing in a cage the world had trapped him in. Now you act like a viper. You twist everything. You aren’t here anymore, and we need time apart to sort through these things. To find ourselves again.”

He spun around, pacing faster. “Are you done now? Do I have your permission to talk?”

She motioned for him to continue, ignoring the passive aggressive attack.

“Maybe, just maybe, had you sometime in the last fifty years, not assumed I was always wrong, I wouldn’t have to act like a viper. You treat me like you have to tolerate me, not like I am your husband and welcome in your life.”

Rolling her eyes, she looked over at him, “And now the truth comes out, I see. You are as sick of me as I am of you.”

“Like hell I am! I am your husband. Don’t you understand what that means?”

She sighed. “What do you think that means, Jonathan?”

“Partnership.” He stopped for a moment, accentuating his point. “We are supposed to be partners. That doesn’t mean that I am me and you are you. We have an obligation above that, to be us. We didn’t get married to be apart, we got married to be together.”

“Damn it anyway, you are so thick headed. I didn’t marry a couple, I married a man. You act like you have long ago lost that person, and I don’t want you unless I can find that man again.” Mina’s voice was starting to crack a bit as tears forced a solitary march down her cheek.

He crossed his arms, staring at her. “I am me. If you saw someone else before our marriage, it was because you were only looking at what you wanted to see. And in a hundred years, you are finally starting to realize who I actually am?” Jonathan rarely fought, but the ease with which she had approached the topic pissed him off.

“I’ve always known who you are,” she practically spat the words. “The problem is that you don’t know who you are. You keep changing how you interact with the world based on who is around you. If you weren’t such a damned chameleon, I wouldn’t have to constantly check to see who you were. I want passion, not careful calculation.”

“Great. Good to hear. Is there anything right with me? Or does everything about me piss you off??”

“Jonathan.” Mina wiped a tear away. “I’m not saying that. This isn’t easy on me, and I’m not trying to bring you down or make you less. I just don’t … I don’t feel. This is the most emotion I’ve felt with you in almost two decades.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean? We are married, that is a choice we already made. We work together to make things better. That’s how relationships work.” He threw his hands up in frustration. “I feel like you are throwing away a hundred years of our vows!”

She eyed him askance. “Our vows were ‘till death do us part.’ Technically, we’ve fulfilled that condition, Jonathan. We’ve been living with ‘already dead but still trying’ for years now. Do not try to guilt me with vows.”

He stared at her silently for a moment, watching her cry. Her back remained rigid though, and the look of determination never left her face. Finally realizing how serious she was, how determined, he gave in. “I’m not going to win this am I?”

“No.”

“You’re leaving me then?” He sat back down, all the wind knocked out of his sails, keeping his distance from her.

“No. I just need a break. I don’t know what the result of that will be, but I need to explore the possibility of what unlife is like without you. And you need it as much as I do, if not more.”

He glared a bit. “I’ll thank you not to tell me what I need or do not need. That is a decision I am fully capable of making by myself, even if you are taking it away from me and making my choice yourself.”

“Jonathan. I’m only going away for a while. I’m not making any final decisions.”

“A break is the same thing. You don’t want to be together.” He looked away from her, out over the cityscape.

“Jonathan. I’m just …” She growled quietly in frustration. “I just don’t know what to say. I mean, a break is a break. I just need to reassess, and figure out what we are. You need to do it, too. Hell, I need to figure out who I am.”

Leaning towards her husband, she swept a hand out towards the city. “You and I embrace cultural ideas that have been dead for fifty years. We follow etiquettes and niceties that are outdated and antiquated. We haven’t grown. We need to learn to transform, before we expose ourselves for the relics we are just because we won’t fit in anymore.”

She sighed, watching him think about what she was saying. “I can’t see clarity with you, and it’s made me numb. I need the break, whether you think you do or not. I won’t find myself otherwise, and neither of us will survive.”

She stood, a faint black outline against the lights of the cityscape. “This is about survival, not just happiness.”

Head tucked into his hands, Jonathan sat on the building’s edge, shoulders shaking. “We said till death do us part. Till death.”

“We already spoke of this. The vow isn’t ‘until cessation of conscious thought.’ It was death. Jon, I’m sorry. Don’t look for me. I will find you when I am ready to talk again.”

“So that’s it? You’re just going to disappear into the night until you decide to come back to me? No way for me to do anything about it?” He was answered with silence.

He slammed a fist into the wall beside him, cracking the bricks. The reality of it hit home. He was alone. Wiping at the tears running down his face, he sucked in a breath and straightened his back, refusing to succumb to the depression that threatened to reduce him to a quivering pile of crying vampire.

***

Clotho the Moirai

Stars glittered below their feet as the three sisters walked the Web of Fate. Something was amiss, not right. Strands were thrumming that should be still and others were outright disappearing.

“What is this?” Clotho knelt, holding her staff firmly to stay balanced.

Atropos bounced in place as the threads vibrated, clutching her shears. “Sisters, what shall I snip, what is going on?”

Clotho grunted, watching Lachesis frantically struggle with her bag of threads, looking for something to adjust the pattern. “It is an anomaly.” The crone spoke to her sisters. “A mortal has altered our design and the entire pattern is trying to adjust.”

“Dammit!” Lachesis held a strand up, studying it briefly before discarding it. “I can’t find a bridge thread! It’s that damned Crowley! He is directly altering his own Fate! You should have let me at him ten years ago, I would have had him too tied up in afterglow to pull a stunt like this.” She threw away another strand, digging for more.

“No running with scissors!” Lachesis barked at her youngest sister.

Atropos froze in her tracks and quickly hid the shears behind her back, the expression crossing her face proclaiming innocence. She looked up shyly. “No snippity snip?”

Clotho chuckled. “We gave him the thread so the pattern would be beyond our control, and therefore beyond the control of the other who would manipulate it. It was a gamble, and we knew it would cause problems for us.”

Lachesis responded. “No, Clotho, you were right to spin him his own thread. His actions being beyond our control is the only way to change the design. It’s just annoying.” The Web continued to vibrating, the thrums of Fate being altered gaining intensity.

Clotho lightly brushed her fingers across the strands, gazing at the stars beyond. “Damn fool mortal is about to get himself killed.”

The other two sisters froze in shock. Lachesis gasped. “No. He can’t!” Her frantic digging through the threads in her purse doubled in intensity.

Clotho frowned. “I see the design. The threads yearn to be woven …” a sigh escaped her frail frame. “Farewell sisters.” Lachesis stepped between the threads of the Web of Fate to the stars beyond, vanishing.

The other two sisters stared in shock. She had left the pattern to alter the world physically. None of the three had ever done that before. Atropos and Lachesis stared at each other.

“Bugger that!” Lachesis stepped off the web. “Come on, little sis.”

***

Robert Crowley

Robert pulled his hand out of his jeans pocket, uncurling his fist as he brought it up to his chin, and blew. Silver dust mixed with salt, blessed by ritual for a fortnight, puffed into the air.

Elizabeth Bathory shrieked, recoiling from the powder. “Asshole! That stung.” Fog swirled in the empty space where Bathory had been standing.

Robert blinked. Did she really just move that fast? On instinct along he lunged forward. The fog was just fog now that he had broken Vlad Tepes’ hypnotic gaze. Bathory’s foot clipped the back of his ankle as she tried to sweep kick his feet out from under him. The force shattered his ankle and he collapsed.

“Ready to die, food?” The female vampire spat at him. Just a few feet away, Tepes was curled into a ball moaning in pain.

Robert filed away the reaction Tepes was having to the broken gaze while responding to Elizabeth. The pain was illusory, easy to ignore for him. The peyote button he had taken earlier had raised his state beyond the physical. “You seem fixated on calling me food. You may have an eating disorder, you know.”

Sashaying up to Robert’s prone form, her white suit practically glowing, Elizabeth stood over her prone prey. “You won’t bait me so easily, little human. I am a centuries old creature of the Night, infinite in my experience and wisdom. You may be cunning, but you only have the experience of one lifetime to guide you.”

Grinning, he replied, “Is that so?”

She knelt over him. “Yes, food. That is so. You are a helpless mortal, whereas I am practically a god.”

Robert felt warmth spread from his neck as she leaned in close and licked it. Perfect. He ripped the talisman from his neck and jabbed it into her eye. Blood and ichor sprayed out from her face as her eye exploded.

Elizabeth jerked backwards, screaming. Ash floated from her head as the skin on her forehead, temple, and cheek ignited, burning away the right side of her face.

Robert grunted, forcing himself up to his knee. Dammit. That should have killed her.

The Vampire thrashed on the ground and Robert hobbled his way towards her. The peyote button wasn’t doing the job it should be, and he was fighting his body to keep it cooperating, but he pushed through. It was time to finish the job. Standing over her, careful not to let her thrashing form take him back to the ground, he raised the talisman.

A grip like steel closed around his wrist and a soft voice spoke next to his ear. “Never turn your back on a Lord of the Night, foolish little snack.” Vlad’s other hand came around from behind him and clamped around his throat. The talisman fell from his grip and clattered to the ground as Robert felt himself lifted into the air by his wrist and throat. “I hope you are prepared to meet your maker.”

“Megr Hr lred … Hrg tggt m n oo ologgg …” Robert choked.

“I suppose I can grant you last words,” Vlad loosened his grip slightly. “Now what did you say?”

Gasping for air, Robert spoke while reaching for his pocket. “I said, I met him already. He taught me not to monologue.” He slapped Vlad’s hand, and the powder he had grabbed, against the chokehold. Rather than getting dropped, as he had hoped, Robert found himself hurtling sideways through the air. Bushes caught his calves and he fell to the ground.

Vlad yelled and shook his hand wildly as it erupted in fire. The fire was covering Vlad now, but not consuming him. Robert grinned—the salt and silver combination was special. Years of preparation had gone into it as he had traveled the world, gathering water from holy places to infuse the mix. The powder may have just been a small mix, but psychically it was the equivalent of bringing a tank to a knife fight.

Robert did his best to recover quickly. Taking quick stock of the situation, he saw that Elizabeth was struggling to get up, though not very successfully, and Vlad, while injured, was far from down for the count. He grunted, struggling against the pain in his ankle through the peyote haze. He had to recover the talisman. Letting his thread fall into someone else’s hand would be disastrous.

***

Clotho the Moirai

Stars soared by as Clotho hurled towards the reality below. Gods travelled through concepts, not space. The time to get from the concept of racial memory to a single conflict at night was vast, like trying to spot a falcon while staring at a sunny sky. Fate was different though. Fate didn’t have to spot the falcon, Fate just had to know where the falcon would be, and keep a watchful eye out. The Spinner of the Threads of Fate had very good eyes indeed.

***

Elizabeth Bathory

Fire raged across her face and through her veins. Every effort made was a fight against the pain. Whatever that damned food had stabbed her with hurt like a bitch. She struggled to her knees and opened her good eye. Vlad was dancing in pain like a madman, shaking his hand. She could smell the silver and salt on him from here, but there was something more in it. Something deadly.

Food shouldn’t know about tricks like that. Her Lord, Vladimyr Tepes, had sent Renfield into the world to have that stupid book written just so that they could avoid these situations. The food should have tried garlic or something else equally ineffective. Speaking of food …

She looked around, struggling to ignore the pain in the right half of her face. There he was, fighting to stand up, tangled in the shrubbery next to the sidewalk. Focusing her will, she fought her way up to her feet. The food would pay, and dearly at that. Stumbling forward, she began to move towards the prey. Every step gave her more strength.

She stopped briefly by Vlad, putting a calming hand on his shoulder. “Will you be okay, dearest?”

Vlad recoiled a little when he saw her face. “I shall. And you?”

She nodded. They turned towards Robert, amused through their pain at his feeble struggles to untangle himself. And both froze.

A light, as intense as a thousand suns, though only about six feet around, appeared between them and the food. Disembodied and apparently coming from the light, a voice echoed, “Oh shit oh shit oh shit oh shit ohshitohshit …” Something vaguely human sized pulsed in the light.

The concrete below the contained explosion cracked loudly, then shattered and erupted outwards. Detritus went flying in every direction and the light refracted, splitting in two and floating gently to either side of the crater.

An old woman, clutching a walking stick for balance, stood from the impact. “Hello dearies.” She glanced left and right, then sighed, obviously put upon. “You followed me. You weren’t supposed to follow me.”

Much more gently the light that had drifted to the right of the crone pulsed once and a woman in her thirties—with the sparkle of mischief in her eyes—stepped out. “Well, you didn’t tell us not to, did you?” She smirked and started digging through her handbag.

Bathory didn’t wait for the third light to reveal its occupant. She knew what was coming and lunged straight for it.

Vlad had the same idea as her, though he went for the crone. “Welcome to Earth, sisters Moirai!”

A little girl, perhaps eight or nine years old, stepped from the third light just as Bathory landed in the space. The Vampire tackled the child Goddess, the two going down in a tangle of limbs. While the two scrapped, Vlad squared off with the two elder sisters. The food lying in the shrubs was frozen in shock, barely visible on the edge of the thickening fog.

Vladimyr, fended off a swift swat of Clotho’s cane, put his back to Bathory, facing the two Moirai, crouching low. With a flick of his wrists, his fingernails extended, becoming six inch long razor sharp poisoned blades. “Shall we dance, ladies?” The Vampire snarled.

Clotho smacked her cane against the ground, crossing her wrists and folding her hands over the cane’s head. “Go help your little sister, Lachesis, I’ll handle this.”

The middle sister nodded curtly, “Yes, ma’am.” She started to move past Vlad, challenging him with her eyes.

Vlad quickly looked down, watching the feet of the divinities. “You think you will catch me in a Gaze? Ha.” He darted to the side, swiping deadly claws at Lachesis.

Bound by mortal law while on the physical plane, Lachesis couldn’t let herself be hit with those claws. Pirouetting in place, she spun in a low circle that matched the trajectory of his attack, lightly raising a hand to deflect the claws. Lightning arced from the brief touch between Vampire and Goddess.

Vlad ducked to the side, dodging an attack from Clotho, rolling quickly out of the way as a knitting needle slashed through the air where his head would have been. The tricky bitch of a crone had attacked him from behind. Planting one hand on the ground, he flipped out of the roll and stomped down on Lachesis’s knee. They were fast, but he was faster.

The Goddess screamed as her knee smashed into the sidewalk. Both knee and concrete slab shattered. Vlad spun around and caught the needle Clotho was slashing at his back with. “Bitch. You can’t fight in the real world. Go back to your smoke-and-mirrors house in the stars.”

Struggling against his iron grip, trying to free the needle, Clotho gasped. “There is something you are forgetting about old women who knit, Vladimyr Tepes.”

He stomped down again on Lachesis, breaking her femur with a loud crack. The Goddess sobbed, immobile in the face of physical pain, a sensation she had never before felt. “And what is that, crone?” Vlad taunted Lachesis.

Clotho flicked the fingers of her right hand and jabbed forward at the Vampire’s wrist. “We tend to carry two needles to knit with, deary.”

Vlad screamed in horrified agony as the second needle pierced his wrist. Fire erupted from the wound, gouting around the impaling knitting needle. She jerked the needle out and jabbed forward again, catching him in the forearm. Jacket and limb aflame, Vlad cradled his useless left arm. “Bitch!” he spat.

Clotho froze in shock, her body stiffening. Vlad hunched back, watching her suspiciously. The crone gasped, weakly slamming her cane once in the ground. “To safety with you,” she gasped. Robert, Lachesis, and the light behind her vanished. The old woman, suddenly showing her eons of age, stumbled forward.

Elizabeth Bathory, sans one eye and with her skull showing through the ravaged right side of her face, rose from behind the stumbling Goddess. Clotho fell forward to the ground.

Bathory swung pair of scissors around her finger, droplets of golden blood flying off the blades used to cut the Threads of Fate. “Well, lover. Looks like we have a new toy.” She kicked the body.

Lightning began to spark from the prone form, mini arcs of electricity that jumped from body to surrounding shrubs and lamp posts. The Vampires looked at each other and simultaneously backed up. They watched the body between them with fascination. The wound in the center of her back, where Bathory had shanked her with the scissors, spat bursts of golden light which intensified into a fusillade of lightning bolts.

The air began to hum. Lightning sparked. And the fiery radiance grew, enveloping Lachesis’s body. In a flash of fire the dead Goddess vanished, leaving only a burnt outline on the cracked sidewalk. The two blinked in surprise.

Injured beyond the abilities of a mortal to survive, the two just stared at each other for a moment. Vlad broke the silence first, laughing. Had Fate still been alive to guide the story of the universe, it would have been an evil laugh of triumph. Instead, it was just the laugh of someone too hurt, too tired, and too surprised that they were still alive. He moved forward, embracing the shocked Elizabeth. Slowly at first, then more rapidly, her shoulders shook as she joined his laughter.

The two stood like that for a while, Elizabeth’s laughter fading to tears with Vlad just holding and comforting her. He leaned back, brushing the hair away from her undamaged eye. “You okay?”

She nodded.

“Good.” He said. “Let’s go get some food so we can heal. What do you feel like tonight?”

She sniffled a little, wiping at her face with her arm. Her white pant suit was wrecked, between the spatters of human blood, god blood, and dirt. She tried sucking at one of the golden droplets staining her jacket, then spat disgustedly. “That tastes foul.”

Vlad’s brows furrowed in confusion. He had tasted divine blood once before. It had been the singular most empowering and delicious moment of his life.

She sighed. “Let’s just have Chinese.”

***
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***

Lilith

“What the hell are you thinking?” Lilith fumed as she stormed into the pizzeria. Time froze around her.

Loki paused, a slice of pepperoni pizza halfway to his mouth. “Um. I don’t know? Maybe if you gave me a frame of reference about what you are talking about. I’m not a mind reader, you know. Well, actually, I suppose I am a mind reader, when I want to waste my powers on such a ridiculous effort. It’s pointless to read someone’s mind considering that people so rarely know themselves what they are thinking. I mean—”

“Enough blabbering!” Lilith slammed a hand down on the table, knocking over the cayenne pepper and parmesan dispensers. “Your shaman scion and that damned vampire. How could you endanger our plans by letting them know each other?”

Loki blinked, then took a bite of his pizza, chewing thoroughly. “That was, like, twenty years ago when they met. You’re just now catching on? Wow. Just wow. You are the embodiment of woman, of cunning, of intuition, and of seduction. And you’re telling me it took you, with all those tools, two decades to pick up on that one? Not feeling like yourself, Lilith?”

She leaned on the table, her nails digging into the Formica tabletop. “I trusted you. That’s why I didn’t notice. You were supposed to keep them separate. If you had done that, Tepes and Bathory would have been so obsessed with chasing down Jon and Mina that Bathory’s inevitable push to take out the elder generation of werewolves would have fractured them. We came up with this together, you ass, so that when we went after Kaine they wouldn’t be by his side.”

“Actually, we didn’t.”

Lilith’s brows furrowed in confusion. “Excuse me?”

Loki finished another bite of the Pizza. “Nothing beats a fresh slice, lemme tell you. Just, mm.”

Lilith slapped the pizza out of his hand. “We didn’t what?”

Loki frowned, watching as the slice of pizza hit the frozen time of the rest of the world and froze in midair. He sighed and looked back at Lilith. “We didn’t come up with it together. You decided it, I fought against it. I tried to show you other ways, but you manipulated me.”

Formica cracked as Lilith listened.

“As a matter of fact, Lilith, I’m not the only one that strayed from the plan that you came up with. You think I didn’t spot you as Lilly in that coffee shop? You thought I miss you breaking Mina and Jon apart? Though, I admit, it was a good move. They are both stronger for it. So, what is your real game? Care to share? Are we still even fighting for the same thing?”

Black lightning started to crackle around the edges of Lilith’s eyes.

Loki stood up and walked over to his slice of floating pizza. “Careful. Your tell is showing.” He deliberately left his back exposed as he took a bite.

Lilith took a deep breath and her eyes returned to normal. “I just want us to win, Loki. Your actions better not derail us from our path, or I will end you. Do not forget that almost a third of humanity believes in me, on some level. Can you claim that much power?”

“You know I cannot.” She couldn’t see his smile.

***

Skid

The two blades slid against each other, throwing off sparks as each of the edges tried to cut into the other. The ringing clash echoed through the warehouse. Vast glass windows on the upper portions of the walls flooded the space with sunlight. Other than the two men sparring, it was empty, a vast cavern to house their dance. One was blond, in his late thirties, the other bald, in his teens still.

The younger of the two grinned, twisting his hips and throwing his right shoulder’s strength into the mix. The resistance against his blade vanished as Wells spun low, and Skid’s weight went over his top.

The younger man laughed as he felt himself start to pinwheel, and tucked his body into a tight ball, sliding his long sword across his back for protection. Wells’ katana bounced off with the ringing of metal striking metal.

Skid finished his roll through the air, landing in a crouch and bracing himself with his left hand. Sweat flew from his brow as he twisted his right wrist around, sending his blade out in a long slash behind him. It bought him a second as Wells hopped back to avoid the strike and he rolled forward, regaining his feet, spinning to face his opponent.

Wells leveled his blade. “What is your purpose?”

Skid charged forward. “To … avenge.” He brought up the sword in a quick slash, only to have it deflected.

“Ten years you have answered that question the same way. Why?” Wells slid into Skid’s guard, catching his wrist and locking the young man in place, with their blades forming an X.

“Because it is the truth. It is why Uriel bonded with me.” He dropped the blade, kneeing Wells’ hand. He caught his own dropped blade with a toe flick, sending it sailing up and back. He sprang back to catch it.

As he jumped Wells lunged, slashing his shirt open but missing skin. “Uriel’s cause failed him. To pursue it will bring you the same results. Think outside the box, child. Time and space are the purpose of mortals. They define it, breathe it, live it, and create it. You are meant for something more.”

Skid caught the blade, backpedaling further as Wells followed the first slash with a second. “I don’t understand. A mortal’s purpose is to define time and space? That isn’t a purpose, that’s just what they do. Right? By existing, mortals define time and space. And why should that change my purpose?”

“You are defining yourself by something that can be completed. Your purpose is not something achievable. No one’s is.” Wells grunted as he blocked a strike at his head, weaving under the blades to pop up inside Skid’s guard again.

He looked the young man in the eyes. “What you are saying is your purpose, is actually a goal. Were it your purpose, completion of it would leave you purposeless.” He slapped the flat of the blade, deflecting an incoming strike. “That can never happen. Our purpose is at the heart of our souls. Without it, we would decay. Our minds and hearts would rot within us. Life is just a way to keep meat fresh, without refrigeration, and move it about a bit. Purpose is our soul and being.”

Skid continued slashing with quick precise movements as he pushed Wells back. “You have had,” he grunted while moving, “me reading philosophy for ten years now, honing my mind. I understand your words, but not your meaning.”

He pirouetted while moving forward, slashing in a broad arc at ankle level. “Why would my purpose be different from my goal? If I complete my purpose, I’ll just find another, right?”

Wells raised one foot and slammed it down on the incoming blade, trapping it below his heel and leveling his sword at Skid’s throat. “A goal is achievable. Something to be completed. A purpose never stops. A very mundane example might be that a musician has the goal of creating an album, or singing a song, but their purpose is to compose. To create.”

He backed off, wiping his brow, and flicking his sword to the side, at rest position. The sparring was done. “So Skid, your goal is to seek vengeance, but it is not your purpose. What is your purpose?”

Skid was still crouched in the low sweep. “I …” he thought hard. “I don’t know. I don’t understand how there can be a purpose beyond this. Beyond avenging the Angels? Beyond that is … I don’t know, I can’t see anything.”

“So long as you don’t know it, you will not find your true power. Angels are beings of creation, of purpose. The make history move forward. Yet the Angel in your soul is dormant. It is healing from centuries of corruption and decay. It is you that must rise above and seek enlightenment.” Wells looked around the warehouse they were in, stepping back into a beam of light and closing his eyes while tilting his face upwards. He let the warm rays of the sun soak into his skin. “You’ll find it. I have faith in that.”

***

Vlad Tepes

He stared at the shears, carefully stroking the dull outer edges. It had become a habit over the last decade to study them while he thought. When he touched them, he could feel faint echoes of the future and past. Not enough to clearly see anything, but he did get faint impressions.

Right now he was getting the impression that Elizabeth was getting ready to put in motion something stupid. The shears would have to be given to her when he returned to Kaine. For a time. But not yet. She was still acting out, being childish.

The problem with being immortal Lords of the Night was that when a vampire put a plan into motion the outcome might not become visible for decades, or even centuries. He sighed.

Putting the scissors into their hiding spot, he brushed his hands off and walked out of his house. Standing outside, a short man with wild hair leaned against a black limousine parked in the center of the expansive driveway. Trees and well-groomed lawns framed a driveway that led to an impressive twelve-foot wall surrounding the estate.

The little man scuttled around the limo, opening the back door for his master. “Take me to the Ritz Carlton, Renfield.”

Vlad slid in.

***

Elizabeth Bathory

Sponging the blood slowly over her skin, Elizabeth relaxed in the oversized bathtub. The bodies of sixteen virgin girls were littered around her suite’s bathroom at the elegant Ritz Carlton, now lifeless meat who had contained the fluids Bathory bathed in.

“I wish you would let go of this outdated belief, my dear.” Vlad dipped a finger into the bath, then raised the finger to his mouth and then licked it clean. His face twisted in a grimace. “Bathing in food is kind of gross.”

Raising a leg out of her sanguine crimson bathwater, she daintily slid the sponge over her calf. “Dear cousin, how would I maintain my immortal beauty if not for my little rituals of caring for myself?”

He snorted in reply.

Frowning, she shifted in the tub to look at him better. “I assume you are interrupting my bath because we have made progress in finding the Unblooded One?” Her eyes narrowed. “Well?”

Vlad kicked one of the dead girls forcefully enough to slide the body across the floor until it hit the wall. “Don’t forget who made you, Elizabeth. I am the King of the Night, and I will unmake you, if need be.”

Immediate frustration crossed her features, but she looked demurely down. “Yes, My Lord. I am sorry.”

He cracked his knuckles. “That is better. As it happens, yes, my network has uncovered certain things. I’ve found Jonathan again. I believe he can lead us to the Unblooded.”

She blinked in surprise. “It’s been over a century. How did you find him?”

Vlad stepped back over to the tub, crouching down to lean against the side of it. “Luck, mostly. One of the watcher families spotted him. We need to discuss what to do.”

Exposing her fangs, Elizabeth spat venomously, “Kill them. He and Mina are ungrateful little vamplings. Though I do miss her little diversions.”

Vlad shook his head. “As always, your hot-blooded nature is controlling your mind. And tongue. Think about it, Liz. I believe we should watch him. Your fascination with the werewolf family will inevitably draw him to them. We can use him, so long as he remains unaware of us.”

Stopping and thinking, she eventually said. “Okay. But what about Mina? You said they found Jonathan, but what about her? I miss the … pleasures of her company. If we spare them, can I have her again, My Lord?”

Vlad smiled. “The other shoe has dropped, I see. She is not with him. None of the watcher families have seen her. Should we find her, I will gift her to you.”

“What? I thought those two were inseparable?”

‘“As did we all.” He shrugged. “But it appears they have, in fact, separated.”

“Well, now. Isn’t that interesting? So your command is that we watch Jonathan, My Lord?”

Vlad raised an eyebrow. “Indeed it is.”

“What of Van Helsing?” she questioned. “We’ve kept that feral dog caged for a century instead of letting him hunt and die, like all the other accidents of his kind. What’s the point if we don’t use him? If we unleash him, I am sure that he will flush out all of our quarry.”

“No. We will not unleash him. You need to let go of your little vendetta, Liz. There is much more at stake here than your blood feud.”

“The Magyari family, the Matthias family, and the Thurzo family imprisoned me in a tower, My Lord. Wolves attacked me, using their minister figurehead. I’ll not just let it go. To the end of time Tabitha and her line will pay for their machinations!” Her cheeks flushed with anger.

Lightning fast, Vlad’s hand shot forward and he grabbed Elizabeth’s chin with enough force to crack the back of the bathtub. She squirmed in pain, splashing blood from the tub onto the floor. “Liz, you will not pursue this. This feud puts us all at risk. You could screw up the plan. Do you understand me?”

“I do, My Lord,” she managed to speak through her grimace.

“Good.” He released her chin. “Now be a dear and clean up the meat when you are done. I shall go set the chained Bwgan far-seer on Jonathan. We shall watch him from here.” Vlad strode out of the bathroom, leaving Elizabeth to her blood bath.

She watched him go, then stood, seething with anger. Breathing deeply she fought to steady her shaking hands. “Asshole.” She muttered. One day, soon hopefully, she would kill Vlad Tepes and take his throne. On that day, the vampire nation would throw off the shackles of petty alliances, free to do what they wanted.

Dripping blood, she daintily stepped over the bodies as she crossed the floor to the towel rack. She stewed, unable to let go of her anger. Vlad would die. The wolf family would writhe under her punishment. The Gray Ones would burn, unable to achieve their goals as the vampire nation turned its back on them.

Elizabeth Bathory really had authority issues.

***

Jonathan Harker & Robert Crowley Sr.

“Dammit, Jonathan!” Robert limped across the room, his old ankle injury flared up every fall as the snow storms started to come. The Thread of Fate, bound in the talisman hanging on his chest, pulsed warmly. “I can’t do this alone. I need your help. I can’t even go to Tabitha, despite the fact that I’m head over heels for her, because I have to fight nonstop.”

Jonathan frowned slightly, staring at the wisps of steam rising from the cup of chai tea between his hands. “You’ve been a good friend, Robert. A true friend. You look past what I am to who I am. But … you are asking a lot of me. Things just aren’t the same as they were a decade ago when we met.”

Robert paced, favoring his bad ankle. He had been so high at the time of the fight that he hadn’t realized the Vampires had crushed every bone in his ankle and foot. Grandfather had been so pissed when Robert wouldn’t tell him how he had tracked the vamps that he had refused to fully heal Robert. A reminder that there is a price for stupidity. “Jon, you were a badass. Dark fucking Lord of the Night. That was you.”

The vampire shook his head in regret. “No. That wasn’t me. That was us. But she left me.” The steam danced across the surface of the tea, beautiful for a moment, then gone as each wisp faded to nothingness.

Robert limped across the room and placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “So? My marriage fell apart because I was in love with another woman. I barely know my son, and I’ve only met my baby grandson twice. You can’t live in the past forever, Jonathan. What you two were, man, yeah it was special. But you were timid together. You just watched, never fought.”

Jonathan’s fingers tightened around the cup of tea. “We did once. At the beginning. It didn’t end well. Vlad and Elizabeth tore us to shreds.”

“Right. And now you have a chance to grow, to be something more.” Robert slapped the table. “Come on, man. Be a badass of the Night. I need you. If I try to stop them without you by my side, my grandson, and his friends, will die.” The talisman warmed at the words.

Jonathan shook his head. “I don’t have it in me.”

Sighing, Robert backed up a step and shook his head, staring at Jonathan’s back. He wanted nothing more than to grab his friend and shake him by the shoulders, shout in his face, Stop being a jackass. You aren’t this morose, mopey, weak person! But he knew it would accomplish nothing, possibly even achieve the reverse of what he wanted. Somehow, he had to convince Jonathan to take arms and join the fight.

Staring at the room, he thought. His eyes traced the ornamental furs and turquoise he had hanging from the walls of the sunken room. Fire crackled in the fireplace, taking the edge off the chilly fall night. He twined the hair of his pony tail, draped over the front of his shoulder, through his fingers.

Jonathan broke the silence. “I appreciate that you let me live here. Having a safe harbor is a godsend. I just … I’m sorry.” He hung his head in shame.

Robert twirled the talisman between his finger, feeling the vibrations of his Fate thread. “Hold on, Jonathan. Let me show you what happens when I do it without you.” He strode back to the vampire and clutched his wrist.

***

Echoes

Jonathan and Robert floated through the broken Web of Fate. Jagged strands floated in the spaces beyond the universe, barely holding together. All of history, past, present, and future, was held in that gossamer pattern.…Threads of a pattern which looked like nothing so much as a spider web after a rainstorm. Fate was in tatters.

Images flashed around them, chaotic, scattered. They were remnants of a time the pattern was held together by more than chance. When all three sisters had still lived.

Jonathan stared in awe, then looked over at Robert. “If what you have told me is true and the Spinner of Fate is dead, how does it work? How does it still hold together?”

“Uh,” Robert glanced at his friend. “I have no clue. It should be completely broken. Maybe Lachesis and Atropos are holding it together somehow. Maybe humans are stubborn and are sticking to the plan. Who knows?” Just being here was a huge danger, so Robert focused on his talisman and whispered, Show us.

Kaleidoscopic images flashed around them, a strobe lighting, seizure inducing, series of potential futures and pasts. Neither time nor space are linear. They are shaped by perception, full of hiccups, bumps, twists, turns, and every pitfall imaginable. Time and space are about as straight forward as the average politician. The images flashing at Robert and Jonathan were past and future, but all happening at the same time. Intertwined like two exhausted boxers, the two frames of time were one and the same, struggling against each other for the pivotal now.

The futures that sparred for Jon’s attention was a picture of Van Helsing ripping the throat out of a pale young man, holding down a second that looked like a young Robert. A dead girl was at his feet, throat and stomach a mass of shredded meat.

The vision at war was of Jonathan fighting Van Helsing, all the kids running away. Alive.

Robert touched Jon shoulder. “That’s my grandson. Watch.”

Images flashed by. The last of the gods dying. Robert’s family being killed. The slow fall of the daylight, until humanity lived in the shadows, fearing everything. Jonathan alone. Mina dead.

The two watchers were thrust from the pattern with faint images and recollections, both struggling to hold them.

***

Jonathan Harker & Robert Crowley Sr.

Robert released Jonathan’s wrist and gasped as the teacup shattered, dropped from Jonathan’s numb fingers. Both men took a moment, composing themselves. Fleeting memories, questions and doubts, a million possibilities.…Robert knew the feelings Jonathan would be struggling with.

“What the hell?” Jonathan wiped his hands on his coat.

“It is fleeting. All the jumble going through your head will be gone within a day. All you will be left with will be vague impressions of why you make whatever choices you make.” Robert looked his friend in the eye. “Oh. And a slight sense of déjà vu anytime you actually do something you saw.”

Jonathan grimaced. “So then, what we saw was …” he trailed off, unsure of his words.

“What we saw was the future and past that create, together, the now in which you don’t change. Where you don’t embrace the struggle against your makers and fight. The now where you let your break with Mina rule you; where you let it break you.”

“And because of it … the wolves all die?” Jonathan asked.

“Yes, they do.”

“And you do as well?”

“Yes, I do.”

Jonathan looked at his friend. “Your son and his boy … what they do to them,” he shuddered. “How can one person make that much of a difference? Why?”

Robert scratched at his arm. “Look. Clotho sacrificed herself. Fate is … off kilter. Free will means more than it ever has before. Of course a single person’s actions have that much impact. Each of us has that power now. It manifests even more strongly when one of us, a supernatural, acts upon free will.”

“So. When you asked me to help … I change everything. But what we saw … it can’t be right. If we are acting, others are acting as well. So the supposed patterns, the supposed outcomes, those are false, too.”

Robert interrupted the thought. “I know. But it is still the best chance my family has to survive this. Will you help?”

Jonathan gulped. “I’ve been selfish. I didn’t know.”

Robert grinned, despite the pain they had just witnessed. “You haven’t been selfish Jonathan. You’ve been hurting. I can understand that.” He pulled out a chair and sat at the table, finally done pacing. “Look, you went through a lot. It’s just time to come out of your shell. I understand man.”

Jonathan timidly reached forward and placed a hand on Robert’s forearm. “Thank you. I can’t say no now. I’ll help.”

The talisman pulsed with warmth against Robert’s chest as the words left Jonathan’s mouth.

***
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***

Lilith

Lilith pushed through the door of the truck ethereally and stroked the young man’s arm. “Feel the night rising in you. The power of creation. The power of eternity. Feel what infinite darkness is really like.”

He shuddered in his heroin induced sleep.

“Feel the soul of eternity within you. Hunt. Stalk. Know that the whole of creation is only half of what you are. Find her, Travis. Find her. Hunt the hunt, hunt our own soul, but find her instead. Find the one that will give you true power.”

***

Robert Crowley Sr. & Peter Criss

The spring morning was crisp, but the sun shone on the streets of New York, warming Robert. The city smelled of spring, though his nose had to fight past the olfactory deluge of car fumes and humanity to find the scent. Robert toyed with the talisman. This meeting with Peter Criss was his last errand before giving it up. Events around Robert were finally drawing to a close, and it was time to pass the thread to his grandson.

A smile crossed his features. His grandson, Robert Crowley the 3rd, Bobby, was so like Robert himself as a child. With the notable exception of sexual orientation. Bobby was only 14, and hadn’t figured it out yet, but Robert was sure the boy would be coming out of the closet soon. All he could do was try and give his grandson a safe and nurturing environment so that Bobby didn’t feel like he had to hide who he was.

The social stigmas concerned Robert. Bobby was going to inherit a millennia long war, and the boy needed security in who he was—and strength enough to make decisions that would shape the world. Feeling like a social pariah was not acceptable, even if Bobby wasn’t the next generation of combatant in this war.

Robert double checked the address. This was the place. He walked up a short flight of stairs and knocked on the brownstone’s door.

There was a shadow behind the glass paneling and then the door swung open. The man that answered the door was in his mid-sixties, lanky, and had an unruly mop of black hair. He reached a hand forward. “Bob Crowley, I assume? You’re late.”

Robert felt incredible power in the other man’s handshake. “Sorry. It took me a few to figure out the streets. Not used to the East Coast.”

“I admit, I was surprised when the church reached out to me to organize a meeting with you. I’d always heard you didn’t travel from the Midwest much.” Peter stepped to the side. “Come on in.”

Robert walked in and the two headed to the living room. It was a spacious house with relics of a lifetime in Jazz and Rock covering the walls.

They sat and Robert leaned forward. “Peter. I need to know where the werewolf child you adopted out in nineteen seventy-seven is.”

***

Elizabeth Bathory

Music thrummed through the club. The overpowered beats of Lady Gaga reverberated through the jungle beat the DJ was spinning, guiding the sweating and undulating bodies of dozens of dancers. Greens, blues, and yellows flashed, spearing the fog and heat haze, bright lances slicing through the heady air.

“This room is young,” Travis whispered to himself as he navigated through the press of bodies filling the club. He inhaled the warmth. Jumping bodies popped sweat into the air, the droplets evaporating before hitting the floor. “It smells like seventeen,” he said with a malicious smile.

Women at the bar checked out his style and liked what they saw. He felt their eyes on him, and a few even motioned, with subtly raised eyebrows or crooked fingers, to come have a drink. He rolled his shoulders, flexing his arms, and walked on, ignoring the come-hither.

The guys catching his look puffed up their chests. Some, Travis could tell, were overanxious to throw down for any cause. He smiled and ignored them, too. Tonight was a night to unleash himself. Not a night for fighting.

Been there and done that, he thought.

Tonight was for a reckoning, a place of darkness, where the real him could hunt for his tigress. A time to let loose the dogs of war, the beast within, and lose his mind to the beat.

The music swung into his mind. It greeted him like trouble and he welcomed it. The bright pulses harmonized with his intention like a devious soundtrack. He stepped deeper into the room.

Travis felt the primal rhythm slide into his muscles as he stalked the dance floor. People moved out of his way, unconsciously reacting to the predatory tones in Travis’ movements. Blood pumped through his veins, pulsing with the beat and spiking his adrenaline. Red tinted the edges of his vision.

A dancing Goth kid fell as he pushed his way through the people. He smiled, running his tongue over his teeth. Travis could feel the hunter rising in his mind, a bloodlust thrumming through his soul. Bodies slid around him and he broke free of the dance floor, moving towards the bar.

Grabbing a bottle of water off the bar, he slapped down a five and turned back towards the dance floor, leaning against the bar, and watched the dancers.

The more he watched, the more frustrated he became. The crowd was like one big tramp-stamp of conformity. Goth, punk, prep, emo, poser. Even the combination of cliques was proving to be non-provocative. He opened and sipped his water, pointlessly hydrating.

Once upon a time this scene was a world of sin and depravity, one of true self-expression for the dark. Once, it had been entertaining. Now it was distilled, like his beverage, with all the impurities and uniqueness filtered out. Travis thought about where his next hunting ground might be.

Then, out of the corner of his vision, an ethereal form floated, barely catching his eye—a woman. She clung to the shadows, hinting mysteriously at a beauty and form far different from the rest of the club. Bright whites flirted with the edges of shadows as she stalked along the dance floor’s perimeter, the untouched purity of her suit teasing his vision.

She hadn’t noticed him. At least, it appeared she hadn’t. Travis took his time while watching her. She was beyond the music. In a way, she slowed it, making headier rhythms that coiled tightly around his gut, grabbing him tightly. Her strides were those of a lioness, strokes of female that brandished movements long forgotten by her counterparts prancing on the dance floor.

Her hair flawlessly matched her style of walk. The flow and length of both took years to master. Travis couldn’t make out the color of her hair, but that wasn’t important. He wanted a ride of those locks. In fact, he wanted more than that. This was a woman worth forsaking his night’s plan for something more.

The woman headed towards the back door, sensuously flirting with the shadows all the while. A vibration seemed to resonate through Travis’s blood as he watched her. She stopped, hand almost brushing the exit. Standing motionless at the door, she slowly turned and looked right at Travis.

A sledgehammer hit him in his guts and lightning shot between them as their eyes connected. Electricity grounded itself from the gaze, coursing through his body and jerking his feet forward. Grinding his teeth together, Travis slowly let his lips curl up, until they were halfway between a smile and a snarl.

His knuckles popped as he squeezed his fingers together into fists, fighting the draw of the mysterious woman. The music faded out, then in, then out again, trailing along with the background lights and dancers until all he could experience was the depth of her eyes getting closer and closer.

And still he fought. She would not conquer his will that easily. He was Travis, and the primal might of the gods was coursing through his veins, granting him the strength of the hunter, and no woman would lure him without begging. Not with just a glance. Even one like this, as voluptuous and alluring as the night itself, able to reach into his soul and howl alongside his inner predator.

No. She would still have to come to him. He grinned as he approached her, took one step into her personal space, and then walked right past her and out of the club. Without glancing back, he could feel her following him, and he turned into the mouth of the alley next to the Viper’s Den, lighting a cigarette and leaning against the wall.

One moment he was alone in the alley, the next she was standing before him. She had an ageless quality about her, a beauty that couldn’t be pinned down to any particular era.

“Hello, Handsome.” Her voice was the silk of the Night with touches of fire in it, like stars lazily brightening the sky.

Travis blinked and took a drag of his cigarette, smiling lazily. “Took you long enough.”

She laughed, and there was a jagged edge hiding behind the chuckle that made him think, for the first time since he spotted her, that she may be more than he could handle. But that had never stopped him in the past, and it wouldn’t tonight either.

He raised an eyebrow to her, but kept silent, taking a long pull of his smoke.

The woman angled her body slightly into the streetlight, revealing the edges of her form to him. Travis saw wide white lapels, every line of the white suit jacket cutting perfectly across her body to reveal as much as it hid. This was a woman of taste.

“You want as I do. I feel it in you, food.”

“Oh?” said Travis, not knowing how to respond. He looked down the length of her form and then back up to her face. To be true to himself, he would have to admit that he hadn’t come here looking for a woman. He had come to kiss the night, and let his dark side loose a little bit. But something about her spoke to his dark side, bypassing his conscious mind.

“Mmm,” she said, “That pulse at your neck speaks to me. It’s a direct translator of Travis. And it says you want to taste the night. Fledgling predator, it says … but ready to be more.”

“How did you—”

“Shhh.” The woman said as she gently laid a finger across his lips. “Don’t talk, food. The pulse is enough. It tells me all about the want. It says, ‘I want everything.’”

With a slow and gentle caress, he ran a finger along the edge of her jaw, feeling the smoothness of her skin. Sliding his hand behind her head, through her lush hair, he cupped the nape of her neck and pulled her forward for a kiss. The evil sparkle in her eyes was the last thing he saw before her fangs sank into his throat.

Travis jerked against her mouth, his cigarette spinning to the concrete. Horrid pain pulled itself through his heart and would not stop. He blacked out and collapsed into her embrace as she drained his body of blood and replaced it with her own.

Travis floated through a murky fog, unable to formulate thoughts. Ideas shifted inside his mind, but none were catching. His body wasn’t cold. His neck wasn’t bleeding. He wasn’t blind. He wasn’t much of anything. He was hollow, only a growing ache made itself known. As he floated on, he suddenly knew—something was there with him.

A voice drifted to him from the fog.

Boy, you are MINE.

Travis gritted his teeth. “I’m no one’s but my own.”

The voice laughed, and he felt like someone was running their fingernails down a chalkboard.

You pride yourself on being a predator, on the hunt, the kill. I AM the hunt. I AM the predator. I am the lust for the dark side.

The voice pounded at his mental walls, forcing him to his knees as he felt what few barriers he had in his mind slowly stripped away. Travis shuddered, feeling himself slip further down into nothingness as this voice pushed him out of his own mind. Finally, he succumbed, utterly defeated, until he was no more.

He heard one last thing as the darkness claimed his soul.

And now … I AM you!

***

Andrew Magyari

Across 13th Avenue, in the opposite alley, a wolf sat in the shadow of a Dumpster. He scratched at the bottom of his jaw with his hind foot.

His name was Drew, and he had been tracking the woman Travis met, and with whom he also met his end, for weeks. He had enough control to know that her name was Elizabeth Bathory without attracting her psychic attention. She was the enemy. The killer of his kind. But he couldn’t confront her.

Confrontation would end in his death—that he knew. There was no way a lone werewolf could take on a vampire without the support of his pack. He always tried to bump back against the evils of the Night, but not to the point of suicide. But he could watch, and watch he did.

He watched as a young man, just a pup in his early twenties, came out of the club. The Vampire, Evil Disco Bitch of the Night, followed him out and into the alley. The little fool tried to kiss her, and the wolf was forced to watch as she drained him. Then she returned the demented kiss, blood spilling from between their mouths.

Not good, he thought, she’s turning him.

Sure enough, just a moment later, the boy stood back up. His face was twisted into a snarl, and what stood at her side was definitely not human any longer.

Hells. Drew watched the unfolding scene while subconsciously pushing himself back further into the shadows. The beast won. She’s made a bloody feral vampire.

Ferals were everyone’s problem but the Vampire’s. Lore said that when the blood invaded them, they lost the fight for control, erasing all traces of their human personality. All that was left was a hunger to feed. And they were nastier.

Faster.

Stronger.

The only thing they didn’t have was the set of psychic powers that defined a lord vampire.

The thoughts ran through his mind, quickly outpacing his capability to problem solve. The elder vampire across the street watched the newly turned Travis flee into the night, then turned towards Drew and smiled. Her expression flickered momentarily and she shook her head. With a casual wave she walked out of the alley onto 13th Avenue and strolled off into the night.

Drew sat frozen for a moment, shocked at the revelation that she had spotted him. Why had she let him live? Finally, he got his wits together and fled, sprinting back to his pack to warn them that an elder vampire had just unleashed a mindless killer onto the streets of Denver. A feral vampire was on the loose, and things were about to get ugly.

***

Skid

As Drew sprinted off into the night, a shadow slowly unfolded itself from the roof above. It was only a one-story building, but still impressive looking as the shadow hopped the fifteen feet down from the roof to land solidly on the sidewalk. Light glinted off a wicked looking sword grasped in the figure’s right hand, and as soon as he landed he slid the sword into its scabbard.

The light seemed to soak into the boy’s unruly black hair, and his wiry form quickly darted back a couple steps out of the circle of light cast by the streetlamp. He wiped sweat from his brow. Turning the Vampire’s will hadn’t been easy, even with his mind amplified through the sword’s power. Had he not done so, though, the wolf would have been killed.

He watched as a bouncer stuck his head out of the club and walked to the mouth of the alley next to the front door. When the man looked in the alley he gagged and ran back into the club.

The watching figure nodded to himself and muttered, “Cor! That stinks something fierce!” Almost like he was talking to himself, he replied with, “That would be the stench of Evil. Looks like our hunt is finally beginning. You are about to taste your first real combat.” His voice was that of a teenager, and clipped with a British accent. With a swish of his coat he turned and stalked toward downtown Denver.

***

Tabitha Magyari

“Rob, are you kidding me?” Tabitha pushed at Robert’s arm, softly, as the two walked through Washington Park, enjoying the warm day. The park had a flower garden that stretched a quarter of a mile in each direction, with a maze-like walkway that wound through it.

He grinned, overacting a loss of balance and catching his footing with his cane. He held out the envelope containing the information he had dug up about Travis. “I don’t joke. Seriously though, yeah, you need to bring in the P.I.”

The two walked on for a few moments, moving from the reds section of the garden to the yellows. Scents filled the air, subtly shifting as they walked. Tabby thought, then finally spoke. “I respect you. You know I always have. But I have a family to protect and you are asking me to bring in an outsider. This is highly unusual.”

“I understand.” Robert replied. “But you need fresh eyes. Your pack is so scared of drawing notice that they miss opportunity. There is also the fact that a nose can’t track someone over the internet. A private eye can. My man is discreet, and very good. Trust me on this.”

She sighed, stopping as a bee landed on her hand. Kneeling, she gently reached forward to a flower and watched as the fuzzy little flyer climbed off her finger onto the petal. “I do. This transcends trust, though.”

Robert watched her, torn. Over a decade ago, he had pulled Jonathan Harker to reweave the patterns of Fate. Since that time, everything had changed. While he still had his own thread, woven into the Talisman he wore around his neck, his ability to access the Web of Fate shrunk every year. Perhaps it was the changing shape of the web of humanity, though he suspected that Clotho’s death had more to do with the shrinking power of the talisman.

“Tabitha.”

She glanced back over her shoulder. “Mm hm?”

“What I’m going to say, you can’t ask for more. Okay?”

She arched an eyebrow.

Robert laid a hand on her shoulder, she reflexively reached up and put her hand over his. “I know about the second child. I know about Andrew’s brother.”

Confusion crossed her features. “How long have you known about m … the baby?”

He hung his head. “Since just before we met. The man on the train with you back in nineteen seventy-seven is a relative of mine. When we met the following year, I knew who you were. And who the kids were.”

“Then you know they are actually mine?”

“Yes. I also know that if the Vampire had thought you had children, she would have killed you. I understand why you had to live the life you did.”

Her face grew cold, distant. She pushed his hand off her shoulder. “Thirty years and …” She stumbled over her own words, too frustrated. “No. Just …” She stood up and walked away from him, stopping once she had put a solid distance between them.

Robert watched her. He thought about the talisman, what it had shown him. “What tangled webs we weave, when first we practice to deceive,” he quoted to himself.

She was, to him, beautiful. Strong and proud, she was one of the fiercest people he had ever met, despite the quiet and contemplative veneer she wore. But it was too late now. He was in his sixties, too old to do anything about it. Especially now that he had revealed that he had been hiding so much from her.

Making her understand that the lie had been out of necessity might be beyond the scope of his capabilities now. He scratched at his forearm, waiting. Suddenly, acutely, he was aware of the aches and pains of his aging body. They added up over the years. He missed his body at age forty. Even in his late forties he had been in terrific shape. But now his body reflected his spirit. Tarnished from doing things he really shouldn’t have, from a lifetime of chasing evil and eating peyote.

Tabitha’s shoulders straightened and she turned around, walking back to Robert. The slap was loud, and though her jaw was clenched in anger, she allowed him a moment to compose himself.

Robert rubbed his cheek. It stung. Werewolves slapped a lot harder than the average person. “I deserved that, and more.”

“Yes.”

“But you understand that I couldn’t say anything?” He looked pleadingly at her, hoping for understanding.

“You are a jackass Robert.” She shook her head. “You didn’t have to tell me that. But you didn’t tell me that you knew anything about me when we met. If you had bothered to talk with me about the fact that you knew things, you could have shared, I wouldn’t have pushed for more. I spent a lifetime wishing and praying for someone I could talk to. And the whole time you were so wrapped up in a lie …”

“I,” he struggled for the right words, “couldn’t. I was trying to protect you. I couldn’t just tell you things without it bringing a lot of attention to you.”

“That wasn’t your decision to make, Robert.” He noticed that her hands were curled into fists. “Whatever your reasons, you lied to me. For thirty years. That’s messed up. How can I trust anything you say?”

“Well. Think about what I just told you. I was trying to protect you. I think you can trust that.”

Exasperated, she crossed her arms. “Robert. Set aside the hurt and betrayal I am feeling right now. If you found the information, someone else could have, too. For thirty years the secret I thought buried was out there. Other people might know. I could have been working to protect the second child. Hiding him further. And you took that from me. Just how the hell is that protecting me? How is that helpful?”

“The way I came across the information. Please understand, no one else could have. It was unique to me. When we met, I didn’t know who you were. I wasn’t close to you. I had information that could change the world if it was discovered. Part of that was that I needed to protect you and your pack.”

She stood silently, watching him.

“I couldn’t tell you.” He looked down to the ground.

“And at what point, Robert, did you decide that instead of saying, ‘Hey, now that I’ve gotten to know you better I want to share this with you to be honest’ and instead decide to say ‘I’m going to hide this from you, despite knowing you now.’ When, Robert? And since you are finally being honest with me, what else are you hiding?! Any other little gems?”

Flinching a little at the vitriol in her voice, Robert framed his reply carefully. “I’ve never hidden anything from you except for information I’m not supposed to share. There was no point in time when I made a decision to not tell you things I could have. Even now I’m not supposed to let you know that, but I can’t see another way to get what I need.”

“So I’m just about what you need?” She spat the words out. “And who the hell are the they that you report to. Who is giving you this information?”

He rolled his eyes, exasperated. “You know I can’t tell you that. Look, Tabby, everything I do is done so that my grandson and your pack will survive the coming storm. I’m enigmatic by necessity, not by choice.”

Her eyes narrowed at the words. “I’m too pissed. Give me a minute.” The two stood in silence for a few moments, struggling with their own thoughts and emotions.

Tabitha broke the silence. “I think I know you well enough to know that you really do have our best interest at heart. My problem is that you think lying to me serves my best interest. That’s a damn fool thing to do.” She sighed and rubbed her temple, silent for a moment while a jogger passed on the trail. “So you know that the second child exists. Does that mean you know who the first one is?”

He nodded. “Andrew.”

She frowned. “And what he is?”

He nodded again. “A vessel. Though not a pure one, like the younger child.”

Taking a deep breath, she asked the million dollar question. “And do you know who and where the second child is?”

He tensed. “I do.”

“What is your game in all this? Besides making sure we all survive, what’s your angle?”

He frowned. “I will not endanger the child, nor make him visible to those that wish to use the power of the vessel. What I am trying to do is engineer the circumstances that will bring about the fall of Bathory.”

She took a step forward. “You’ll let me dig my claws into that bitch?”

“I will.”

“We’re not done, Robert. Not by a longshot. It’s going to take you a long time to fix this with me. But for this I am in. We will talk about it more later, once I figure out the first of the many things you are going to do to make this up to me.”

“Thank you, Tabby.” He sighed in relief. “The detective’s name is Ian Stone. I have his address in the car.”

The two headed out of the park.

***

Robert Crowley Sr.

“The lost child is grown, and is about to be dragged into this.” Robert moved his bishop.

Loki picked up the eight-sided die and rolled. It came up with a one. Robert shook his head. Grandfather Coyote always turned games of strategy into ones of chance. It was just his way.

Toying with his pawn Loki studied the board. “I suspected as much. He shouldn’t be involved in this till much later.”

“I know. Believe me I know. But is the wolves are about to drag him in.”

Loki grinned and shifted a pawn forward. “We are the embodiment of chaos, my old friend. Don’t be deceived by the linear progression of events. Things never being what they seem is the one thing you can count on to be exactly as it seems to be. Even if you seem to be tied into something I don’t know about, that will remain a constant.”

Robert nodded and spent a few moments quietly studying the board. “If my grandson is to grow into the power of the family, then we must change the shape of things as they are.”

Loki laughed. “Don’t forget, Robert, I am your guide, you my Scion. As much as you have a game to play, you are being played. It is the nature of what and who we are.”

Robert, counted as wise amongst his friends, shrugged. “I don’t understand.”

The god watched the board. “Let me make this simpler on you. You were put under a burden of secrecy back in the seventies. You were granted power from structure, from Fate. Ah, ah!” He held up a finger. “We are of chaos. I could smell the stink of Fate on you. By watching how chaos shifted around you, I could extrapolate the patterns of Fate. I just couldn’t act on them, otherwise others would be able to read the pattern off me. So I had to trust you to act in the way I would have.”

He grinned and met Robert’s eye. “Which you have. I know you were the one who counseled the wolves to bring in the mortal before his time. It is on your word that they are about to do so. It seems such a waste, after Tabitha went to so much trouble to hide him. But it isn’t. You have done what I would have.”

Gritting his teeth together in frustration, Robert clenched his fist. “Grandfather Coyote. Please. You told me the deal was that we guide the wolves, and Wells guides the Angel. Do you no longer trust me that you have to spy on me? It seems like you are controlling everything, on both sides.”

Loki held up his hands to placate Robert. “Allow me to explain. What you have said is true. I do not accuse you of lying to me. You never said that you didn’t give that advice. You only made me aware that a move was being made. But make no mistake. I am trying to survive, and I am trying to destroy those who would destroy us. I may seem to be a harmless and friendly person, but I am the embodiment of trickiness. I must play my games, by my nature, and so must you, because you are of my bloodline. I understand this. We move to thwart the vampires, and their allies … all those unbound by Fate who seek to steal our power for themselves.”

The two stared at each other. Communication was always tricky between them, saying a thousand things that couldn’t be spoken with words. The game continued.

Loki finally broke the silence. “I have only hinted at what is going on. Much you have learned yourself. Elizabeth Bathory and Vladimyr Tepes are trying to destroy us all. The gods, the werewolves, you and our family line, the Archangel. But that is only the tip of the iceberg. I know that Kaine, the first murderer, the first vampire, is behind them. What I don’t know, is who is behind him. He is not the penultimate power. If I can draw that power out, expose it, I will have won. That is the end to which I fight.”

Robert seemed to regain his composure. “That is … that’s … asinine.”

Loki looked at his great-great-great-grandson and sighed, allowing a moment of seriousness. “Robert. You are my Kin. I’m not like the other gods, I care about my family. But look. Things are about to change in a way you cannot see coming. Tell the others you talk to I said that. Gain what weapons you can. There will be a time I can no longer help you, or you me. It may seem asinine to you, but it doesn’t have to make sense.”

“But, as yo—”

Loki held up a hand, cutting him off. “I can’t say more. Oh, and checkmate.” He slid a piece forward; the last move of the game. “You’ll understand soon enough.”

***

Ian Stone

Ian wiped at the ice-cold water pouring down his face. He shook his head then tossed the towel aside.

“Time to work.” He mumbled.

Shuffling through the desk drawers, he pulled out a digital recorder and began speaking into it. “New case file. The case of the manipulative woman who walked into my office …”

***

My name is Ian Stone. I am a Private Detective—a P.I. I work hard to cultivate a certain film noir image of the hard-boiled, tough-guy gumshoe, with my black fedora, Burberry trench coat, and rugged good looks. I also wear matching emerald green Converse plus an emerald silk tie.

It was a gorgeous morning, which just goes to show you that you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover, or a day by its weather. Normally, I’d do putzing around stuff. I’m a slow starter when I have the luxury to be, the kind of guy that slowly works through some coffee while making sure all my business for the day is set up, you know? But today, something was under my skin, and I wanted to get out and about to take advantage of the day. So I decided to go ahead and start off with a work errand.

I had gotten hired a few days ago by a Stepford wife who was afraid she had a cheating husband. I grabbed the stack of photos from their resting spot on my desk. Sadly for her, she was right, and he had been unfaithful. Normally, I’d just pop these bad boy shots in the mail and be done, but since I was feeling good that day, I decided to hand deliver the photos.

I swept up my trench coat and threw it over my shoulders. I know, nice day, why the coat right? It’s an image thing, so stop hassling me. Where was I? Oh, yeah. So the moment I’m ready to head out, right as I’m reaching towards the door of my office, the handle turns and my door swings open.

In walked the most gorgeous bombshell I’ve ever seen. She was in her mid-twenties with silky long black hair, the type of sensual curves that a 1950s model could only dream of, and deep brown eyes that a man could lose himself in for a lifetime. Her lips slowly and sensually curved up into a smile as she saw me standing in front of her, and that smile … just wow. Girls this classy never walk into your life without bringing a world of trouble with them, though. And even if it is a bit cliché, I swear I could smell the trouble on her.

She flashed that smile again, reminding me of nothing so much as a mix of Marilyn Monroe and some woodland predator that knew it had just caught you alone. Being the manly man that I am, I managed to find control of my legs and back up, allowing her the space to walk into my office.

“Mr. Stone, I presume?” Her voice was rich and heady, and, man, did it make me want to hear it more.

She hip-swayed into the office, and brother, that sway would have foundered the Titanic! It was just too much. Did this woman never stop? Was there anything about that wasn’t going to scream ‘come hither’ at me?

Don’t get me wrong, I’m not a post-pubescent sex-crazed kid or anything. My lifestyle just doesn’t allow me to maintain relationships all that well … it had been a couple of years since there had been a woman in my life. So imagine a starving man stumbling into a five-star restaurant. It’s kind of like that when I find a masterpiece of a woman who so obviously knows what she is, and uses it to her advantage, staring me down.

“Yes?” I know, so pithy. Master of eloquence, that’s me. At least I managed to back up another couple of steps and slide out the client chair on the business end of my desk.

She smiled and stepped towards the chair, flicking that silky black hair over her shoulder with an absentminded gesture as she took the seat. The act of sitting down accentuated her LBD (little black dress for those of you that are less familiar with the deadly array of fashion weaponry that some women choose to wield). It slid up her thigh as she sat, exposing the perfect amount of leg.

I think that was what broke me out of the glamour she was casting over me. It was just way too calculated of a gesture. See, a woman hits you with a full dose of come hither, and she wants something—which was a safe bet as she had come to my office.

But the show I was getting wasn’t standard for someone who just wanted to hire me. And since this gal didn’t know me other than as a name listed under Private Detectives in the phone book, it had to mean that whatever she wanted wasn’t good for me.

So, I managed to get over my raging hormones. In their place I found myself more than a little suspicious of her. But a case was a case, and even though I had just wrapped one up, P.I.’s are always short on cash, so what could it hurt to hear her out, right?

Ha. I should have known better.

Get your head in the game, Stone. “How can I help you, Ms. …?” I left a bit of a questioning tone in my voice, prompting her to give me her name and start her story.

She drew a deep breath and glanced down, smoothing out her dress. “Amber, Mr. Stone. You can just call me Amber. I am here because two weeks ago my cousin Travis Blake was out partying and he vanished. I would like you to find him.”

I blinked. I took a deep breath. Missing persons cases were rare as all get out, at least the usual types were. Most ‘missing’ people I had gotten as cases were just skip traces—meaning that a bail bondsman or credit company was looking for someone who didn’t want to be found. Most skip tracing is done on the computer, just sifting through data and refining it until you have a good idea where the person is.

I stared across my desk for a moment, thinking about how I wanted to handle this. First things first. “Well, Amber, it’s very unusual for me to be handling a missing persons case. Normally that is something the police would deal with. You are well past the forty-eight hour rule. Has your family filed a missing persons report?”

“Yes, we have. I’m well aware that this should be a police matter, Mr. Stone. We filed the report two weeks ago when he went missing. His truck was found three days later on Thirteenth and Logan. We had to tow it back to his mother’s house in Aurora. My family believes that he was abducted from a dance club.”

Something about this didn’t feel right to me. “Okay, Amber. And you don’t feel the police are doing a good job of trying to track him down and find him for you?” This is a trick question, by the way. I was probing for information I normally wouldn’t ask for unless I had already agreed to take the case.

She sighed, flicking a stray lock of her hair back over her shoulder in that same unconscious gesture I had noticed a moment ago. “No, frankly we don’t. It’s been two weeks and no one knows where he is.”

“They haven’t made any progress?” Of course, I knew the answer to that.

Thirteenth and Logan was in District 6 of the Denver Police Department. District 6 is known as being a living Hell on Earth. See, its right on the junction between the capitol building and lower downtown. Probably the heaviest trafficked pedestrian area in all of Denver, with plenty of cars, too.

Throw in an actual jail right off downtown, and yeah, the officers in that area tend to be just a tad overworked. So no, they wouldn’t have really had any breakthroughs on the case. But I was still pushing for information before I made a decision.

More information is exactly what I got, too. “Look. Travis is …” she trailed of, obviously trying to choose her words carefully “Travis is twenty three years old. He does a lot of partying, and has a record of substance abuse. He’s been in rehab before, and has a couple of arrests. We … we think that the detective in charge of the case is biased against him. He seems to believe that Travis is just on a bender and will show back up. But he never vanishes for more than a day or two. At least, he hasn’t before.”

Talk about alarm bells ringing. There was an insincere tone to what she was saying, which naturally put me on my guard. Not to mention the case itself making me even more wary.

Can you blame me though? Look at it like this. Junkie kid vanishes, I try to find him. Who knows where a trail like that could lead? Odds are I’d be snooping around a drug dealer’s turf while trying to track this kid, and they don’t play nice when an outsider starts asking around.

But I’m a P.I. Who is going to help this family find one of their own if not me? It’s all part of the job I have to do. So here I am, trapped between a rock and hard place, with a case that has a high likelihood of getting me a one-way ticket to the morgue.

I looked at the distressed woman sitting in front of me and sighed. “I charge two fifty a day plus expenses. Anything beyond daily expenses, like distance travel, I will call you for approval on. I would need a two day retainer to get started for you.”

She flashed that winning smile again, and this time I got the sense that it was the real deal, instead of a show. Then she reached forward and dropped a stack of cash on my desk. “Here is a thousand. Four days, Mr. Stone. Will that be sufficient for you to prioritize this case?”

I leaned back, not touching the cash yet. “Yes. But before I accept that there are a couple things you need to hear, so I can make sure we are clear on them.”

She nodded in response. “Okay.”

“First,” I drew a deep breath. “Considering that the police are already on it, I’m not sure I’ll be able to make a lot of headway on the case. I will also probably have to duplicate a lot of the investigating they have already done, okay?”

She nodded again. “I understand. What else?

“Alright, the second thing. Considering the circles he associates with, again, I might not be able to make a lot of headway. Social groups that do illegal things tend to be very secretive when outsiders start poking around in their business. While they are far more likely to open up to me than a police officer, it still doesn’t guarantee anything.”

“That also makes sense.”

I nodded this time. “Lastly. It’s been two weeks. Assuming that he was actually abducted, not that he just split town, then there’s a very small chance that he is still alive.” This was the hard one.

Most people can’t deal with the idea that a missing person could be dead. They tend to break down, emotionally. And I learned from the first case I had—which ended up with me tracking a corpse—that you tell them ahead of time. If you don’t … well, that first case they blamed me. They thought if I’d been faster it wouldn’t have happened. And then they tried to sue me.

She flashed that winning smile at me again. A bit odd considering what I had last said. “Don’t worry, Mr. Stone. We believe you will do your best, and that is good enough for me.” She pulled a small manila envelope out of her purse and slid it across to me. “Here are photos and all the information I could think of that might help.”

I picked it up, ripping the seal, and slid out a fairly comprehensive file. Photos, phone and DMV information, and a list of hangouts and friends were included. I raised an eyebrow. Impressive. And a little odd. Seven years as a P.I. and this was the first time a client had a file fully prepared that was actually useful. Hmm.

Despite my gut reaction that there was a lot more that this woman wasn’t telling me, I went ahead and pulled out my standard contract, scribbled in a couple of specifics about her case, and held it out for her to read and sign. Finally, she left.

I stood up and thoughtfully walked over to the mini-fridge in my office. Popping it open, I grabbed the ice tray and the pitcher of water I keep hidden behind the two bottles of whiskey. I’m actually not all that big of a drinker, but I do have that hard-boiled image thing to think about. You know how it is.

Anyway, I poured myself a large glass of ice water and walked back over to my desk. I mentioned before that it had been a couple years since there was a woman in my life, right? But I also mentioned that I valiantly won the battle with my hormones. Well, I lied. I lost.

So, since I’m not a saint, and a beautiful woman can still have a profound effect on me, I went ahead and poured the glass of ice water over my head. The ice cold water washed over me, shocking my system. Much better. I could think rationally again.

The first rational thought that came to me was something Amber had said. “We believe you will do your best.” That implied a lot of research on me, or someone else being involved. Just who had she meant when she said ‘we.’ And I hadn’t pushed further to dig into that little gem. Well, crapsticks. I’d just have to be very careful.

***

Amber the Werewolf

Amber frowned as she left the investigator’s office. It was strange that Tabitha would want a mortal investigator tied into this vampire hunt. Amber wasn’t yet anywhere near making the decisions a pack leader made though.

Warmth washed over her as she left the building and stepped into the sunny afternoon. Tabitha and the rest of the pack were waiting for her at a coffee shop six blocks down. Despite the waiting pack, she took her time, kicking off her shoes and opting to walk barefoot through the grass next to the sidewalk. Between the sun and grass, she was in a little nirvana world of her own.

Ten minutes later she reached the shop and spotted her pack sitting around a table outside. Grinning, she strolled up to them. “Nice day. What are you lot doing at a two bit java joint like this?”

Andrew, the eldest of them aside from their pack mother Tabitha, looked at her expectantly. The others were playing cards and ignored her. “Well, Amber? Did you hire him?”

“I did.” She nodded. “Five hundred bucks for two days. I gave him a grand for four.”

“Ow.” Josh looked over from the game of cribbage. “Suckage.”

Tabitha cleared her throat and played a card. “Now, now, cubs. It is the right decision. We need help and Robert said that this is our guy.”

Drew looked frustrated. “But he is a mortal.”

“Mortal or not, as I said, Robert says he is the one who will find him for us.” Tabitha glanced at Drew. “And I trust my contact.”

Amber plopped into a seat and sniped a sip of Jenna’s Frappuccino. “You mean that spooky Crowley guy?”

Tabitha nodded.

Josh shrugged, focused more on the cards than the conversation. “I just hope we aren’t wasting our money on this private eye guy.”

Amber cocked her head to the side. “I dunno … He seems pretty sharp.”

Tabitha smiled enigmatically. “We will just have to see what he does, now wont we?”

***

Elizabeth Bathory

Elizabeth sipped from a champagne flute filled with blood. She sprawled on the sofa, wearing only a terrycloth bathrobe. The penthouse was luxurious. Whoever had invented blackout curtains should have been awarded with a life immortal. The outside world may be a vicious pit of instant day-death, but in here she was safe and comfortable.

“Tony, I need you to deal with the mortal detective. The wolves should not have dragged him into this and risked the involvement of mortal authorities. Hiring him is one step shy of breaking the treaties and just calling the police themselves. It would seem the Magyari family has not changed.” She looked at the minion standing by the television.

Like all of her followers, he was wearing an outfit that complimented her normal wardrobe. She viewed her goons as fashion accessories. In his case, this meant an outfit consisting of tight slacks and a wide-collared blue shirt. An unlit cigarette hung from his lips.

Elizabeth rolled her eyes as Tony patted his pockets. Reaching over to the end table, she grabbed a pack of matches and tossed them to him.

“Yes, Mistress.” Tony snagged the matches midair. He glanced at the Capitol V.D. on the cover of the matchbook and tried not to laugh. Elizabeth Bathory was not one to forgive uninvited emotion outbursts. He lit the cigarette. “How do you want I should deal with him, Mistress?”

“Really? I’m an immortal blood-sucking Goddess of the Night. How do you think I want him dealt with?”

“Yes, Mistress. I just figure that usually you likes to go out and, you know, do them yourself.”

Elizabeth glanced at the puzzle box that hid the shears of Fate. She and Vlad had taught the sisters the lesson to never expose yourself when weakened. If a god could be killed just being in the wrong place when weaker …

“Creating one of those beasts weakens me, Tony. Part of my power is invested in creating a newborn. Either the power grows back, which can take years, or the newborn dies and my power snaps back to me. Right now, though, I’ll not risk exposing myself. Should I fall, none of you will ever get your reward.”

“I understand, Mistress.” Tony pulled a deep drag off the smoke and walked towards the door. “I’ll kill the Dick.”

***

Ian Stone

Ian tossed his Burberry trench coat into the passenger seat. He mopped some sweat from his brow, then unbuttoned the top buttons of his shirt.

Tossing the notepad on top of the coat, he started his Jeep then blasted the fan.

He sighed happily as the air started circulating in the Jeep, and pulled out his digital recorder. As he started the drive back to his office, he hit “resume file” and talked, recording his day …

***

It took a few to find parking on the Hill. Luckily, my beat up early ’80s Jeep can magically fit into parking spaces that I’m pretty sure a Mini Cooper couldn’t. Mind you, part of that is my willingness to get behind double-parked people and push them forward. Consider it my own little crusade to gently nudge people into social consciousness. Or at least into parking better.

What? Don’t look at me like that. You know you’ve always wanted to, I just went ahead and started doing it. So I walked a block up to the corner of Thirteenth and Logan, where Travis’ truck had been found, pulling out my notebook while walking. When I got to the corner, I built a mental map of the area and started scanning it, thinking through what would be in easy walking distance and what wouldn’t.

With a quick sketch, I had my target area. If I haven’t mentioned it before, there are times—many times—when the life of a Private Detective is one of sheer mind-numbing boredom. This is one of those times. Now that I have a target area based on where he was parked, I get to walk it to investigate the potential nightlife and attempt to piece together where he was when he went missing.

So, let’s assume that he would comfortably walk about six blocks or so from where he parked, then assume that he had to push it on a club night out to eight blocks. So our target area runs eight blocks in each direction. Doesn’t sound too bad, right? Think again. Maybe sixteen square blocks doesn’t sound too bad, but that’s 256 individual blocks that yours truly was going to have to walk to check for likely spots.

I know, why wasn’t I just using Google maps, right? Well, a lot of the seedier dive bars don’t necessarily show up on Google maps. Especially not the type that switch locations every few months because their clientele have trashed the previous one.

The second reason is the naked eye. There’s a lot of things that you can’t, or don’t, notice when you’re just sitting on a computer. An actual visual spot check will pick up on those things. I needed those nuances of subtlety if I was going to have a chance at figuring out where this kid vanished.

So off I set, walking the streets like a grid, hunting for likely hangouts for a 23 year old junkie. And here we have the fundamental reason that the human eye, and brain, beats the computer every time. Take the bar Bent. Sounds like a guy going on a bender, right? Or maybe something a little worse than that even. Party central for the right type of person, yeah? It’s actually a country themed beer bar. In fact, it has a giant picture of Johnny Cash on the side of the building. Not really a good place for a young stallion to find his mare.

On I continued, walking. After several hours, I had it narrowed down to just a couple possible bars. We have, amongst the illustrious candidates on our finishing list, the following gems.

One, the Cathedral. Built out of the remains of a 19th century church, it was remodeled into a vast den of supposed depravity, catering to the dark side in everyone (that has an extra hundred bucks to drop on a night at the club.) Dark yes, but come on, they serve sushi there.

Next on our list is the Cave. This dark den of iniquity is a basement club mostly filled by Goth and emo kids bemoaning their tortured dark lives and threatening to end this existence, all while watching pretty lights flash. Beware, you are likely to hear the word ennui bandied about a lot here.

Lastly, we have The Viper’s Den. It’s a Goth and raver club (gravers). It has lots of light shows, fog machines, and bouncers who are renowned for an inability to notice fake I.D.s.

Of all the clubs within walking distance of where Travis was parked, my gut was telling me it was one of these. All three clubs had huge parties the night that Travis vanished, all three had the club kid vibe, and all three of the managers were not only uncooperative, but downright hostile to my questions.

So I did the traditional P.I. thing and leaned on all three managers until they kicked me out of the clubs. I have a fairly good contact network, but I don’t have the power that the cops do to just pull the information I need out of a system. So one of my tactics is to lean on people until someone retaliates, which points me in the direction I need to be going.

So, where to proceed from here? Back to the office to start checking the Social Networks for Travis’s list of friends. If I can start putting faces to names, then I can go check the clubs and see where he was most likely hanging out. Maybe even get some questions answered. Since people are so likely to answer questions random P.I.s ask, you know?

Anyway, time to head back to the office and start doing all my corroborative research. Exciting life, right?

***

Travis Blake

Sunlight burned its skin, puncturing the dark passage from a small hole in the ceiling. It scurried back a bit, clinging to the shadows. Shadows meant protection.

It clung to the walls, claws slicing into the concrete like butter, moving around the deadly light, eyes fixed hungrily on the man working there. Licking its lips the creature inched forward. Food was there, just out of its grasp. It howled in frustration.

The sanitation engineer froze. What the hell was making the blood curdling noise?

“Hello?” He quietly asked the darkness.

Flicking on his flashlight, he gazed down the passage, barely lit by the Maglite. He flicked it the other way. The weird howl had sounded like it was right next to him, but you could never tell in these tunnels. Echoes bouncing around the Machiavellian maze of sewage and pipeworks had a way of distorting sound.

He shuddered, then clipped the light back on his tool belt. “Dispatch, this is Martinez, I’m at the site.” He spoke into the mic clipped to his shoulder.

Travis pounced. The sunlight immediately burned its skin as it darted through the patch of brightness. Knocking the engineer off his feet, the two bowled back into the shadows and Travis immediately started shredding the prize with its claws. Like a bloody Christmas present, it tore at the clothes and skin till the food stopped moving.

Once it was prone beneath him, he bent over hungrily, lapping up the blood.

“Martinez. This is dispatch. Are you there? Hello?” The radio squawked forlornly.

***

Loki the Coyote

Loki shifted the ParcelExpress cap and tucked the package under his arm. Whistling, he strode casually down the office hallway. The building was older, at least so far as modern constructions went, and he could see micro-fissures and age seeping along the walls.

He held up a thread, studying it carefully. Pearlescent shimmers radiated from it as he rotated it between his fingers. Looking closely at the life thread, he muttered under his breath. Technically speaking, no one was supposed to have these but the Sisters. The entire basis for the power trade game was that Divinities couldn’t access the threads of Fate. Loki grinned. Tricksy bitches shouldn’t have tried to poach his man. The second she did, he had been able to sneak onto the great pattern and snake away a couple of threads. He had to be careful not to overuse them outside of emergencies.

The thread pulsed. Loki nodded to himself. He wasn’t an expert at reading these things, no one but the Sisters were. But that pulse … for just a moment it seemed like there were two threads. One that ended here, and one that kept going.

Time.

Stepping forward, he knocked on the door.

No one answered.

Frowning, he knocked again and loudly stated, “ParcelExpress! Delivery for Mister Stone.” He jammed the thread under the lid of the box and waited.

The door creaked open an inch, a suspicious eye barely visible in the crack. “What you want?”

Loki gave his most charming smile. “Package for Mister Stone. Can you sign please?”

“He ain’t here.” Replied the man behind the door.

“Not to worry. It’s an office delivery, anyone can sign.” He pushed the box forward.

“One second.” The man sounded upset. The door opened another foot, just enough for Loki to shove the box through.

Loki pulled a signature sheet and a pen off his clipboard and pushed all three through the gap. “Here you go. Just sign on the bottom there and you’ll be good to go, sir.”

Hands grabbed at the bundle and a few seconds later shoved the paper and pen back out. Loki grinned. “Thank you muchly, sir.” With that he strolled away.

One of the givens of humanity was that if you offered them a piece of paper and placed a social context around it, they would just sign instead of reading it. It worked ninety percent of the time. Having bought Stone about thirty seconds of distraction, Loki felt he had done as much as he could to hand the boy his own Fate, so he strode out of the building. By the time the door had swung shut Loki had vanished.

***

Ian Stone

Ian gripped his digital recorder tightly, staring down at the blood on his shirt. The other customers in the pharmacy stared at him as he sat trying to ignore the pain while he waited on his OxyContin prescription to fill.

He knew that he had been stupid earlier, and was paying the price for it, but there hadn’t been a lot of options. Shifting his foot as he dug in his pocket drew out a grunt of pain. He pulled out his recorder and hit “resume file,” talking to himself in the pharmacy waiting room, recording his day …

***

The thug’s fist slammed into my jaw as I opened the door to my office. Heck of a hello, I know. Even rolling with the punch, I felt one of my molars shatter and cut the inside of my left cheek. That type of hit … it’s like getting smacked in the face by Superman wielding a city bus sized baseball bat. Doesn’t matter how little the guy is. And what happens when you get clocked in the face hard enough to split a tooth? You get your lights put out, that’s what. My vision started to swim and darkness pushed at the edges of everything I could see. Say goodnight, Gracie.

And my world went black.

Goodnight, Gracie.

***

I resurfaced into the waking world with a splitting headache. Ye gods, what fun. My vision started to sharpen up a bit, until I could see my office around me. Very nice. The place was trashed and I was cuffed to a chair. This was promising to be a very fun day. I looked up into the eyes of the thug looming over me. When he saw my eyes open the thug grinned and spit his toothpick into my face.

I looked up to him and smiled coyly. “So, why the hell are you here?” I looked around at my trashed office. “Are you the new cleaning service?”

“Shaddup!” he snarled and fed me another knuckle sandwich. Tasty.

This time my shattered tooth cut me badly enough that I had to spit out the blood or choke on it. I looked back up at him, working my jaw and trying to stretch some of the soreness out of it. The guy was wiry as hell, maybe six feet tall, and wearing a wide collared blue silk shirt with the top half of the buttons undone. He looked like he was right out of a 1970s cop show.

He was rubbing his knuckles, trying to massage some of the pain out of them. It doesn’t matter how strong or experienced you are, if you shatter a guy’s tooth with a hit, you’re taking some damage to your fist. His lips pulled up into a sneer. “You’re not so tough now are you, huh, Mr. Private Dick?”

Tilting my head up until I could look him in the eyes, I grinned and let the blood spill out of my mouth. Well, I say spill, but it was more like I was drooling. Despite the cut cheek, I was still in pretty good shape.

And I love a good straight line. So, with blood dribbling down my chin, I delivered the punch line. “Thanks, pal. You just saved me the seven hundred bucks that getting a root canal was gonna cost me. I’ve got a bad one on the other side, too, think you could get that one next?”

He grabbed my throat and leaned in really close. “Mr. Clever, you think you’re so tough, I’m going to make you scream.”

I flashed him a winning smile. Never in my life did I think I’d actually get to quote my favorite movie. In my most earnest voice, I said, “Is that all you want? Just play some Rap music.”

With a snarl he smashed his heel down onto the arch of my left foot. I felt something break, but didn’t let it show. If you can’t take the pain, get out of the beating.

Time to pause for a second while I explain why a broken foot was worth it; just to get to deliver one tough guy line.

The real reason is that I had him reacting emotionally. I was keeping him off balance, and the main reason he was delivering this beat down was to get into my head and warn me off of something. And I was winning. Now for the second, really cheesy reason. I hesitate to admit this but …

The thing about being a private eye is that you have to know how to take advantage of your timing. No matter how much you work on cultivating that “no nonsense”, “tougher than nails”, “dumb looking but smart on the inside”, “hard boiled gumshoe” lifestyle, the simple truth is that ninety-nine percent of the work you land is boring as all get out.

Skip traces, reading court records, checking websites, occasionally finding lost pets, and sneaking through bushes with a camera is most of what a P.I. does, like we talked about earlier. The majority of the work comes from one of three places–lawyers, courtrooms, and suburban wives with too much money and too little to do, who fill their hours with unfounded suspicions. A good P.I. is fast with a computer, since their usual day is just sitting at a desk scanning files.

Which is why when you wake up to find yourself handcuffed to a chair in your own office, with a thug putting more shots into you than a sadistic E.R. doctor gives out during flu season, you have to thank your lucky stars and make the most of it. Which I did.

So now we’re gonna play out the next few seconds nice and slow, just so you can appreciate the finer details. As Mr. Oh-So-Clever-Repartee’s fist came rocketing towards my face, aimed at that same tooth, I braced both of my ankles against the chair legs and twisted my left wrist as hard as I could; which made my thumb collapse against my palm.

My first case ever was to find a lost German Shepherd. When I did find the dog, he attacked me and all but ripped my left thumb off. It never healed quit right, and I’ve been able to do interesting and occasionally useful party tricks with it since then. For some reason I can’t fathom, the left side of my body tends to get a lot more torn up than the right side.

My hand slid out of the cuffs, only taking a little skin with it, right as my own personal thug straight from the set of Miami Vice dropped an a-bomb on my face—finally ripping my left cheek open. Hello battle scar.

I let the force of the blow carry me, pulling up with my ankles and whipping around, letting the inertia help me pivot the chair on one leg. I grabbed the back of the chair with my right hand, releasing the pressure with my ankles and just slumping forward. Ever play tetherball as a kid? The ball goes low on one side, then rockets high on the other side. That’s what me and the chair did. I went low, the chair went high, with all that spinning force behind it.

I’m not even sure if I have the stomach to describe what it did to his face. A lot of blood went flying over me. K.O.’d goon, zero, private detectives, one. Go team me!

I slowly pushed myself up, using the corner of my desk to help me, and carefully tested my weight on my broken foot. Not comfy, but it’d get me around for the time being. I’ll admit I wobbled a bit until the world stopped spinning, and then limped over to the downed thug. I reached down, grabbed him by the shirt and hauled the dead weight over to the radiator. I grabbed my cuffs and secured both of his wrists behind his head.

Slapping him a couple times I grinned and said “Hey, Thugs R Us. Miami Vice stopped casting twenty years ago.” Nada. Yeah, he was out cold.

So instead of pushing his primitive ape brain and trying to get info out of him, I limped back to the desk, picked up the phone, and dialed the local police station.

A tinny sounding female voice answered after just a couple rings. “District six dispatch.”

I sighed and did my best to enunciate around all the damage to my mouth. “Hi. Can you patch me through to Sergeant Haskins, please? Tell him it’s Ian Stone with a pretty big emergency.”

There were a couple of clicks from the phone and the operator’s voice came back. “He’s at his desk right now. I’ll put you right through, Mr. Stone.”

“Thanks.” I replied. Hey, hard-boiled gumshoe or no it always pays to be polite to your local law enforcement. You never know when you might want them to return the favor and be polite to you, after all.

“You’re welcome, Mr. Stone.” The line got quiet and I started hearing that background clicking again.

I only had to wait about twenty seconds or so before a gruff voice came across the line. “Haskins here. What’s the matter, Stone?”

I smiled, or tried to. Haskins had spent so much time behind that desk since his promotion that even on his home line he had started answer the same way. “Hey, Sarge. Got a little problem here at my office. I just had a goon who’s dressed straight from the’70s bust into my office, taser me, cuff me to a chair, and then vent a lifetime of frustration at being born in the wrong decade all over my face. And Haskins, the hell of it is, I’ve never met the guy before and he wouldn’t tell me why he was here.”

There was a sharp intake of breath over the line. “Jesus, Ian. You okay? Uniforms or paramedics there yet?”

Blood dripped onto the mouthpiece of the phone and, sighing, I wiped it off on my shirt as I peeked out the window from behind my blinds and looked down at the street below my office. “Yeah, I’m fine. Look, I can’t waste time. I have to figure out why this guy was on me. So, I called you first. I want to dodge the ambulances and the reports till I get a good grip on this.”

Haskins grunted and I carefully watched the street. “Alrighty. I’ll grab a black and white and be there in five to ten, tops. Can you wait that long?”

“Not sure.” I replied. “I think I have his partner sitting in the street down here. Looks like a two thousand and two silver Lincoln Town Car. You better come unmarked so we don’t spook him.”

“Already on the way. Hold tight, Ian.” The line went dead.

Down to business. Limping over to my medical kit, I cleaned up a bit, trying to go as quickly as possible without further injuring myself. I glanced at the clock. Two minutes down.

Again, I pushed my broken foot. I knew I had to move fast, no way Haskins would let me out of his sight when he saw the condition I was in. I got down on my knees in front of the K.O.’d goon and emptied his pockets. While there I looked a little more carefully at his hands and the way he was dressed. On a hunch, I cleaned the blood off his hands and studied them more carefully.

Dumping the payload from his pockets onto my desk, I gratefully collapsed into my leather chair. Here is another tip about being a private eye. Invest in a damned good chair. Besides the fact that you are gonna spend a lot of time in it doing the mundane jobs, you gotta be sure to have a good chair for just such situations as this. I mean, beat to bloody hell with broken bones.…Would you want a chair that didn’t have all the goodies and about six inches of expensive padding?

Four minutes down. I spread out the contents of his pockets and took stock. One set of brass knuckles. Which was odd, because this guy had calluses all over his knuckles, and brassies leaves the marks on your fingers instead. So, fact one. He enjoys his work. Wallet. Almost five hundred in cash, one driver’s license, season pass to the football games at Invesco Field, and an injury report on the local teams.

I glanced at the license and groaned. I hate it when stereotypes are right. His name was Antonio Guido Pazzuchi. Well crap.

I grabbed the cash and looked at the last pieces of pocket junk. Hey, don’t look at me like that. I might have been cuffed to a chair, but he had engaged my services by my reckoning, and five hundred is one day plus limited medical expenses. So, a paperclip, a pack of gum, three cents, and a patch of matches. Pay dirt. The matchbook had a large V.D. on the over flap, over a picture of a coiled snake. Same logo that was in the window of the Viper’s Den. So, logic states that these two were staff from the Viper’s Den. Which meant I had a big old bone to pick with the club.

I heard a commotion downstairs and outside. That’d be Haskins, grabbing scumbag number two. Almost out of time. I pocketed the matches and mulled it over in my head. This was more than just a “stay away” response. The guy hadn’t said anything about the club, and he laid right into me.

I swear to god, it clicked right as Haskins walked into my office, roughly pushing the other guy in front of him. The guy couldn’t keep his balance with his hands cuffed behind his back, and fell forward onto his knees. He looked pissed but was keeping his lips firmly sealed. Same slicked back hair and mid-eighties bad guy look as the guy I had laid out, too.

Haskins took in the scene, ran a hand through his graying hair, and started to speak. “Ian, holy …”

“Wait,” I interrupted and held up a finger. I sighed and looked at the kneeling goon. “How come your boss didn’t warn me off? What happened to that kid? He die in the club?”

The guy looked from me to Haskins then at his partner, out cold and cuffed to a radiator, and decided communication was probably his best route. I’m sure it didn’t hurt that as bloody and torn up as I was I must have looked like an axe murderer at that moment. “Uh, look. I ain’t saying nothing.”

I threw the phone book at him, winging it off my desk and into his gut, and grabbed the book of matches, holding in front of his face. “A kid vanishes, you people dispose of the evidence and don’t call the cops. It’s almost like The Viper’s Den killed him. You piece of …”

Haskins grabbed my arm as I pulled back to sock him. He pushed me back roughly and stopped me from laying into him. “Calm down, Stone.”

I shook him off, but stomped away (well, limped away) from him back to my chair. I sighed and rubbed my eyes. Haskins took the two of them away, growling at the EMTs to patch me up but not take me to the hospital. I nodded my head in thanks to him. There was way too much left to do today to deal with a trip to the hospital. Going to the emergency room would burn at least five or six hours, and I needed to put some major footwork into finding Travis.

As it turns out, the two guys had warrants out for skipping on bail. Haskins was nice enough to inform me that I would be claiming a thousand dollar reward on each, walking away from the whole thing with twenty five hundred (remember that $500 from his wallet? Yeah you do.). Small potatoes though, considering that I would have at least four grand in medical bills when I was done with this. Sometimes being a P.I. is a dog’s life.

Haskins walked up to me, leaning against the back door of the ambulance, as the EMTs were finishing putting temporary bandages on me. “Stone. What all have you gotten yourself into?”

So I explained. Less than twelve hours into the case, and already I had a lot to tell him. Rick mused thoughtfully as I went over the details, stroking his graying moustache. Finally I wrapped up, and he huffed a breath out.

“Well, Ian. I can look into the disappearance for you, if you want. But there is something else that is bugging me about this.”

I raised an eyebrow at Haskins. “Hm. Well, yeah. I’d love it if you pulled the case file.”

“I’ll see what I can dig up.”

I smiled. “Thanks, Rick. Now what was the other thing that was bugging you?”

“Well. There was a murder up on Cap Hill, not too far from there. And it sounds similar to me. Tons of blood, things missing. I can’t tell you exactly what it is, but something about this is off. Something here should fit together, if I could see the pieces.”

I shrugged, and then winced as the shrug made several parts of my body hurt. “I know what you mean. Something has smelled off about this since I got the case, but I can’t piece it together yet either.”

Haskins pushed his bulk off the rear door of the ambulance. “Do what you have to do, Ian. I’m going to go take these guys to holding then start looking into some ideas I have about this.”

I grinned at him. “If you crack the case I still get the paycheck. I can see I’ve got you all-in on this one.”

He waved me off. “Very funny. I’ll call you if I figure anything out, and I expect you to do the same. Especially since this is an open investigation that I’m pulling favors for you on, okay?”

I nodded. “Of course. Talk to you soon, Rick.”

He left, taking the two thugs that had attacked me with him. They’d have a few hours sitting in a holding cell, then a van would take them over to central booking. I’d be able to pick up my rewards in a few days.

The EMT finished up and gave me a stern look. “I can’t guarantee that your bandages will last till tomorrow. You really should head into emergency and get a proper job done of patching you up, sir.”

I smiled. “I appreciate the concern, but I don’t have the time. Every hour I waste, well, bad things could happen to someone.” I stepped away from the ambulance—and almost fell on my face. A broken foot is nothing to lean on once the excitement’s all over, apparently.

The EMT packed up his kit. “I understand. So why don’t I take you on a ride to Dr. Meldore. He runs a private clinic not far from here, and he specializes in night time hours and the problems people have in association with them. ” He picked up his kit, staring at me for a moment, considering his words. “He treats a lot of off duty cops who get hurt picking up extra cash doing security and stuff.”

“Fastest signing hand in the West and a heart of gold, huh?” I laughed. “Point taken. Get me on my feet, chief. And just give me his address, I’ll take it from there.”

The EMT did as requested. I sighed and walked down the street towards my car. Time to go to the club, but first Dr. M and a handy prescription.…Just the thing to help me wreck all the wonderful healing I had received.

***

Travis Blake

Moonlight bounced through the alley, dingy and grey. Pure white bounced merrily amongst the clouds, sure, but by the time it hit street level rooftops, smog, trash, and the general clutter of human living had left its tarnish. Which suited Travis fine. Purity was for the mortals.

It scratched long claws against its thigh, lurking in the mouth of the alley. Pedestrians wandered by in twos and threes, but Travis clung to the shadows, a leech feeding off their concealment. It was still early in the night, but it needed to feed. The blood controlling it, gifting it with all this power, was insatiable. Not that there was a problem with that. It was power now.

Hell, yeah. I own the night, bitches, it thought.

All that came out was a low snarl. The Blood watched the street like a hawk. Likely prey was finally walking down the street. The man was alone, strolling toward Travis, and looking slightly dazed despite the early hour. Obviously he had started partying a lot earlier. He was wearing jeans and a faded t-shirt with a giant pot leaf on it and the words Mary Jane 420-ever scrawled across it.

Travis chuckled, though the blood just salivated in anticipation. As the man crossed the mouth of the alley Travis reached out casually and grabbed him by the back of his neck, quickly jerking him into the alley. With one motion Travis buried its fangs in the man’s throat.

It finished dinner quickly, tossing the leftovers into the Dumpster, then walked out of the alley and headed to the club.

***

Ian Stone

The hospital room smelled of antiseptic, and the low lighting in the room made the atmosphere gloomy. Ian shifted in the bed, trying to get comfortable. The painkillers were just starting to kick in. He shifted through his personal belongings, spread out on the tray next to the bed, until he found the recorder. He hit “resume file” and started talking, haltingly, about the huge clusterfuck of a night he had had.…

***

I pulled into a parking space just a block away from The Viper’s Den. Again, I found parking nearby with the simple expedient of being willing to push someone out of the way who was double-parked until they were single parked. My joints cracked and popped as I slowly stretched my way out of the car.

My injuries complained quite loudly themselves. I know it sounds like I got the beat-down. One I knew would be coming. It feels like it, too. And while, yes, I did know I was going to be “talked” to, I didn’t know it would happen so soon after stirring up the hornet’s nest. Otherwise, I would have been on guard and wouldn’t have gotten into as bad of shape as I am.

Regardless though, it was worth it. Especially after a meaningful chat with Dr. M. He was a well-meaning sort, I suppose; but it was clear to me in the first five minutes that the ancient, skeletal Hippocratic oaf never saw a medical problem he couldn’t blow away with a pad and pen.

Not that I should be complaining … as I shake out another little helper. I pop it dry, no choice, the foot’s not letting up. Have to be careful; I didn’t want to be too loopy right now, but was sure that foot wouldn’t shut up otherwise.

And there might be some leg work here. Heh. Leg work. Having a starting point on Travis is better than anyone else in this town has managed to do. So, we know that he was accosted at The Viper’s Den. We know that there was a ton of blood outside in the alley. We know that the owner and staff of the club dumped ammonia all over it to cover it. Which is interesting. Ammonia doesn’t necessarily clean blood up all that well. But it does do an excellent job of rendering all genetic information useless.

What? Actually, no, I don’t know why. I’ll look it up later since, yeah, a P.I. should know that …

***

Stone paused the recording, and flipped open his laptop. The glow of the monitor reflected off his face as he quickly researched. A moment later, he closed the laptop again and settled back, resuming the recording.

***

And now I know. DNA is like the 95lb weakling, allergic-to-everything, kids with big athletic dreams of people’s biological stuff. You look at it angrily enough and it falls apart … so, if just licking DNA will screw it up, ammonia probably kills its whole family. Anyway, time to ruffle some feathers again. Into The Viper’s Den I go.

I came down here at about ten or so. Just late enough that the staff shouldn’t start a scene with me, since they were starting to get the first of the night’s “rush” and would be otherwise occupied, and still early enough to catch all the club kids, giving me a chance to watch the ebb and flow of foot traffic in the club.

What a sight. Just like the set of that movie, Underworld, two words dominated the scene. Black and Leather. My bones started vibrating with the thrums of the music, it was that loud. Add fog, speared by flashes of multicolored light, and I was in full sensory overload. Remember, I was on painkillers.

I actually kind of liked the place. Too bad a kid went missing here. Despite the fog, I’m paid to have a keen eye. Good thing, too. Even though he looked different from his photos, I spotted none other than Travis himself walk in.

I started to get up to go talk to him. I really did. But some impulse made me stay seated, sipping my Caucasian—that’s a White Russian for those you who aren’t fans of the Big Lebowski. I just watched him instead. Good thing, too.

Through the fog, I got to watch the dance of the bouncer, an elaborate game in which the staff at the Viper’s Den slowly and carefully positioned themselves in a circular formation around Travis, until he was completely surrounded. What the hell? I rate two goons showing up at my office yet I can casually stroll in and this kid gets a ring of six bouncers around him?

I felt kind of slighted I mean, I’m a hard boiled P.I. I just took on and beat a professional goon earlier today. So a kid rating three times the manpower didn’t bode well. Something really messed up had happened here.

As it turns out six muscle-bound men who resembled tractors more than humans weren’t enough to take on the kid. Travis, the little club kid, snarled. With a contemptuous flick of his wrist, he caught the first bouncer’s hand as the man reached forward to subdue him. I heard the crunch of bone snapping, even over the ear-shattering music. That had to hurt.

For once, it’s not me taking the damage. I could learn to enjoy this. Nice change of pace, even if I do feel a certain empathy for the bouncers. Did I use the plural there? Of course I did. Destroying the first bouncer’s wrist was hardly a stopping point for our freakishly strong young missing person. I almost felt that I should do something to help.

Which would be an extraordinarily Bad Idea. First, Dr. M’s helpers, the OxyContin, have me on the mat. Second, bouncers are bouncing everywhere thanks to this guy; I’ll stick to the floorshow.

After dealing with the first threat, Tiny—I was trying out a new nickname for Travis—spun around and grabbed the second bouncer by the throat, picked him up, and slammed him into the third one.

Can you say ouch? That’s a straight trip to Pain City, with no stops in the suburbs for good medication.

The other three bouncers had the good sense to back off, and Travis bolted for the door, gracing the standing men with a snarl. Here is where the keen eye comes in. I’m pretty sure he was wearing a set of fangs. So … really, really strong, really fast, a good fighter, and a wannabe vampire freak. I chose to follow him at a distance. A healthy distance.

Travis is a junkie. He shows up looking all kinds of strung out and dirty. He takes down three guys in under two seconds—three of the same group that it took me about ten minutes to deal with just one of.

At this point it seems a pretty safe assumption to say that trying to engage him in conversation would get me dead fast, or at least beat to hell. And since I don’t want worms playing pinochle in my snout.…Yeah, I’ll just follow him to whatever little hidey-hole he’s ducking his head into, carefully note where it is.

His walking pace was fast though. Too fast. Of course. I have a broken foot, and despite the painkiller’s best efforts, tailing Travis was a painful experience. So I limped after him. Block after excruciating block. About the time I was reduced unflattering, red-face grimacing, he just vanished. I hobbled to a stop and looked around. What the Hell? We seemed to have one Houdini and one very perplexed detective.

And then something slammed into me from behind. I went tumbling down the sidewalk, ass over teakettle. Seriously, I think I did a pretty good impression of a soccer ball shooting straight into a goal. In this case, though, the goal was a lamppost.

Ouch. Pretty sure that broke a couple of ribs. Since today I am the picture of perfect health, I got more good news in the form of a broken wrist. I landed right on it as I fell down to the ground from the light pole.

So, I shakily picked myself up from the ground and dusted myself off, favoring the bad wrist. And the bad foot. Standing not twenty feet from me was Travis. Only he didn’t look much like his pictures. His face was twisted into a snarl, baring fangs instead of teeth. His fingers were semi-clenched and looked like claws.

I don’t know what he was on, but I’ve never heard of anything that gives a human the strength this kid had. I mean, come on, the freaking guy swatted me thirty feet. Because that’s normal, yeah.

I dug the soles of my shoes into the ground and pushed down on the balls of my feet, finding my balance point. With a deep breath I stretched out my hand, the good one, and mimicked the pose of thousands of martial arts heroes, beckoning him to the fight. “Bring it on, little man.”

And he charged.

He moved fast. Really fast. Not faster than a speeding bullet or anything, but he reminded me of a pouncing lion. Lucky for me I was expecting the speed and I started my movement way early. As he sped at me, I rolled to the right and came up in a sprinter’s crouch. Ignore the broken foot, Ian. It will only hinder you. I heard a loud clang behind me as Travis impacted the light pole I had been backed up against.

That was my starting gun. The streets were empty along Thirteenth, and I needed to get to where there was more foot traffic if I was going to walk away from this. So I sprinted. Wincing with every step, I did my best to put as much distance as I could between us.

I made it about half a block from Colfax, where I would have run into cops and other warm and fuzzy parts of civilization. Then I got yanked backwards by my collar. My back slammed into the ground and it knocked all the air out of my lungs. Lucky for me, the bruised ribs were making it hard to breathe so I didn’t have much air in them to knock out.

Before I could get oriented and make the world stop spinning, a hand seized my tie and up I went, into the air. I swore I would buy a clip-on if I survived this.

His other hand grabbed my neck and he snarled in my face. Wow. This guy has great conversational skills. Very eloquent. After shaking me for a moment by my neck, (maybe to see if any loose change fell out?), he tossed me into a wall.

I collapsed to the ground, gasping for air. He just wouldn’t ease up long enough for me to catch my breath. So there I was, collapsed against the ground, laying against a wall, telling my body to stand the hell up. It wasn’t listening.

The kid snarled and charged me again. Then the damndest thing happened. A teenage boy, maybe fifteen, stepped out of the alley next to my handy wall, and interposed himself between me and the charging maniac.

Travis, the taller of the two by five inches, smashed into the boy, and the kid didn’t budge an inch. He just grabbed Travis’s clawed hands and began pushing him back.

Travis snarled and jumped back, taking stock of his smaller opponent. As he did so, the boy pulled a sword out form his overcoat. A freaking sword. I know. The wicked looking blade was glowing, like there was a fire burning inside the steel.

Travis turned and ran.

I blinked.

What the hell had just happened?

The boy ran a hand through his hair and turned around to face me. He had an unruly mop of black hair and a fire shinning in his eyes. Not figuratively. There was definitely a spark behind his pupils that mirrored the sword.

He spoke with a clipped British accent. “Oi. Mate. Shove off. This doesn’t concern you, and you need to be in a hospital anyway.”

“Thanks. Will do.” I nodded sagely, promptly passing out.

***

I woke up in the hospital, with Haskins sitting in the chair next to me, making notes in a mystery puzzle book. I groaned by way of hello.

Haskins looked over at me and scratched his moustache. “Well. Looks like you should have just come to the hospital the first time, Ian. Wanna tell me what happened?”

I nodded, then took a second to collect my thoughts. “I found the kid at the club. Something weird happened to him though. Super strong, super fast. Was wearing fangs, like he thinks he’s a vampire. He kicked my ass, Rick. Grab my recorder out of my coat please.”

“So, the fearsome Ian Stone got beat up on by a vampire groupie? Don’t worry buddy, I got it from here. Just fill me in on any details you can.”

I pointed weakly at my coat. “Yeah. That’s why I asked you to grab my recorder.”

He chuckled and walked over to my coat, hanging from a hook in the corner of the room. “Alright. Tell you what. Get some rest.” He turned around with my digital recorder, as well as the rest of the contents of my pockets, and placed them on my bed table. “I’ll come back tomorrow and pick this up.”

“Thanks Rick. You know … I don’t know if he was a groupie. It felt like he was the real deal. Either way, I can tell you this. Vampires suck.” And with those wonderful words of wisdom imparted I fell asleep, knowing that the matter was out of my hands now.

***

The Wolf Pack

The storm drain overflow was well hidden by cattails, long summer grass, and the shadow of the overpass. Despite being a six-foot wide pipe, few people realized it was there. A glint of movement, the barest whisper of a shadow in the darkness, stirred, watching the pedestrian area in the reservoir.

Six figures were gathered there. Four were in a circle, playing Hackey Sack: two younger men, a middle aged man, and a young woman. Sitting in the grass by them were two women, one young and the other looked young, but had hair starting to go silver.

The watcher in the drain smiled—barely visible in the black was the glint of fangs. Half a block away the police were investigating a murder. The watcher knew that the six people were there for the same reason. It had taken them too long to catch up, but their time was finally at hand.

A teen boy, rocking out to his iPod, strolled by the drain cover. He paused, watching the Hackey circle, smiled, and kept walking down the reservoir. Once he had passed by, the shadow in the drain had vanished.

Pop. Pop. Pop. Josh flicked the Hackey Sack easily from foot to foot, not really paying attention to it. Between hundreds of hours spent playing Hackey Sack, and the far superior reflexes a werewolf had, keeping the little bead-filled sack in the air was a thoughtless activity. With a deft flick of his ankle he sent it sailing over to Jenna, who was munching on a bagel while playing.

None of the Pack were here for the Hackey Sack. It was just a convenient cover for them. Something to do while they all listened to what was happening almost half a block away. Werewolves have very good hearing.

It was a hot and muggy summer day, especially down here by the Cherry Creek Reservoir, and all of them would have rather been in air conditioning or swimming in a lake somewhere … which was where most people with an iota of common sense were. No one liked being a human dartboard for well-aimed mosquitoes.

But duty had called, and there isn’t an answering machine to catch the call when a bloodsucking fiend is randomly ripping out throats of innocent bystanders in your city. Josh slapped down, squishing a mosquito. The little buggers got everywhere.

“It’s the third one this month.” Came a man's voice as the conversation down the road started back up again.

Another, slightly deeper voice replied. “So, Haskins, it looks like we have a serial killer on our hands. I was hoping they were just unrelated violence.” The speaker sighed so audibly that the Pack could almost hear his shoulders slumping and his head shaking. “I hate cases dealing with twisted pieces of work like this. What are you thinking, Rick? FBI time?”

“I’m thinking we better catch this guy fast. Let’s hope it doesn’t get to the point that we have to call in federal help. How long do you think we have before the media catches wind of this, Jack?”

Josh watched the hack get passed from Jenna to Drew. The leaner werewolf, in his early forties, was grimacing, his head tilted to one side. He had been in enough scraps and taken enough damage to his body that he had to focus a little harder to catch what was happening up the street.

A nasty looking scar ran down his right ear and halfway across his cheek, which had guaranteed that he would always have to focus to hear as well as others.

The deeper voiced detective up by the police cars spoke again. “I hope they don't. Of course, that would be too good to be true. They always find out too fast, and I'm sure someone somewhere is already getting a few bucks for tipping off someone else. Way of the world. They're vultures. I’ve been keeping the channels clear on this but haven’t actually red filed it yet. Hopefully it’ll slip through the cracks between all the other high profile cases.”

Haskins chuckled grimly. “Smart move. Let’s see if it works. Lemme know on that. Here comes Angela.”

A third voice, female, contributed to the conversation. “Sergeant, Detective. Enjoying the sun, boys? I have some of the preliminary results back. Cause of death is suffocation. Ribcage was partially crushed and both lungs collapsed. Victim was dead of asphyxiation before blood loss. Corpse was definitely moved; that one is based on the low volume of blood here at the scene. Whatever took her throat out did it post mortem, splatter patterns under the jaw indicate that it was a close second though …”

The woman shuffled through her notes. “Lesse here.…It’s an odd one, for sure. Looks like an animal wound, but no dentition marks to speak of found in the wound.…Dentition, if that’s what it is, is more human than anything else. Same weapon as the other two, whatever it is. I'll have to get her in the lab and on the slab though, if you want anything more than that.”

“All right, thanks, Jones. Haskins, I'll call you when I hear something. Thanks for coming out. Jones, bag the DOA. Coroner is on the way for transport. Let me know the second you come up with anything.”

Drew scooped the Hackey Sack out of the air and tossed it to Josh. Everyone in the circle looked over to the two women not participating. Tabitha was older, with reddish hair going silver. But her hair was the only indication that she was in her late fifties. Her muscles were strong and sleek, and her skin smooth. She wore a tie-dye shirt and jeans. She had a large book in her lap and was just looking up from it.

Amber sat across from her, cross-legged, with the folds of her black skirt folded carefully into her lap. Her hands, showcased by a pair of leather bracers that sat oddly on her forearms, were primly placed on top of the dress. Long, naturally black hair cascaded down her back, and her lips were parted in a slight grin.

Josh softly cleared his throat. “Tabitha? Are we done here?”

She stood up, closing the book. “Yes. It’s definitely one of them. It will have gone to ground during the daylight hours. We need the cops out of here before we can pick up the trail. Unless …” Tabitha chewed her bottom lip.

Drew popped his knuckles. “Tabs, these guys don't know how to deal with this. You sure you want a Feral to be their first real hunt?”

“I don't see that we have much choice, Drew. There is a Feral in town, it’s just going to keep killing till someone takes it down. And you know as well as I do that if it’s the cops that catch up to it, a lot of people will die and it might still get away.”

Drew grunted. “Goddamned vampires, leaving messes like this for us to clean up.”

“You are both such … look. The P.I. failed. We have to get the scent while we can.” Amber, who had been sitting with Tabitha, dropped her skirt to the ground and stood stark naked in front of everyone, with that same impish grin on her lips. She darted up the hill, black hair streaming behind her, and by the time she was up at street level, she looked like a black-furred wolf.

Tabitha growled under her breath, then spun back to the pack. “Dammit, we don’t take risks like that. Eliot, lost dog bit. Go!”

One of the other players from the Hackey Sack circle, a tall and darkly handsome young man, nodded curtly. Reaching over to the group's ice chest he pulled out a collar and leash, then jogged up from the reservoir.

Josh pushed his sandy blond hair out of his eyes and started to pack up the water bottles and other “hanging out” paraphernalia the group had distributed. “Jenna, could you grab Amber's clothes?”

Jenna snapped back out of whatever she had been thinking, pulled her sarong up a bit, and knelt down to collect Amber's hastily discarded outfit. Tabitha and Drew were off to the side quietly arguing. She glances back to Josh. “Yeah, sorry Josh. I was just thinking … you know ... it’s really messed up that vamps leave their cubs like that.”

Josh nodded as he picked up the ice chest. “Yeah, it is. But I was reading some of the stuff Tabitha left at our place, and it’s not all of their cubs. It’s, like, one can't cope, you know, and goes crazy. So the older ones let it go get itself killed. But, like, the ones that don't go schizoid get nurtured and stuff.”

“It’s just so … heartless. So cruel.”

“Jenna. They're vampires. They suck blood and kill to stay alive.”

“But Josh, that doesn't mean they don't have hearts, it just means they have a harder life. There's good in everything if you dig deep enough.”

“Yeah, but for vampires, they get the goodness sucked out of them at birth, you know?”

Tabitha clapped, once. “Alright kids. Go time. We can debate supernatural nature versus nurture some other time. Right now, one of our own has done something stupid, so we have to seize the opportunity while trying to protect her.”

Josh was trying not to grin. He was sure no one else was focused on listening to what was happening up the street … But what he heard was Eliot saying, “No, Amber! Bad Dog! Get off the officer's leg. I'm so sorry, sir. She gets like this during the summers. DOWN, AMBER!”

He snorted once, and choked down the laugh. “Alright. I'm like, ready and stuff.”

The remaining four hiked up the small hill to the other side of the reservoir, where Josh's VW Bus was parked, and piled into it.

The blue van, along with its dozens of Grateful Dead, Phish, and pot leaf stickers pulled out into the street and headed along Cherry Creek.

A few blocks, and fifteen minutes later, Eliot walked up to the van, leading Amber by collar and leash. The two hopped through side door, and Drew poked his head out for a second.

“All clear.” he said as he pulled his head back in and slid the door shut. “Any luck?”

Eliot grunted and nodded towards Amber as she shifted back to her human form. “Ask her.”

Amber grinned as she struggled back into her clothes, and paused for a second to tweak Drew's cheek. “Jinkies Fred! I followed the scent all the way a storm drain cover, and then it vanished underground. I think it’s a clue!”

Drew frowned at Amber. “Crap. That’s not good.”

Jenna looked back. “Why? Is it using the sewers to get around town? Are we going to have to try to track it through … oh, ewwwww …” The light dawned and she realized what they’d have to track it through.

Tabitha grimaced also. “No. It’s living down there, not traveling through it. It'll be fairly close to the entrance, too. It won’t want to stray far from food.”

“What's the problem then?” Josh glanced at the rear-view mirror to see everyone else. “We just, like, pop down now. Nail it while it’s asleep. Easy fight.”

“Eager to die today, Josh?”

“What do you mean, Drew?”

Tabitha hmphed and spoke up. “Hush boys. What Drew is trying to say is that going in there right now is a very dangerous idea. It probably won’t be asleep. It’s dark enough that the Vampire is safe.”

Eliot's brows wrinkled in confusion, but it was Josh that spoke up. “Wait. I thought all vamps, you know, like, passed out during the day.”

Tabitha shook her head. “No more than werewolves have to wait till a full moon to change. Why should vampires be stuck to folklore rules when we aren't?”

Jenna shook her head. “But wait. We have to study and practice to get that type of control. You mean vampires don't?”

Amber grinned, “You mean you guys have to study, slowpokes.” She stuck out her tongue and waggled her fingers in her ears, but no one seemed to notice. They were all used to getting sassed by her.

This time it was Drew who answered. “Not for a feral. A normal vamp, yeah, but ferals are different. The Beast controls them, and there’s barely anything left to call human. Ferals can do things that most vamps can't do for the first couple years or decades of their lives.” He paused for a moment, thinking the situation through. "We have to hit during the day, though. If we wait till tonight, it might move to a different hidey hole, then we have to wait for another killing.”

Tabitha nodded. “Good instincts, Drew. At least it’s in the dark and the kids will be able to change.”

The pack was silent for the next couple moments, as they finished the drive to Josh's apartment. As they swung off Hampden Avenue and into Josh's condo complex, the pack seemed to come to an unspoken agreement. This needed to be done, and there was no one else to do it.

Quietly, they walked to into Josh’s. Amber tugged at her hair as she leaned against a wall, then looked to her pack mother. “Tabitha, I have to ask you something. We all know that your pack was killed by vampires … and you told us when we were kids about our packs … but you've never told us the whole story. And since we're about to fight one of these things … I kind of want to know if this is a vengeance kick for you or what?”

“It doesn't matter,” broke in Drew.

Tabitha frowned. “No, it’s a valid question.” She sighed and motioned to the various beanbags and ergonomic chairs around the room. “Go ahead and pull up seats. Amber is right, my motivation is important. It’s part of what I'm trying to teach you guys. At your center, you have to be calm. Be the eye of the storm. It’s like being at the middle of a seesaw. On either side things moving, while you sit at that pivot point. If I am going into this bent on vengeance, it will endanger all of you. So, I'm going to tell you a story, and let you decide.”

Eliot walked over to the fridge, grabbing a beer, while everyone else settled in to listen. “It was back in 1973. I was nineteen years old. My pack … they were fierce warriors. Fiercer than you can imagine. We numbered eleven strong, all trained warriors, when we came across the Vampire. It was … a continuation of an older fight. In retrospect, I suppose I should start with that first fight; at the beginning of the story as I know it.

“Our bloodlines come from Europe. During the late sixteenth century there was a war between Austria and the Ottoman Empire. Our families lived in the middle of that war, we were a part of it. Caught up in that, we … missed things we shouldn’t have. The wolves of the time found a woman who they thought was a vampire. At the time there was an uneasy peace between the races, so they could not act upon the depravities she was committing. People were being slaughtered by the dozens, she was a torturer. She even bathed in the blood of her victims.”

“Wait.” Jenna interrupted. “You mean Eli—”

“Do not say the name! To do so can draw her attention. But yes. You have the right person. Our families called her the Bloody Countess. Our families were wrong. She wasn’t a vampire. She was just a killer. We persecuted her though, and used our connections to have her entombed in her own home. It didn’t stay that way. She was rescued by the Vlad the Impaler and turned into a vampire. That was how we learned we were wrong.”

“Why can we say his name and not hers?” Josh asked.

“The Bloody Countess has been in each of our minds. Well, all of us but Drew. Speaking her name, it echoes. There is a personal tie. She can sense it. Vlad has not done the same to us, so he cannot.”

Tabitha gathered her thoughts then continued. “Her slaughters grew worse once she was turned. She would wipe out entire villages. And she came after us. Our bloodline. So we came back after her. The feud came to the first head during World War Two.

“Can you imagine an entire town that looks like the leftover sets from a B-slasher flick? The descriptions chronicled in our pack history … It was a bloodbath.”

“This vampire, supposedly turned by Vlad Tepes himself, was openly feeding on the citizens, and those left alive were broken, inside the head. They were people, but they acted like Renfield from the novel Dracula. Eating bugs, laughing at petty cruelties, and being driven by their basest instincts. Frothing at the brain—that’s how they talked about them. So they challenged the Vampire, tried to save what they could from that evil influence.”

Tabitha frowned. “Of seven pack-mates, only three escaped alive from that town.”

She shook her head. “When I was a pup that story always frightened me. When I got older … it motivated me to train harder. And it’s lucky for me that it did, even though it didn’t really matter. She caught back up with us in 1973.”

Drew motioned towards the kitchen and caught Eliot's eye. The younger man nodded, then tossed the lanky older fighter a can of Fosters.

Tabitha wiped a tear from her eye and continued. “Fighting a vampire like that is … well, it’s nothing you guys are ready for. When you battle a non-Feral you have to fight their willpower. They push into your head and they turn your own mind against you. The longer they’ve been around the stronger their willpower is.”

She met each of their eyes. “Ferals are weak in comparison. You just have to fight the beast. When she caught up to us, we had no idea she was coming, and before I had even shifted, both of my brothers were dead. We had been sitting around a beach fire, enjoying the ocean. There was a light mist, and then she was just there and blood was flying everywhere.”

Jenna, always empathic, was openly crying.

Josh was pale and just said. “Jesus.”

Amber chewed her lip and raised her eyebrows questioningly towards Tabitha.

Tabitha smiled sadly. “No, Amber, I'll finish the story. I don't want to relive these memories just to tell you the story another time so you can hear the ending. We fought her. We fought with everything we had, every trick we knew. And one by one we all died. I think she left me alive because I was the youngest. Here are the final moments I remember. My father, Raymond, was in front of me attacking her. She caught him by the muzzle, then sank her fangs into his neck while staring me in the eye.”

Quiet tears ran down her cheeks. “Her eyes went red and violet. I couldn't move a muscle while I watched her drain my dad. Then … the world melted away, like a Salvador Dali painting. I felt something rip through my hands and feet. I was being crucified. And then I was burning, on fire, stretched out on a cross in my mind. I woke up from that nightmare almost a month later in a state hospital.”

Tabitha's voice, dripping sorrow, changed. All at once there was steel there. “You will die if you seek vengeance against the vampires. We are half the strength and nowhere near the skill of my elders. What we do is clean up their messes, and keep the average people of our land safe. This is the Lore, and the Law can be damned. Do you understand?”

Shocked by the sudden swing in words, the pack all nodded. Drew grinned to himself as he polished off his beer. Jenna twined her fingers through Josh’s and whispered to him “She’s scary. Just when you think you've found the softest part of her, she turns into a rock.”

Eliot chuckled, and everyone turned. “Don't worry. We're not stupid. Just protective of you.”

Tabitha nodded. As usual, on the rare occasion you caught him talking, Eliot had something useful to say. “The duty of protection is mine not yours, young ones. I am the elder, and the reader of the Lore.”

She glanced at Amber. “For now anyway. And I will protect you. I love you all the more, my pups, for being the way you are, though. If that suffices for everyone, I suggest we stop burning daylight and get ready to kill an undead.”

A chorus of “yes, ma’ams” reverberated around the room, and the wolf pack finished getting ready.

***

Skid, Wells, & Jonathan

Jonathan adjusted the burka and pushed the sunglasses up the bridge of his nose, getting them as flush as he could with his face. Taking a deep breath he opened the door of the heavily tinted Town Car. He stepped into the daylight, shutting the door behind himself. The car pulled away.

He was in the warehouse district of Denver, north of downtown and just off of the Platte River. Large, wide buildings, all a little run down, stretched up and down the street in both directions. He walked up to the large double doors of the windowless building he had been dropped off at and knocked.

The door swung open, revealing a short, muscled, shirtless teenage boy. The boy cocked his head to the side, studying Jonathan.

“Oi, Wells.” He shouted back into the warehouse. “There’s a transvestite vampire at the door. You order a kinky stripper or somethin’?”

He looked back to Jonathan. “The Ray Bans are a bit out of costume, dude.”

Jonathan chuckled. “It is a protective measure, young one. I see your accent is fading.”

Skid raised an eyebrow. “Dunno how you know about that, but yeah.

Wells walked up, wearing black sweats with a towel slung over one shoulder. His short blond hair and goatee were beaded with sweat. “Jonathan! What an unexpected surprise! And what a novel outfit. Move aside, Skid, let the vampire in.”

“Thanks, Wells.” Jonathan headed into dark of the building. The doors closed behind him, sealing away the deadly sunlight. Jonathan pulled off the sunglasses and burka hood then turned around to face his friend.

Wells was leaning against the closed door, grinning. The boy was looking a bit confused. Motioning with his eyes and a raised eyebrow, Wells posed the question, What do you think of the boy?

Jonathan extended a hand, introducing himself. “Hello, I’m Jonathan Harker.”

Skid’s eyes got wide. “Cor! The dude Wells was tellin’ me about that Harker in Dracula was based on?”

Jonathan chuckled. “Yes. One and the same. And your instructor here was one of the people that saved me from him.”

He jerked a thumb in Wells’ direction. “Don’t tell him though, it’ll just go to his head if you do. But you. You’re the Angel. You haven’t aged a day in forty years. Impressive.”

Skid grinned. “I’ve actually gotten about a year older. Not immortal, just slow to age.”

Wells pushed himself off the wall, heading further into the warehouse and talking over his shoulder. “Come on in Jonathan. I know you didn’t brave the sunlight, or that ridiculous outfit, just to come compliment my student. What’s up?”

Jonathan followed him, Skid trailing behind. “Dracula, that is, Vlad Tepes … and Liz Bathory, have unleashed a feral vampire upon the city. Bathory guided it, protected it. There’s no reason for that unless … she knows about you two, or she knows the wolves are here.”

“Skid already faced it, Jon. It ran from the sword.” The hallway exited into a large workout room. Wrestling mats, punching bags, and practice dummies adorned the room. Weapons of all sizes and shapes, ranging from pistols to traditional Japanese blades, adorned the walls. Wells turned to face him. “This is all happening faster than it was supposed to.”

Jon blinked. “What do you mean?”

“Loki, Coyote, whatever you want to call him … he struck a deal with me. Thirty-three years ago, he promised to protect the wolves for me for thirty-five years. I should have almost two more years to train the kid. You’re not ready, right Skid?”

“Supposedly not. Why can’t you kill the Feral, mister fancy vamp? Can’t a big bad elder like you kill a fairly new feral?”

“I can’t get involved yet, and risk facing Bathory this soon. My course is headed towards Van Helsing.” He fiddled with the burka hanging in his hands. “I need your help.”

Wells watched him silently, and Jonathan could feel Skid’s questioning eyes behind him. The man used silence like a weapon, emptying the room, and Jonathan filled it with speech. “The wolves are about to fall into the trap. They won’t survive.”

Skid walked around Jonathan to Wells, staring silently at him. Teacher looked to student and finally broke. “Okay. It ran from the sword once. You can go. But be careful. I’m still not convinced you are ready.”

The gutter-punk nodded. “Guess I finally get to shave my head again, eh? Don’t give ’em anything to grab on to.”

Wells shook his head. “You two will be the death of me, I swear.” He looked at Jonathan. “Ditch the ridiculous outfit and chill here till nightfall, man. I can’t stand the idea of you traipsing around town looking like that. It’s almost as bad as Bathory wearing the same Tony Manero dance suit for the last thirty three years.”

Jonathan chuckled. “Well, if I had us on my ass, I’d be concerned with Stayin’ Alive too.”

***

The Wolf Pack

They were uncharacteristically silent as Josh drove them back to the storm drain that Amber had found. Each was dealing with their own thoughts, getting ready for a terrifying experience.

Drew alone didn't sit still, instead taking the time to stretch and limber up his muscles. Stripped down to just his shorts, criss-crossing lines of scars could be seen across his torso, arms, and back. It took Josh a moment to find a spot to park the bus at, but finally they were ready. The group piled out, walking carefully and quietly over to the drain cover.

Tabitha looked around at everyone one last time. “The second you're in the dark, I want you shifted. You'll need your extra senses. Got it?”

Everyone nodded.

“Good. I'm going down first. Drew, pop it for me. You take rear guard.”

Drew nodded. He reached down with his right hand and grabbed the cover of the drain. His muscles bulged, his arm elongating and getting thicker as he flexed it, then the storm drain cover popped off and he was fully human again. He grunted a little and got his shoulder under the drain cover, holding it up with his entire body.

“All right.” Tabitha took a deep breath. “Let’s do this.”

With a light splash her backpack landed in the sewer below. She tucked her knees up, and hopped in, spinning around and kicking down onto the ladder rungs, catching herself right at the lip of the entrance. “Discipline and calm, kids. Keep your heads, and stay focused, okay?”

Everyone was nodding yes as something flashed in the darkness below her and she vanished. No scream, no noise. One second she was there, the next she wasn't.

“Shit!” Drew threw back the cover with so much force that it dented the Dumpster it crashed into. “Follow me in.”

He hopped forward and was in wolf form before he landed in the sewers. The pack could hear him growling as they followed him down. As each of them reached the bottom of the ladder they shifted obediently to wolf form, except Eliot. He dropped down, slung off his backpack, and started rifling through gear. Technology wasn’t something the wolves had ever used, being as focused as they were on the lore and the laws, but he had a few tricks he wanted to try.

Jenna put her nose down to try to catch Tabitha's scent, and almost fell over whimpering when she inhaled. No scent. She growled. Can't smell anything down here. Use your ears and eyes. Nose is a bad idea.

Drew spun around, snarling, as blood splattered across the rest of the pack. His left flank was torn open, but he had a vampire's wrist in his jaws, and was jerking his head back and forth. A wolf has a jaw capable of tearing out a man's throat in a single bite, and werewolves are even stronger than normal wolves. But Drew was fighting against supernatural strength and losing.

As the rest of the pack leapt forward to join the fight, they saw Drew’s hind leg buckle under him. The Vampire started to lunge forward, but he reversed his momentum and pulled back as he saw Amber’s black form come sailing over Drew. She snarled and snapped at his neck, forcing him to bring his arm up to try to deflect her, but she had purposefully overshot her jump and sailed past him.

Seizing the distraction, Jenna and Josh darted in low on his flanks, ripping gouges of muscles out of his calves. Jenna spun and darted back to protect Drew, who was pulling himself back, still snarling. Josh kept his momentum, ripping at the Vampire’s leg, and spinning the creature around like a top as he loped up to Amber.

The Vampire hissed, exposing its fangs, and in a barely human voice spoke. “Dogs. Eat your blood dogs. Come play dogs.”

Tradition should have made the Vampire’s voice sound like the opening of an ancient crypt, or possibly cobwebs should be heard in his voice while it made spiders creep down the listener’s spine. He just sounded like a junkie in detox who got clubbed in the head; kind of a jittery loud whisper, slurred, without a lot of capability to think behind it.

His eyes kept darting back and forth as he twisted his torso to keep all four wolves in his line of sight. Looking into his eyes, the pack saw nothing but a rabid animal inside. And there was only one thing to do to a rabid animal.

Put it down, Drew growled. Carefully, though. Harry it, and don’t give it a chance to close with any of you.

Aye, aye, captain obvious, wuffed Amber. It sounded like a sneeze, with her trying not to laugh, and was so out of place that the Vampire spun around to her, suspecting an attack at his back. Josh lunged forward, ready to strike and fade. And that’s where it all went wrong.

Tactics like that only work when a creature is trying to preserve itself, but the Vampire was insane; its soul was stripped away and ripped to shreds when it had been turned and lost its mind. All that was left was a beast that was driven by hate. When Amber didn’t attack him, he charged her and Jenna instead.

Josh’s jaws closed over empty air as the Vampire took Jenna and Amber unexpectedly. There was a sickening crunch as his claws sunk into Jenna’s chest, ripping through her fur and muscles. He sunk his hands into her ribs and swung her around, smashing her into Josh and sending them both crashing into the sewer wall. They landed in a heap and neither moved.

While his back was exposed Amber leapt forward with a snarl and landed heavily on him, latching her jaws around the back of his neck. He started whipping around, howling in pain, trying to dislodge her.

Drew hunkered down, getting ready to spring into the fight despite his bad leg, when a hand lightly touched his shoulder and a barely visible shadow moved forward. He paused, and the shadow moved in front of him.

“Hey, asshole.” Eliot’s voice floated calmly through the darkness. “Don’t ever touch my friends again.” There were two clicks as the triple cell ultraviolet lights he was holding in each hand sprang to life. The tinkered-with wiring on them overheated instantly and they exploded.

The Vampire screamed and fell to its knees sobbing, his skin starting to smolder and the torn up clothes he was wearing burst into flame, lighting the underground battlefield. Amber used the distraction well, savaging the creature’s neck until there was the loud snap of bone. She kept going until the head was ripped off the body.

The Vampire slumped forward and fell face first into the water, his life-force drained, burnt out of him.

The wolves didn’t have time to relax before Tabitha’s limp form came hurtling out of the darkness behind Amber and smashed into Eliot.

A woman’s voice, rich and deep, obviously used to laughter, came rolling out of the darkness. “Oh well done, my pretties. I didn’t expect you to be able to take my pet so easily. Yet you managed. I must applaud the elder.” The voice sighed. “How she has … matured. Those delicate young features lining with age. If only she had my secret.” Laughter drifted down the dark sewer.

Amber backed up, hackles raised, till she was poised between Drew and Eliot. Eliot wasn’t paying attention to the voice, focused instead on getting Tabitha settled and checking her vitals. He found a heartbeat, which seemed to be enough for him, then he stood up, pulling a gun out of his pocket.

Dull oranges and reds highlighted the passageway, a flickering dance of macabre light from the smoking remains of the Feral vampire. Without a word he pulled the massive chrome monstrosity to shoulder height and started squeezing the trigger.

Burps of flame flashed in the tunnel as he shot bullets at the source of the voice, slowly walking forward. The gun clicked empty and he dropped the clip, slapping another into its place in under a second and continuing to fire.

Amber sprang forward to his side, man and wolf calmly walking forward, towards the voice. Tabitha’s voice sounded weak, but she struggled up and said, “Stop. She’ll kill you.”

The Vampire woman’s voice cut through the darkness like a katana through silk. “Oh, pet, you are ruining my fun.” There was a blur in the edge of the ember glow, and two wet thuds.

Eliot and Amber went flying backwards, bouncing off the tunnel walls and landing in broken heaps behind Tabitha. Drew growled and limped forward.

The elder vampire was standing in the light, languidly relaxing by the crisped remains of her feral companion. She was five foot five, but carried such a presence that she seemed to fill the murky corridor from floor to ceiling. Dark hair cascaded in lavish curls down her pale, heart shaped face, and the pure white suit she wore seemed to glow with the power that surrounded her.

With an elegant gesture of her hand, the corpse at her feet slid to the side, clearing a path between her and the two elder werewolves. She crooked a finger and beckoned to Drew. “Come child, let’s dance, shall we?”

Drew was only too happy to oblige her, springing from his crouch with a snarl. She reached out, lightning fast, to catch him by the throat, but his form rippled in midair. He snaked his head out of the way, reached forward with an arm and landed a vicious slice with half formed claws across her chest. But then her hand was clamped around his wrist, twisting, pushing him to the ground until he was kneeling before her.

Glancing down at her shredded coat, fangs poked her bottom lip as she frowned. “What is it with me and these suits?”

Twenty feet away Tabitha was struggling to get to her feet. “Who the hell are you? How can you be so strong?” he gasped.

“I, sir,” she smiled languidly, “am her Excellency, niece to the King of Poland, Countess Elizabeth Bathory. And you … well, as I like to say, Vini, Vidi, Finem Vita.” The countess swept her left hand up across Drew’s torso and chest. Blood sprayed against the walls on either side of them. A gurgle escaped Drew’s throat as he slumped to the ground.

Tabitha had managed to pull herself up. “Do you really see yourself as Caesar? I came, I saw, I killed?”

“Oh, dear, no. Caesar was a small-minded, cruel little man who tried to make up for great insecurity with great feats of conquering. Napoleon centuries before Napoleon, if you will. I am a force of nature. An immortal. It’s just a little affectation of mine. But, you, you get to live again.”

Holding on to the pipe bolted high on the wall, Tabitha narrowed her eyes. “Why me, bitch?”

“Oh, you are just so cute I could eat you up. Of course, that wouldn’t help keep you alive to feel your pain, now would it?”

Tabitha was thankful that Bathory was evil. A good-hearted person wouldn’t have talked, wouldn’t have gloated, and wouldn’t have given her a chance to gather her willpower together.

Bathory fiddled with her torn lapels. “That fool minister ancestor of yours was the sole reason I lost my estate and was imprisoned in that damned tower. If it hadn’t been for my dear friend Vladimyr, I most likely would have died in there. I spend a lot of time on other projects. But your lines have a special place in my unbeating heart. Magyari …”

She delicately wiped Drew’s blood off her face. “It is for his sins that you pay. Each of you is a descendant of one who wronged me in those trials. You will suffer for them, as will your descendants. You will die alone, as I extinguish any life that comes too close to your own.”

Bathory stopped walking forward and the two women were face to face, with only two feet separating them. Tabitha focused as she saw the Countess’s eyes start to swirl, red and lavender. Tension ripped at her shoulders forcing her hands apart. She recognized the feeling, and knew that they were sharing mindspace, battling with will alone.

But old dogs can learn new tricks …

This time, as Tabitha felt the wood of the crucifix scrape roughly against her back, she fed the fire. All of her hate, all of her sorrow, everything that had built a lifetime of pain she fed to the fire. And it burned. It burned like nothing in the real world could, consuming the pain, consuming the hatred, consuming the weariness … until all that was left was steel, forged in a mind of power, by an opposing will.

Tabitha snapped open her eyes and smiled. Bathory reeled back, shocked by having her will resisted. Human arms, augmented by lycanthrope strength, snapped forward, and claw-tipped fingers closed like a vice around Countess Bathory’s throat. Vicious nails dug into the Vampire’s neck as Tabitha dug her fingers into flesh.

The Countess returned the favor and started choking Tabitha.

“Not … fucking … fair …” Gasped Tabitha, as her vision started to swim and go black around the edges. “Can’t end … like … this …”

A boy’s voice, with the lightest traces of a British accent, came from behind Countess Bathory. “And so it shan’t, werewolf.”

Three feet of steel ripped through the Vampire’s chest and burst into flame. Bathory shrieked, blood flying from her mouth. She leapt forward, bowling over Tabitha and away from the threat behind her.

Tabitha looked up. Surrounded by the faintest golden nimbus was … a boy. He was dressed street punk, had a shaved head, and couldn’t have been more than sixteen years old.

The Countess hissed at him. “You!” She spat. “How dare you interrupt? I will seek you, ambusher, and I will kill you!” As suddenly as he had appeared a few seconds before, she disappeared.

The boy sniffed the air. “The stench is gone. Dammit. Your pack will need medical attention. Lucky for you she wanted to save their killings until you were enthralled, to leave the mark of their deaths on you, eh?” He reached down and offered a hand to help her up.

She blinked. “Who … what … wha … the …”

He smiled impishly and sheathed his sword in a dusty looking old scabbard hanging under his London Fog trench coat. “I’m Skid. Shall we skip the formalities until we have your friends out of here?”

Around them, groaning, the pack started to get to their collective feet, nursing injuries as they pulled themselves up. She took his hand. “Yes. And … Thank you, Skid.”

***
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***

Lilith

Lilith screamed, yanking on the bars.

“A thousand years of captivity, and you are still uncivil. You are such a beast. You’re better off since I caged you, animal.” Lilith’s doppelganger, perfect in every aspect other than personality, stood outside the cage. The caged goddess and her clone were floating on a vast platform surrounded by the dazzling reaches of infinite space.

“Bitch. You think that you can talk down to me? Cage me forever? Yes, you are one of the few beings that existed before me, but that doesn’t give you license to do this. You have to emulate my form to achieve your goals.…And you dare to think you are more than me, petty little god? Just because you have me caged?” Lilith raged as galaxies and nebulae spun by.

“Well, I do have you caged. Ergo, I am stronger, ergo, I can talk down to you. There is also the little fact that—” the doppelganger’s eyes went wide.

Lilith threw back her head and laughed. She could feel him at work. Smart beat strong every time. Loki had always been amongst the smartest of the gods, though he rarely chose to employ that intelligence with the caution of wisdom.

“What the hell is he doing now??” The doppelganger spun on Lilith. “Stay put, princess. Once this is done, I’ll be needing your essence.”

She vanished, leaving Lilith alone in her cage at the center of the universe.

***

Jonathan Harker

Jonathan sat atop the roof, unfazed by the sleeting rain pouring from the Denver night sky. Blurry car lights streaked by below, lending color to the blacks and grays of a night that sane people stayed inside on. He hunched inside the protection of his leather long-coat, water streaming off his derby, contently scanning the streets for some particular activity, sipping a cup of steaming coffee.

Every night he did the same thing, watching for Van Helsing or Bathory. Something caught his eye and he adjusted his angle to see more clearly into the darkened alleys of the warehouse district. There it was. Barely visible behind the rain, two kids, and behind them a near-invisible figure moving through the shadows, a hunter stalking prey.

His grin revealed fangs poking against his lower lip. Finally. It had been weeks since the watcher had last caught the hunter. With a swift motion, he leapt, flying from the rooftop towards the alley eight stories below. And from the shadows behind where he had been perched another figure stepped out of the shadows, watching his flight.

***

Van Helsing

“Stop and pay attention!” Elizabeth held Van Helsing frozen with her gaze. He was the only Feral to survive more than days or weeks, and had been a worthwhile investment of time. Especially the discovery that a feral would move up from blood consumption and eat whole bodies.

The corpse at his feet was half consumed, and Van Helsing was holding a severed forearm. The hand was jammed in his mouth and blood dripped down his beard. The Blood was so clearly speaking with Van Helsing’s voice and words, and Elizabeth found it unsettling. Though …

Watching his personality resurface over the course of decades, stripped of humanity, had taught them much about the Blood. And finally, Vlad had given her the all-clear to unleash Van Helsing. She had been anticipating this day for so long. Their master, Kaine, was done studying the creature.

Elizabeth pumped the shotgun, expelling the used shell. “Once you do this, it is ready to go again. Since you haven’t developed a hypnotic gaze, this tool will allow you to subdue errant food faster than with claw and fang alone. Should you turn it on me while we hunt, it will be the last thing you do. Understand, beast?”

“Yef,” Van Helsing spoke around the half masticated hand.

“Spit that out!” Bathory chided. “If you keep eating fingers you’ll spoil your appetite.”

Van Helsing dropped the forearm. Wincing, he rooted around his mouth, and then spat out a wedding ring. “I’m hungry. When do we hunt?”

“In just a moment.” She tossed him the shotgun.

Van Helsing stood, shoving the shotgun under his rain cloak, and paced. Evil bitch!! You must fight her!! Kill her!! Something inside him screamed, but the Blood laughed at the voice. It had no power here.

The penthouse was filled with things he didn’t understand. The last century had been spent in a cage in the basement of a castle, then in more recent years, in an odd room with very bright walls and a lot of extremely polished metals. A powerful elder had done things to him.

None of that mattered now. He was free. So free that he even thought of himself as a he, rather than an it. And he was going to be able to hunt. Finally.

Elizabeth Bathory turned from the mirror motioning to Van Helsing. “It is time, tonight we hunt.” She held up a picture of a group of teenagers. “These are the ones master Kaine says we are to hunt.” She pointed at a Cherokee youth in the center of the picture. “This one is the next inheritor of Loki. Attack his friends, and he will respond. He must die. We are to make sure of it, even if all else fails. Understand?”

Van Helsing nodded. The food’s faces were etched into his memory. He would find and eat them.

Elizabeth took a step towards the door when light exploded around her. Loki bowled into her screaming, “Leave my family alone you bitch!” Both of them impacted—then smashed through—the 35th floor penthouse window. Elder vampire and trickster god vanished, plummeting into the stormy night.

Van Helsing stared quizzically at the shattered glass and rain filled sky. He shrugged. Turning around, he walked out of the penthouse door and took the elevator to the ground. He looked around the street. Nothing but water.

Grinning, Van Helsing sped into the Night. No one would be there to stop him from having real fun now. He knew who his dinner was, and the hunt was on.

***

Winston Bartholomew Smith

Winston glanced over to Jenny. “Are you sure this is the right way? This rain is killing my velvet, Jen.”

She shook some of the rain out of her hair. “Winnie … If you had brought enough money for parking we wouldn’t have to walk all the way across downtown to get to the party. And Spyke wouldn’t be getting soaked.” Frowning, she reached into the pocket of her trench coat and felt her little black Chihuahua shivering.

Winnie grinned, his braces flashing in the dim light. “Yeah, but if I blew my whole allowance tonight my parents would so know that I had snuck out. Sowwy.”

Jenny stopped and grabbed his shoulders, swinging him to face her. Winnie was six feet tall, lankier than a string of Christmas lights, had too many pimples, and flashed silver every time he smiled. But through all that … she smiled and straightened his shoulder length hair. “I know, Winnie, and thanks for covering tonight. I appreciate it.”

He grinned and shrugged, embarrassed by the sincerity of her tone. “Like I would come without my best friend. Duh. Let’s get moving. This alley gives me the creeps.” He shivered as a third figure became visible in the space ahead of them.

The night’s unnatural silence was ominous, with the usual sounds of a city being dampened by the steady slapping of water falling on concrete. The two teenagers moved to the side to edge around the indistinct third figure in the alley. Lightning flashed and they saw him clearly.

He was an older man, wearing a Victorian era British rain cloak. The parting darkness revealed a white beard, with rivulets of red running down from the corners of his mouth. His eyes, half closed, were lazily watching them and his smile showed fangs. Though the stranger was a couple inches shorter than Winnie, he seemed to take up twice the space.

He stepped forward slowly, forcing Winnie and Jen back, and a low growl rumbled from his throat. “Dinner …”

***

Robert Crowley the 3rd

Deep music thrummed through the nightclub, making the red and violet lights seem to vibrate in time to the music. Purple glowed on Robert’s chest, his poet’s tunic glowing below his Victorian cassock. Emotion thrummed through the air around him, bouncing between the people packed into the nightclub.

Glowsticks, plastic vampire fangs, leather, silk, and the occasional bright colors adorned the ebb and flow of humanity in the giant church-turned-nightclub’s basement; and between happy people projecting sad, sad people projecting happiness, indifferent people projecting interest, and lonely people projecting disinterest; tense and dark sexuality permeated the air.

On the walls, clipped scenes from old horror movies played on sheets hung to catch the projections, adding to the ambience with scenes of carnage interlaced seemingly at random with romance. Robert mopped the sweat from his brow with his sleeve as he navigated towards the dance floor and he smiled, enjoying being a Goth boy.




“There's a crack in the window

“and blood is on the walls …

“There's a crack in the window

“and blood is on the walls …”




Robert spun in place and stepped forward, letting his black silk skirt billow around him as the music reached into his soul and guided his feet.




“I was a vampire and lover

“You’re the lusting dead …

“I was a vampire and lover

“You’re the lusting dead …”




Black strands of hair fell down in front of Robert’s eyes as he stopped mid-step. Something was wrong. He had always been very sensitive to his environment, and to his friends, and RIGHT now, his two best friends needed him. The necklace his grandfather had gifted him felt warm against his chest.

Smoothly turning his spin into forward momentum, he started darting between dancers, fighting against the rhythm of the floor to get out of the club. He grabbed his cellphone and texted his boyfriend while he fought free of the floor. Chad should be over at the bar, grabbing them waters.

Robert slipped between two last dancers and was free. He found his way to the stairs and darted up them, only to find his way blocked by a group of colorfully clad ravers.

A short, skinny, and too bouncy boy stepped out in front of Robert, giggling as he flung a handful of glitter at the Goth. He was obviously the leader of the three, and dressed outlandishly in shiny silver tight-pants, a red, blue, orange, and green tight long sleeved shirt with silver vest over it, and a two-foot tall floppy red and white hat.

Motes of light settled all over Robert as the boy pulled his cat-in-the-hat headgear back from his eyes and said “I heart boys that sparkle!”

Robert ground his teeth together and pulled back his fist, “I don’t have time for this crap.” With a single swing he dropped the raver, jumped over him, and sprinted out into the rainy night to find his friends.

A girl with long black hair, a dainty figure, and an impish smile delicately stepped over the stunned raver and followed him outside.

***

Jonathan Harker

The Watcher flew through the Night, his leather coat flying out behind him despite the torrential downpour. The presence was close now. Ice pricked at his spine and goose bumps danced along his forearms, guiding him towards the Hunter.

A lamppost took a heavy dent as he cornered too hard and his foot slipped out from underneath him on the rain-slicked pavement. Snarling a curse, he kicked his foot down at the concrete base of the lamppost. It cracked, making the post sway drunkenly in the rain, but it also gave him enough of a boost to his velocity to hurl forward again at a full sprint.

It was luck, he knew, that the downpour was so intense. Normally the streets in Capitol Hill and downtown Denver would be awash with pedestrians and cars. Everyone was out looking for a better party most nights, but the rain ensured that tonight the best party was anywhere that was dry.

He grinned, exposing two fangs, as he thought to himself. Only an idiot would be out here, catching their death of cold. He was a block away, and closing fast.

***

Winston Bartholomew Smith

Winnie put his hand forward and pushed Jen behind him. “We don’t want any trouble, man.”

Jen could feel his hand shaking, but his voice held steady. It was almost in synch with Spyke’s shivering in her trench coat’s pocket.

“Ha. You won’t be any trouble, children.” The stranger’s voice was deep, full chested. His words were human enough, but there was an odd quality to them, something guttural. It was like listening to a bear roar in a way that happened to come out as complete sentences. “Just a late night snack.”

In the dark shadows of the alley, his hands looked like claws as he raised them towards the two teens.

***

Robert Crowley the 3rd

Robert paused at the corner of Thirteenth and Sherman, ignoring the rain to kneel down and place his hand on the grass. Listening to the voice under his fingertips he felt a slight nudge to go down Thirteenth.

He rose from his crouch and ran forward. As he crossed the mouth of the alley, a bicyclist shot out and slammed straight into him, resulting in a two person-one bicycle tangle.

“Dammit,” Robert shouted at the rain, trying to untangle himself without hurting the cyclist. He roughly shoved the bicycle away from himself. The cyclist, a young man in cargo shorts and a tie-dye shirt, despite the soaking rain, got tangled in the bike again and fell back onto Robert.

“I am so sorry, man. I, like, totally didn’t see you there!” He carefully pushed himself up and offered a hand to Robert.

Robert saw his friends Jen and Winnie peel out of an alley a block away and start running in the opposite direction. He grabbed the biker’s hand and pulled himself up. “It’s okay man, but I’m trying to catch up to my friends over there. See ya.” He sprinted off as he saw Winnie collapse.

***

Winston Bartholomew Smith

“Look, back off!” Winnie gently pushed Jen back, trying to walk them backwards out of the narrow alley.

The stranger cocked his head to the side, staring quizzically at them. Another flash of lightning revealed fangs, exposed by the evil smile spread across his lips. Winnie shivered; this person was an animal. Winnie could feel his hindbrain screaming Predator! Run!

He lunged forward with a snarl. Winnie stumbled backwards, and something, moving so fast it was a blur in the rain-swept darkness, smashed into the stranger. The man crashed into a Dumpster and ricocheted into the alley wall.

Winnie’s jaw dropped. Behind him he heard Jen say “Holy …” Whoever their mysterious benefactor was, he was faster and stronger than any human.

The man, now standing between them and the fallen attacker, spun around to face them; his huge leather trench coat flaring out in the darkness and slicing through the rain. He pointed at Winnie, who couldn’t see anything of his face beneath the derby atop his head, and shouted, “Stop gaping like an idiot and run!”

All three of them heard a click, and for just a heartbeat, the world froze. Rain stood still, frozen mid-fall. The night emptied of sound. Winnie felt his heartbeat.

Thump. Thump.

Jen shifted slightly behind him, trying to look around him. Everything snapped back into focus with an eruption of light and an impossibly loud roar.

The man’s chest bulged outwards and then exploded in a spray of blood. The force of it spun him in place. Somehow, he managed to keep his feet. Blood splashed all over Winnie and he could see the first man, the one who had been about to attack them, was standing with a shotgun raised to his shoulder.

He slid back the stock with a loud chunk, and chambered another round. Winnie snapped his jaw shut, gulped in bug-eyed fear, then grabbed Jen’s hand and legged it out of the alley. Rounding the corner of the building, the two of them sprinted out onto the street and they heard the shotgun roar behind them as it spat out another shot.

Jen scooped Spyke out of the pocket of her wildly flapping coat, holding him tightly against her chest. She could hear his muted whimpers, barely audible over the rain’s steady assault on the city. They made it thirty more feet before Winnie stumbled to a halt and turned to face her.

Recoiling with a gasp, she pulled back. Through the tattered remains of his shirt, she could see his wounded flesh. Streaks of red were washing down his chest, running in rivulets guided by the rain. His entire face and chest were covered in red. “Oh Jesus … Winnie …” She reached forward to help him steady himself, but not in time.

“My mouth tastes funny.” He mumbled, wobbled in place, then collapsed to his knees, clutching at his stomach.

Hurts he managed to think, through a swirl of fragmented impressions. He felt like his stomach was a bowling ball, and someone was wantonly throwing it around the glass house that was the rest of his body. Vaguely, he was aware of a girl.

A name he should know. Such a pretty girl, too. Oh yeah, Jenny. His best friend. She was saying something, but he couldn’t understand what it was, even though she was so close to him that he couldn’t see anything past her face.

Tears mixed with rain as Jen clutched Winnie with one arm around his shoulders and her other hand gently cupping the back of his head. “Please,” she cried, “please don’t die, Winnie.” She could feel his breath growing fainter as he gasped to get air into his lungs. “I love, you stupid … stay with me Winnie.”

She felt Spyke struggle out of her hand, whimpering, and snuggle between their necks as he licked at Winnie’s face, trying to make his human friend feel better.

Weird, Winnie thought, feeling a couple of light raindrops hit his face. I never noticed how pretty she is. With a last sigh Winston Bartholomew Smith, aged seventeen years, closed his eyes as his heart stopped beating.

With soaked hair creating a private shroud over his face, Jen cradled his and cried into the night.

***

Robert Crowley the 3rd

Robert splashed the last couple of steps to his friends and knelt down, gently holding Jen’s shoulder, trying to still the shaking sobs that racked her body. The talisman was burning against his chest. His granddad had warned him about this happening. Whatever the situation was, he was supposed to get everyone out of it and to his Gramps as fast as possible.

With his free hand, he texted Grandpa Bob. “Friend is hurt, but necklace hot as hell. Call police OK?”

“Jenny, hun. It’ll be okay. Robert’s here now. Chad is on his way. We need to get Winnie somewhere warm, and we’ll have my boy carry him, okay? He’s probably just in shock. But you have to lean back.” He gently stroked her hair. “You have to let me take a look at him. Help him.”

Jen nodded and sniffled, carefully easing Winnie’s limp body down to the pavement. She leaned back and tried to wipe the tears from her face with a soaked sleeve. Robert delicately picked up Spyke, scratching behind his ears and murmuring “good boy” as he handed him across to Jen. “Here, Jenny. Your dog is traumatized, he needs you to reassure him. Give him cuddles.”

She gratefully grabbed her little black Chihuahua, oblivious to the discomfort of his spiked collar digging into the tender flesh of her neck, and held him tightly to her. Spyke yipped once to his human to reassure her, then snuggled into her arms, closing his eyes and trying to find somewhere dry.

Robert examined Winnie. Being very careful to not touch his wounds, he pulled back Winnie’s tattered shirt to expose the mess below. At first it looked like a mass of blood and damage, but as the rain washed his chest clean it became obvious that there was nothing more than light damage. Robert’s brow scrunched in confusion. This wasn’t right. Winnie shouldn’t be laid out from a couple of scratches. And where had all this blood come from?

His phone vibrated and he glanced down. “No. Bring your friend to me. I can save him. Police cannot.”

Chad walked up and immediately hugged Jenny, looking questioningly at Robert. Robert smiled gratefully up at Chad. “Can you carry Winnie to the car?”

Chad nodded and scooped up the limp form of Winnie. Robert admired the ease with which he did so. Chad, a six foot tall blond Adonis, looked like he was walking straight out of the studio of an ancient Grecian sculptor.

Robert shook his head, putting an arm around Jen and walking them all back towards his car. “Don’t worry about your car, Jenny. I’ve got us covered and we’ll come back in the morning to pick yours up.”

She nodded in acquiescence and let Robert guide her towards the car. As they fought their way through the rain they heard a gasp behind them. Jen and Robert glanced back to see Chad looking confused.

He raised an eyebrow and shrugged. “He just started breathing regularly again. Still not moving though, so come on, let’s get him somewhere warm and dry.”

It was only a few blocks for them to reach the lot that Robert was parked in. The teens piled into Robert’s black Jeep Cherokee. Chad carefully and gently laid Winnie out in the back, wrapping him in blankets.

Jen smiled bravely. “That’s convenient that you keep blankets in here, Rob.”

Robert paused, choking, trying not to laugh, then glanced pointedly at Chad before looking her in the eye.

“Oh!” She blushed.

Robert fired up the engine, blasting the heat on full, then pulled out into the empty streets to take them all to his Grandpa’s house.

***

Winston Bartholomew Smith

Winnie swam in a sea of black. Echoes of his breathing reverberated around him, but he couldn’t feel any walls.

A voice spoke.

Give in to the darkness. Join us.

With a shock he realized it was his own voice. Pushing against the impulse to follow, he thought instead. The Darkness. That didn’t sound promising. Pictures of Jenny flashed in his mind.

Timidly he spoke. “Um. No, thank you.” The voice was coming from the opposite direction of the images of Jenny floating in his mind, and he refused to walk away from her. How am I seeing one thing in my mind and hearing another from a different direction? This is very confusing.

The void pulsed, pushing against him, and laughed.

Weak little man child. I am you, you cannot resist this. Just make it easier on yourself and accept it willingly.

Winnie gritted his teeth together. “I said, no thank you. I’ll just wait here.” Wherever here is …

Give in now, and you will be stronger. Resist, and when you finally capitulate there will be but shreds of you left.

Winnie stared quizzically into the darkness. “What’s that mean?”

Fool child. It means you will be consumed in your efforts to resist. And in that consumption, what will—

“Um, no,” he interrupted. “I mean what does capitulate mean, please?”

What? Capitulate. It means surrender, weak little one. I’m in your blood now, you cannot fight back, you must surrender!

“I said, no thank you, and I meant, no thank you. Now go away, I feel like a cat crawled into my mouth to sleep, and I’d rather not be talking to you.”

Fool. I will be back for you … count on it. You may have resisted this time, but each conversation we have I will become stronger … harder to resist.

The voice faded away, and with it the pitch of the black changed, becoming less oppressive, and slowly settled until Winnie was drifting through natural sleep.

***

Loki The Coyote

Rain and wind buffeted god and vampire as they tumbled through the air, surround by shattered glass. They hit the roof opposite Bathory’s penthouse and rolled apart. Loki was panting. The teleportation into a protected space had taken more power than he should have spent. Allowing Bathory to join the attack against his bloodline was unacceptable though.

He could smell nicotine and stale beer being drawn out of the tar rooftop as he rolled across the wet surface. Staggering to his feet, he quickly scanned for Bathory. There she was, getting up.

Loki stood up straight and snapped his fingers. Nothing happened.

Bathory threw back her head and laughed. “Out of power, Loki? I’ve been waiting for this day.”

He snapped his fingers again desperate.

Bathory didn’t wait for him to marshal his wits. She charged forward, a blur in the rain. A golden trail arced behind her.

Loki raised his arm, crossing them in front of his body. Thunder boomed as the Shears of Fate sliced through his forearms and both of them were flung back from the explosion.

Once again, Loki found himself struggling to stand back up. Golden blood dripped down his arms.

Standing in the space Loki and Bathory had just violently vacated, Lilith looked back and forth at the Vampire and the God. “It has come to this? Loki, this was nowhere in our plan.”

“How many times do I have to tell you? Your plan. Not our plan.” He pulled two threads out of his pocket, protected in his palms, and held them against the gashes in his arms.

Bathory backed up, eyeing the two gods.

“How many times do we have to go over this?” Lilith pointed at Loki. “My plan will save us all. The only deaths since we started on this course were because you deviated.”

Bathory attacked again. In a streak of light, she vanished, weaving around Lilith and sprinting at Loki. Gold arced as she slashed viciously at his throat.

This time, Loki wasn’t there. He stepped calmly to the side, as fast as the Vampire. Reaching up casually, he grabbed her wrist with his left hand and twisted. While Bathory’s body followed the new direction of force the god’s throw was pushing her towards, he threw a right hook. Her jaw shattered.

Loki threw back his head and laughed as Bathory tumbled away. Motes of gold appeared, floating merrily around him. He never took his eyes from Lilith. “Interesting fact for you. My little boost in power wouldn’t have been possible unless she had opened my flesh with those shears. The thread I used to repair myself was stolen with the permission of the life I borrowed from. Her name is Lilith.”

Bathory struggled to push herself up. It felt like half her body had been caved in by that blow.

Lilith’s eyes narrowed. “How long have you known, Loki?” She held up her hands and a nimbus of green floated from them to cover Bathory.

“I suspected all along. I’ve known for years. The real Lilith would’ve caught the little inferences I made about her not being herself. You’re her, but you are also wrong.”

Bathory lunged again, landing on empty space.

Loki appeared, nose to nose with Lilith. “So who are you? Who’s hiding using my friend’s face? Hmm?” He tapped her forehead. “Who’s really in there?”

Lightning ripped through the Night as Lilith swatted Loki’s fingers away. She laughed. “I thought you were so dense. The trails of clues I left about who I really was, only an idiot would miss them. For a moment, a brief and shining moment, I thought you weren’t an idiot. But of course, you are.”

Loki spun away from Lilith, catching Bathory’s wrist mid-sneak attack. Before he could throw her again, she locked gazes with him.

The rooftop melted away. Loki was surrounded by a lake of black fire and a crucifix pushed at his back. His limbs pulled towards the beckoning cross. “Are you kidding me? You would challenge the will of a god?”

He snapped his fingers and the scenery was ripped apart, a tempest of chaos. Bathory screamed as her mindspace shattered. The maelstrom quieted and the three were in a vast hall. The infinite wonders of space floated ethereally through the walls.

Lilith smiled evilly. Reaching forward she grabbed Loki by the neck. His eyes went wide in surprise.

“You chose wrong, Loki.” Lilith’s form rippled, replaced by a woman of blackest night. “You brought me to my seat of power.”

Nyx, the mother of night, was revealed.

Loki struggled against her grip as she raised him up off the floor. “And you, you idiot … you brought me to the hall of the gods. The one place where the infinite is contained within the finite. Here I can take my true form.”

Loki jabbed at her, landing smashing blows on her stomach and jaw. Nyx flinched, but didn’t let go. Focused on Nyx, he never noticed Elizabeth Bathory limp up behind him. Thrusting with all her force she stabbed the shears through his back, into his heart.

Loki’s eyes went wide. As the golden blades tore through his heart he saw. The unblooded vampire was born, and in the care of his friends rather than captured by Bathory. Able would have a new, very young brother. Ian, the werewolf born without the Gift, was safe. Each had their own path, and they were firmly set upon them. He had won.

Sighing contentedly, a final smile lit his lips. His body dissolved and glowing motes of gold floated gently, gently away from his decomposing form, dancing to the ground and vanishing into the tiles of the hall.

Once the god was gone, Bathory licked hungrily at the shears, stealing the last bits of Loki’s essence.

Nyx smiled warmly at her great-grand-daughter. “You have done well. We have won.”

***

Kaine

Vlad stared at his father. “I don’t understand. The Wolf wasn’t there when the Vampire was created. We have captured neither. Mina and Jon both survive, and though they are apart, both work against us … it feels like everything has come apart at the seams. We have been stopped, beaten.”

Kaine smiled. “The gods have fallen. The only one left is my mother. Both the Vampire and the Wolf are alive. The failing of our cause is not the end for us, it is the beginning. We have nothing but time to achieve our ends, and there is no one left to oppose us.”

***

Spyke

Chrprrrdrk watched the apple core intently. Moonlight glinted tantalizingly off of the juicy remains, promising a full belly and making his taste buds sweat in anticipation.

An average squirrel might see a feast this delicious once or twice in the course of their lives. Chrprrrdrk waited patiently though; oh yes, he had learned that virtue well. An encounter with General Razorclaw, a leanly muscled, evil-as-Mussolini neighborhood tabby cat had left him his veteran’s stripe—a scar that ran diagonally across his face from the left ear to the right side of his nose.

So he hung onto the trunk of the old birch tree, tucked upside down in the shadow of a branch—well off the white bark that was so readily reflecting the moon’s calm glow. Carefully, he watched … waited.…Seconds crawled by like minutes, and still he was patient. Finally, sure that Razorclaw was nowhere to be seen, he darted down to the apple core, ready to claim his prize.

“PREDATOR!!!” screamed his instincts as a flash of silver glinted off something shiny to his right. A muffled “Yip” was the last thing Chrprrrdrk heard as Spyke’s fangs sank into his neck and shuffled him off this mortal coil. Spyke drained his victim dry, licked his chops, and contentedly padded back to the doggie door to find Jenny and cuddle.

From the yard next door Wells smiled at the night. “I’m coming for you, brother mine.”



















Winston, Spyke, and the werewolves will return in

Gothier Than Thou, Book 1 of The Bloody Countess.







Ian Stone will return in

Drowned Memories, Book 1 of the Stone Cold Case Files.







And …







Loki will return in The Divine Prank.

***










About the Author

Throughout the course of his life, Peter has acted in movies, he has designed—and written story-lines for—games, written novels and other fiction, and was nominated for a Bram Stoker Award for his first graphic novel. Currently, he is the managing editor of Kevin J. Anderson & Rebecca Moesta’s WordFire Press.

Over the years Peter has worked on the Cyberpunk Games, on the set of Alias, and is the writing protégée of Kevin J. Anderson. His first bestseller, Bloodletting Part 1 came out in early 2014. His most recent work Second Paradigm is available via WordFire Press at:

http://wordfirepress.com/books/second-paradigm/

***






title.png





cover.jpeg
PETER ]. WACKS





