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Chapter 1




I was headed home after a particularly disgusting exorcism when my cell phone rang. I took a minute to find a dry spot on my jeans (the back of the knee is good for this, no matter what you do, unless you’re absolutely submerged, you usually stay dry there) and wipe off my hands before I answered. 

“I’m tired, dirty, sober, and pissed off, so what do you want?” I growled into the phone. 

“You have the sweetest phone voice,” said Detective Rebecca Gail Flynn of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department, currently on special assignment to the Department of Homeland Security’s Paranormal Division, a division that didn’t officially exist. “How quickly can you get over here?” 

“Where is here?” I asked. “Because if it’s your apartment and you’ve got the jacuzzi running, the answer is fifteen minutes. If it’s police headquarters, the answer is at least two hours.”

“Let’s try putting those two together and getting you to HQ in fifteen minutes. We’ve got a bad one,” Flynn replied. 

“You think you’ve got a bad one. I’ve still got most of a bad one splattered all over my clothes. I’m going to have to bill these people for a new pair of shoes, at the very least. Do you have any idea how much food a person can eat when they’ve been possessed by a gluttony demon for a week? And do you have any idea what happens to that food when the demon is exorcised?” 

“That’s a no on all counts, Harker, and I don’t give a shit. Just get your ass over here. You can shower in the locker room, and I’ll get you something to wear.”

“No dice,” I replied. “Meet me at my apartment in twenty. I’ll leave the door open.” I hung up on her protests and slid the phone into my pocket as I walked to my car. I tossed my exorcism bag into the trunk of my old burgundy Accord and shrugged out of my leather duster. It was a little ostentatious, but it looked the part of a wizard a lot more than I did, and it kept me from getting completely covered in puke on gigs like this. I emptied the pockets, then left the duster laying on top of a bush for the next homeless guy to find. Then I grabbed a towel from the trunk and wiped myself down as best as I could. I put another towel on the seat of the car and headed home to clean up, mentally tallying up the cost of the new wardrobe so I could add it to the client’s bill. 

I was lathering up for a second scrub-down when I heard someone enter my apartment. “If that’s Detective Flynn, I’m in the shower. If it’s my order from Playmates R’ Us, I’m in the shower. If it’s anyone else, fuck off!” I called from the open door of my bathroom.

“Playmates R’ Us?” Flynn asked as she came in and leaned against the counter. 

“A man can dream,” I replied, rinsing off and reaching down to turn off the water. I pulled the curtain back and grabbed a towel from the rack, a little disappointed that Detective Flynn had decided to give me my privacy. I wrapped a towel around my waist and stepped out into the bedroom. Flynn was sitting on the end of my bed, looking impatient. 

“Where were you, Harker? Your clothes smell like shit,” she said, kicking the pile of puke-covered clothes even farther away. I had them all piled up on a towel to be taken out and burned. Days like this it was a damn good thing I have a rich uncle. 

“Puke, actually. That’s the remnants of about thirteen pizzas and a gallon or two of ice cream, by my best guess.” 

“What were you doing, teaching Ouija lessons to sorority girls?”

“That’s not a bad idea, and probably a fuckload cleaner than this gig. No, I was exorcising a fifteen-year-old bulimic who had suddenly started eating her family out of house and home. Seems Little Miss Size Six wanted to be Little Miss Size Two and found a spell on the internet that promised to help her lose twenty pounds in a weekend. It was really a spell to summon a gluttony demon into the caster’s body, so she was well on her way to eating herself to death by the time her parents called me in.”

“That’s disgusting.” 

“That’s not even the disgusting part,” I said. 

“No, I mean a fifteen-year-old girl who’s a size six thinking she’s fat. What the hell is this world coming to? I’m a size twelve and I think I look pretty good.” 

I dropped my towel and opened the dresser for some boxers. “I’d have to agree, Detective. Looks like everything’s in the right places to me.” 

“Oh for God’s sake, Harker!” Flynn exclaimed, covering her eyes. 

“What?” I asked, then looked down. “Sorry,” I said. “Raised in Europe, remember? All your American hang-ups about being naked kinda missed me.”

“I thought you grew up in Victorian England?” 

“Edwardian, to be precise,” I called out. “I was born in London in November 1896, but by the time I could remember anything, what you call the Victorian period was over and we were much more Continental.” 

“But you still didn’t run around flashing people!” 

“Meh, it was more of ‘do what you like, just don’t scare the horses.’ We did whatever we liked in private and with close friends, but we were much more reserved in public.” 

“Well, as far as you being naked is concerned, let’s keep it a little reserved. We’re not that close friends.” 

“What’s wrong, Detective? See something you like?” I turned to her and flexed a little, showing off my abs. It would probably have been more impressive if I had abs, but exercise was never a strong point of mine. When you come by your superhuman strength the old-fashioned way, by having a vampire bite both your parents and muck about with your DNA before you’re even conceived, you don’t sweat the gym membership too much. 

Flynn ignored me, so after a few seconds I pulled on a pair of black jeans and a black t-shirt. I sat next to her on the bed, pulled on a pair of socks and started lacing up my Doc Martens. The all-black ensemble was a little pretentious, but since I only owned black jeans, black t-shirts, and black boots, it certainly made dressing for work easier.

“So what’s the deal? I’m pretty sure you didn’t come here just to ogle me as I scrubbed chunks of puke out of my hair,” I asked. 

“I think there’s a vampire on the loose in Charlotte,” Flynn said. 

“Yeah, his name’s Dracula, but he’d really rather you just call him Luke. Or even Mr. Card.” 

“I’m not talking about your uncle, asshole. There’s another one.” 

“Impossible,” I said, standing up. I dug my phone and wallet out of my pants and tied the towel around the bundle of disgusting clothes. I dropped it onto the tile of the bathroom, figuring at least then it wouldn’t soak into the carpet. 

“Why is it impossible?”

“Because my uncle lives here, and he doesn’t like other vampires. He barely tolerates me, and I’m his fault, for Christ’s sake. No way would he let another real vampire run free in Charlotte.” I held up a hand. “And before you even say it, there is also no way a vampire could operate within a hundred miles of here without his knowledge. He knows these things. It’s kinda creepy, but he does.”

“Then either he’s gotten sloppy, or we’ve got something else feeding on humans that looks an awful lot like a vampire.” 

“And how do you know what a vampire attack looks like, Detective? If I recall correctly, the veil was lifted for you just a few months ago, and before that you had no idea that the monster under your bed was real.” 

“What do you mean, the monster under my bed was real?” 

“There are monsters under children’s beds. Or at least, there are a lot of times. They’re little guys, almost completely harmless unless they eat too much. They’re called gurties, and they feed on dreams and imagination. And what better place to find that than in a kid’s bedroom? So they live under the bed, and usually there’s no problem.” 

“Usually?” 

“Yeah,” I said. “Every once in a while they eat too much, and the kid turns nuts. Did you know having your dreams taken away from you could make you crazy? Well it can, and when it does, I go kill the gurty and the kid goes into therapy.” 

“What happens to the kid?” Flynn asked. 

“Nothing. I can’t rebuild devoured dreams; once they’re gone, they’re gone. All I can do is make sure the gluttonous little bastard doesn’t do it to anybody else. But you were saying something about a vampire?” 

“Yeah, there have been three bodies discovered in the past three nights, all with similar wounds, and all of them completely drained of blood.”

“In populated areas?” 

“Nearby. One in the alley between the library and Spirit Square, one in the parking deck across from the Blumenthal Center, and one behind the pizza joint in NoDa.” She named two Uptown locations and one spot in the trendy arts district just north of Uptown. 

“Those are way outside Luke’s typical hunting grounds, and besides, he doesn’t drain his victims completely. That’s how…” My voice trailed off. “You said three bodies in three nights?” 

“Yeah? Why?” 

I was already out of my bedroom and into the living room. I slid my Glock holster onto my belt and grabbed two silver stakes from a wood block in the center of the dining room table. Leave me alone. They’re pretty and when arranged right, look like some kind of funky centerpiece instead of a home defense system. I stopped at the door. “You coming?” 

“Where are we going? And what’s got you in such a rush?” 

“It takes anywhere from one to three days for a vampire to rise. Vampires are made by completely draining a living victim. If these people really were attacked by a vampire, and if the first victim was found three days ago, then your coroner is in for a surprise right about—”I never finished my sentence. Both our cell phones rang at the same time, with the same Caller ID—Smith. 

“You drive,” I said to Flynn as we left my apartment and ran down the stairs. I pulled out my phone and pushed the green button. “Go ahead, Johnny.” John Smith was no more our supervisory agent’s real name than mine was Santa Claus, but I let him have his little illusions. 

“Get down here right away, there’s—” 

I cut him off for a change. “A vampire outbreak at the morgue. You’ve got three, maybe more, baby vamps that just woke up and are hungry as hell. Have they killed anyone yet?” 

“No, the Assistant M.E. saw the bag moving, opened it, and freaked out. He slammed down the quarantine shields quicker than you can say ‘ebola’.” 

“Good thinking on his part,” I said. “We’re on our way, be there in five.” I could have run from my place to the Medical Examiner’s office in less than five minutes, but this exercise wasn’t about me, it was about Flynn, so I slid into the passenger seat of her Homeland Security-issued Suburban and buckled my seatbelt.

“How did you know these were vampire attacks, Flynn?” I asked as she put the SUV in drive and screeched out of my parking garage. I was hoping for something easy like pinpricks in the neck, or pale skin, or something that I could rationalize away. 

“I don’t. Not really, but what else drains the blood from its victims and leaves the bodies perfectly posed?” 

“What do you mean, posed?” I felt a chill run down my spine at her choice of words. I really didn’t want to hear the next few words out of Flynn’s mouth, but I had to. 

“All three bodies were left out in the open, where they would be found quickly. And each body was fully dressed, eyes held closed with silver dollars, and their hands folded across their chests.” 

“Holding a single red rose?” I asked. My voice was very quiet, but Flynn’s head snapped around to stare at me anyway. 

“How did you know that? I didn’t tell you that. Are you doing that see through my eyes thing again?” Her words came out in an angry tumble, and I held up a hand to stop her. 

“No, it’s nothing like that. I knew there was a rose because I’ve seen these kills before, and there’s always a rose.” 

“Wait, you’ve seen these before? Are you telling me these people were killed by someone you know?” 

“Yeah,” I said. “I know who killed those people. And I know what he wants.” 

“Who?” Flynn asked. “What does he want?” 

“His name is Augustus James Renfield, and he’s here to kill Dracula.”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          


Chapter 2




“What?” Flynn asked. 

“Gus was the first Renfield. He was a good manservant for a long time, and Uncle Luke promised to turn him after his term of service was over. Unfortunately, as the years went by, Luke realized that most people aren’t meant to live forever, so when the time came to turn Gus, Luke refused to do it.

“Gus was batshit crazy, you see. Not the cute kind of crazy they show in the movies where he eats flies, but the fucking scary kind of crazy, where he eats eyeballs. He worked for Uncle Luke for twenty years until he finally went completely around the bend. When Luke fired him, he came calling demanding to be turned. Uncle Luke refused, and Gus stormed off, promising to be back. 

“He kept his promise. He came back the very next day, when the sun was up, with stakes. But he didn’t know that I was around, so when he went down to the basement to add a little oak to Luke’s diet, I beat his ass and sent him packing. We thought he died of natural causes until a couple decades later when we ran into him in Vienna. He was snacking on a tenor out back of an opera house when we found him.

“I don’t know where or when he found someone to turn him, but he did. He was a full-on vampire and strong as hell. He beat me to a pulp and went toe to toe with Luke for a couple minutes before he bolted. The next morning we found the tenor on the doorstep of the apartment we were renting, his eyes closed with silver dollars and rose in his hands, folded neatly on his chest.”

“Holy shit” was all Flynn said as she turned into the coroner’s office parking deck. She straddled two compact parking spaces with the Suburban and got out. 

I slid out after her. “You just gonna park like a dick?” I asked. 

“I’m the government. Anybody doesn’t like it, I’ll send them to Gitmo.” She never broke stride, just walked straight to the elevator and pushed the button. 

I got there just as the doors slid open, and I pressed “G.” 

“How crazy is this guy?” Flynn asked. 

“Makes me look well-adjusted,” I said. 

“Fuck. Okay, so super-crazy.” 

I laughed a little. A very little.

“How strong?” 

“I can’t get close to his raw strength. He’s got nothing on Luke, but if he gets me in close quarters and I don’t have anything ready for him, it’s going to be a bad day for me. That reminds me.” I pulled out my cell phone. One bar. I stared at the screen until the elevator doors slid open and I stepped out into the Coroner’s Office lobby. The morgue shared a lobby with about half a dozen other esoteric and often messy government offices, like the pistol permit office, the place where folks buy their garage sale licenses, and the office where they process protests to tax valuation. But the lobby was nice, and I had perfect cell reception. 

I pushed one of my speed dials and held the phone to my ear. After three rings, a cultured male voice answered. “Card residence. How many I help you?” 

“Ren, it’s me,” I said into the phone. 

“Master Quincy, how good to hear from you. Will you be joining us for dinner this Friday? You know your uncle loves to —” 

I cut him off. “Ren, I need you to wake Uncle Luke. Follow emergency protocol Pitchforks and get him out of the house. Right now.” 

“Master Quincy?” Renfield sounded confused, and I didn’t blame him. We hadn’t used the Pitchfork protocol, named after the final scene in Frankenstein, in years. 

“This is not a drill, Ren. My uncle’s safety is in your hands. Execute Pitchfork, right the fuck now.”

“What do I tell him when he asks what the threat is?” 

“Tell him it’s your granddad,” I said. 

“I’m sorry, Master Quincy, I don’t understand. My grandfather is long deceased and had no quarrel with…” I could almost hear Ren’s eyes go wide as the realization dawned on him. 

“Exactly. The first Renfield is in town, he’s killed three people already, and I’d bet dollars to doughnuts that Uncle Luke is the top of his hit list. Now get Luke somewhere safe and gear up for a fight. I’ve got some leads to follow up downtown, then we’ll come collect you and send this rat bastard to Hell where he belongs!” 

I hung up on Ren’s assurances that he would handle everything, and looked over to where Rebecca was waiting for a main elevator going down. I took a couple of steps in her direction, then started to run. I passed her at a full sprint heading for the stairs. 

“Come on!” I yelled at her. 

She didn’t hesitate, just drew her sidearm and ran after me. “Why are we taking the stairs?” she shouted at my back.

“Remember that whole super-hearing thing?” I asked over my shoulder. I got to the fire stairs and almost ripped the door off the hinges. 

“Yeah, I remember. You hear something?” 

I nodded, starting down the stairs. “Yeah, the screaming’s already started.” 

The screaming was going on in earnest by the time I made it to the morgue, having left Flynn a couple of floors above me on the stairs. I kicked in the Plexiglas quarantine doors, silver stake in hand, and froze. Instead of there being one newborn, starving vampire in the room, there were at least two, and from the looks of the shaking bag on the exam table to my right, about to be more. 

I didn’t waste time, just jammed the silver stake through the bag and in the rough area of the heart of the creature trying to get out of the bag. Silver covers a lot of sins when dealing with supernatural creatures. With vampires in particular, it lets you miss the heart by a couple of inches and still kill the thing. The bag went still, and I pulled the other stake from my belt. One vampire was stalking a human across the room, who I assumed was the coroner. He wasn’t moving, and the vampire wasn’t in a hurry, so obviously this one had already learned how to mesmerize its prey. 

Fast learners. That’s never good. The other vampire was standing in the center of the room, smiling at me. It had none of the hallmarks of a newborn. No red eyes, no confusion on its features, no blood running down its mouth from the first time the fangs break through the skin. Apparently that’s painful and involved some pretty significant restructuring of the jawline. I don’t have fangs, and I’ve never spent enough time close to a vampire’s mouth to notice. 

Flynn burst into the room just about the time realization dawned on me. “Becks, get out of here!” 

“Oh fuck, Harker, I just got here,” she panted. I forget that normal humans, even slightly magically enhanced humans, get a little winded after four flights of stairs at a dead run. “Can’t I just shoot one of these bastards before I go?” 

The answer was obviously “no” since as soon as she got the words out, the vamp in the center of the room flew into action. Not quite literally, but almost. He moved with inhuman speed, vaulting over the exam table and sprinting at Flynn. This put him headed right past me, and he apparently hadn’t heard of me, or what I can do. 

Like match him almost speed-for-speed. He was headed past me for Flynn at a dead run, faster than a human eye could follow. Lucky for Rebecca Gail Flynn, I’m a little more than human. I stuck my right arm out and delivered a clothesline that would have made Nikita Koloff proud. The vampire turned completely over in midair before landing on his belly in the middle of the morgue. I jabbed down with my other stake, but he rolled out of the way and sprang to his feet before I could strike. This put my face at the unfortunate level of his knees, and he took a second to introduce me to his right knee with extreme prejudice. 

I flopped flat onto my back, then nipped up onto my feet in a move I’d perfected watching Sunday afternoon Kung-Fu Theatre as a child. Okay, as a seventy-year-old, but a very spry septuagenarian. Vamp threw a punch that was intended to cave in my face, but I sidestepped and swung an elbow that would have crushed his throat if it had connected. He grabbed my arm and flipped me. I used my superhuman agility to land on my feet and kick at his balls. He slipped out of the way and slammed down on my knee with both fists. There was no way I could ever beat him fair and square, so it was probably good for me my moral compass broke in the 1920s. 

Becks, you got silver in your pistol? I asked over the mental link that Flynn and I shared. I tried to stay out of her head as much as possible to give her privacy. She tried to stay out of my head even more because my head is a very disturbing place. But this time I needed backup, and she was all I had. Well, her, her marksmanship medals, and sixteen rounds of silver-tipped ammunition.

Yeah, I swapped out mags on the stairs.

Good. Wait for the opening.

The vamp and I exchanged punches, blocks, parries, and kicks for what felt like at least half an hour, which probably meant a minute and a half, then I overextended with one punch. It was an error of a millimeter or less, but it was all he needed. He leaned back out of the way of a devastating right cross, then grabbed my arm and pulled me past him onto a nearby exam table. 

Now! I shouted to Flynn mentally as I switched targets for a second and turned my dive into a roll, flipping over the table onto my feet and throwing my second and last silver stake across the room at the third vamp. The foot-long hunk of sharpened silver went into the vampire’s head right behind and below the right ear, crunching through the skull and burying itself into the monster’s brain and severing the spinal cord. It dropped like a stone at the coroner’s feet, who took a good look at the critter before him, threw up, and fainted dead away. 

With two less vampires and one less human to worry about, I spun around and saw Flynn locked in a contest of wills with the last vampire. He had her gaze; you could almost feel the force of her will struggling not to be overcome by the powerful vampire’s suggestion. I decided that while Flynn had a hellacious amount of willpower, this wasn’t the night to make her go toe-to-toe with the varsity squad of monsters. I picked up a metal bowl from a nearby table and smashed it into the side of the vampire’s head with a loud bong. 

The vampire turned to me and smiled. “Is that the best you could do, human?” 

“Boy, do you have the wrong city,” I said with a grin. “All I needed to do was distract you. She’s gonna—” 

I never got a chance to tell him what Flynn was going to do because she commenced to doing it the second the vamp’s eyes swung back in her direction. She put three in the creature’s chest, dropping it to the ground instantly. Then she took a few steps forward, lowered her weapon to the ground, and put two more in the vampire’s head. 

She looked up at me with a shaky smile. “Thanks for the save.” 

“No problem. You know I got your back.” 

“Yeah, but what was all this?” She gestured around the room at the three dead vampires. 

“I don’t know. They shouldn’t have turned this quickly. Not all of them, anyway. Something weird is going on here, and I think we might have a bigger problem than just a pissed-off Renfield on our hands.” 


Chapter 3




“I’ll have to give you an A-Plus for understatement on that one, Harker.” Agent John Smith’s voice came from the doorway to the morgue. He looked like every federal agent in every cop movie, except his suit had razor-sharp creases, and his salute was snappy and tight. His salt-and-pepper hair was buzzed close to his scalp, and the wrinkles around his eyes would have been called smile lines on anyone else, but on Smith you could tell those were lines caused by a man who’s stood on many a hill surveying the forces arrayed against him. 

“You know something I don’t know, Agent Johnny?” I asked. I kept playing with different variations on his fake name, but he never cracked, no matter what I called him. 

“I know a great many things you don’t know, Harker, but I don’t know shit about these guys. As far as I knew, they were human a couple of days ago. Obviously, that wasn’t the case.” 

“Obviously,” I agreed. I turned to the coroner, who was just getting to his feet. “Are you okay to be in here? Because a lot the things we deal with can seriously fuck with your worldview.” 

The white-haired man just laughed at me. “Son, I’ve been dealing with the aftermath of man’s ill treatment of other men for thirty years. If there’s anything left under heaven that can shock me, I can’t wait to see it.” 

“I’m afraid that will have to wait another day or two, sir,” Smith said. He flashed his badge at the coroner, who gave it a once-over and nodded. “I’m John Smith with Homeland Security, and this is my scene now.” 

“It can be your scene all you like, Agent Smith,” the doc said, wiping his wire-rimmed glasses on his lab coat. “But this is my morgue, and these are my dead bodies.” He gestured at the vampires, who were now scattered all over his morgue. Unlike on television, real vampires don’t turn to dust when they’re killed, unless they’re really, really old. Or burned by the sun. Massive sunlight exposure will cause them to burn up and turn to dust, but it’s not instant, and it’s very smelly. Not something you want to be around. 

“Fair enough, Doctor…?” Smith raised an eyebrow. 

“Strunin. Doctor Jacob Strunin, Chief Medical Examiner.” He extended a hand, and Smith shook it. 

“Okay, Doctor Strunin. You are hereby deputized into the Department of Homeland Security, Paranormal Division, under my direct supervision. Please understand that revealing any information that we uncover as part of our work here will result in your immediate arrest for treason, which I will prosecute to the fullest extent of the law. Do you understand me?” 

I watched the little doctor’s face pale, then he stood up straight, nodded his head and said, “I understand. Now can we get down to the business of figuring out why these dead people just tried to kill me?”

I laughed and walked over to clap the little doctor on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit, doc. But these aren’t dead people. Hell, they’re not even people!” 

“What are you trying to say, Mr.- um, I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

“Harker. Quincy Harker, Demon Hunter, at your service.” I gave him my most florid bow, but my courtly manners left something to be desired, and I had to grab onto an exam table to keep from falling on my ass in the middle of the morgue. 

“Well, Mr. Harker,” the doctor said, obviously holding back a laugh at my expense. “What are these bodies if not people?”

“Doc, these are vampires.” I waited for the inevitable, but it didn’t come. He just knelt by the nearest corpse and peeled back the top lip. 

“Hmmm… There are definitely extended canines. That seems to validate your theory.” He pried open an eyelid and poked at the eyeball. “The vitreous fluid seems thick, almost viscous. I can’t prove that they are vampires without a more complete workup, but there’s also nothing proving they are not vampires. So, we have vampires in North Carolina. Who knew?” 

I raised my hand, but that’s as much because I’m a huge smartass than as anything else. “I was pretty much aware of it.” 

The doc shot me a dirty look. I ignored it because that’s what I do. He knelt down again and started poking at the vampire corpses. “What are the odds that these guys are going to get up and come after me again?” he asked, not moving back at all. 

“Zero,” I assured the man. “We staked them with silver. Destroying the heart gets rid of the blood reservoir, and silver is supremely poisonous to vamps, so it’s kind of a double-whammy.” 

“Hmmm…” Strunin murmured. “So that old wives’ tale is true, what about the others?” He looked at Smith, who jerked a thumb at me as if to say I was the resident expert. Which I suppose I was, living most of my life with a vampire. 

“Running water, not a thing. Scattering rice in front of one, not a thing. Garlic—there’s actually an interesting story there, but let’s just say that Bram Stoker had a thing against Italian cooking and we’ll leave it at that. Garlic does nothing. Holy Symbols can burn, but it’s because they’re usually made of silver. They don’t reflect in old mirrors because mirrors used silver backing. New mirrors aren’t a problem. What else? Oh yeah, sunlight is definitely a thing; it’ll crisp a vamp in seconds. They can get drunk off drinking blood from a drunk person, but most drugs don’t affect them, oddly enough. They don’t eat or drink, and they can’t really turn into a bat or fog. But as you saw, they can bespell you, so don’t look one in the eyes unless it’s a vampire you know and trust. And let’s face it, unless you’re me, there probably aren’t very many vampires you know and trust.” 

“And this rule doesn’t apply to you because?” It was almost funny, watching him put two and two together and get five. I saw him think back to the introduction, then back to the first time he read Dracula, either in Classic Comics or the whole novel. Or worse, saw one of the movies. But I saw him recognize the Harker name, try to rationalize it with the age of the man in front of him, and eventually give up. 

“Jonathan Harker is a character in Dracula,” the stunned doctor said. 

“I called him Dad,” I said. “My parents were fairly important to that book.” 

“But…how old are you?” 

“Older than I look, and let’s leave it at that. I’m not immortal, like Uncle Lu-, like Dracula. But I age very slowly. And I know a few things about vampires, and one of those things is that these vampires are real-dead. Like forever dead. Almost like human dead, except without all that annoying bleeding.”

“So we know what killed them, which is to say you,” Strunin said. “And we know that they were vampires, so what am I looking for in my examination.” 

“Nothing,” I said. “You’re not doing the examination. I am.” 

“Excuse me?” The doctor took off his glasses and polished them furiously on his lab coat. If he polished those lenses any more, he’d wear a hole in them. 

“We aren’t doing a medical examination, Doc. We’re looking for other clues. Like you said, we know what killed them. Silver poisoning. Now we need to learn as much about them as possible.” I reached down and hefted the nearest vamp onto a nearby exam table. 

“Like this guy,” I said. “We know he’s European from his hair gel. I can smell it, and it’s a kind only found in France. They don’t even ship to the US because they’re French, and ‘fuck you’ is the motto of France. His nails are done, so he comes from money or is old enough to have learned to appreciate a good manicure. His shoes are recently shined, so I would guess he flew in within the past week.”

“And you know this because?” Flynn asked. 

“I’ve lived in this town a long time, and the only place I’ve found to get a good shoeshine is the airport. And this shine is just a few days old.” I pried open the dead vampire’s mouth and peered inside. I pulled a tiny flashlight out of my pocket and shined it inside the mouth. 

“Well, we know he’s old,” I said, closing the mouth. 

“How do we know that?” Doc Strunin asked. 

“He’s got most of his teeth, which means that he lived probably no earlier than the eighteenth century, but his dental work is friggin’ terrible, so he was turned no later than 1850.”

“So you’re saying that my twenty-first century murder victim is actually an eighteenth century vampire?” Flynn asked. 

“That’s what it looks like, detective,” I replied. “Seems that these were decoys Gus sent in to lure Uncle Luke out into the open by making him think there was a new vampire in town. Now, where would we find a bunch of eighteenth-century relics in Charlotte?” 

“I have no idea,” Flynn replied. “I thought we bulldozed anything over thirty years old.” 

Just then Flynn’s cell rang. She answered it at the same time that Smith reached into his jacket and pulled out a vibrating phone. The phone on the coroner’s desk lit up, and I felt left out because nobody was calling me. I had the mental connection between Flynn and me locked down as much as I could, but I still felt the spike of anxiety, excitement, and fear at whatever she was hearing. Everyone hung up at about the same time, and I looked at each one in turn. Flynn looked a little flushed, and I could feel the blood rushing in her veins. Smith looked like a rock with salt-and-pepper five o’clock shadow, and Strunin was pale, with a couple of little beads of sweat popping out on his forehead. 

“Let me guess, another corpse?” I asked. 

“Looks like a vampire attack,” Smith confirmed. “Parking deck at The Green downtown.” 

“The one under the hot dog place? I know it. What level?” I asked. I checked the magazine in my Glock and made sure I’d returned my silver stakes to my sheaths.

“Bottom floor,” Flynn said. “I’ll drive.” She started for the door, keys in hand. 

“No way,” I said, not moving. 

She froze in mid-stride and spun back to me on one heel. “What?” 

“You’re not going,” I said. I watched the red start at her neck and creep upwards and knew there was an explosion coming. 

“Why in the ever-loving fuck would you think I’d let you go by yourself?” She bit off each word with an almost audible click of her teeth. 

“If this is Gus, you can’t hang with him. You do pretty well against regular vamps, and if it’s a fledgling, I’m not worried at all unless you come down with a terminal case of the stupid. But Gus is a badass. He’s shared blood with every old vampire he can find for over a century, and he gets a little bit stronger each time. He’s faster than me, smarter than me, and so much stronger than me it’s not even funny.” 

“So what makes you think you can beat him?” 

I held out my right hand, palm up, a little over waist high, and focused my will. “Solis Ortus!” I shouted, and a ball of light coalesced in the air above my hand, growing brighter and brighter until we all had to look away. 

“Eclipsis!” I said, and the light dispersed. “I have a few other tricks at my disposal that might make vampires uncomfortable,” I said. But I can only focus on two or three things at a time. I can fight Gus and cast spells at the same time, but I can’t pay attention to keeping you alive while I do it, and Gus will know it. So please, just stay here and let me do the heavy lifting.” 

“Can I at least go to the safe house and wait with Ren and Luke?” Flynn asked. 

“You can. He can’t.” I gestured at Smith. “No offense, but Uncle Luke still kinda thinks he’s a sovereign government. He doesn’t like being reminded that there are people who outrank him in this country.” 

“Fair enough. I’ll stay here and run point on the investigation into these dead vamps’ clothes. I’ll find out everything I can about who they were and what brought them here. If it’s your friend Augustus, maybe they can give us some insight into his plans.” 

“Sounds like a deal. Now I’m gonna jog over to Matt’s Chicago Dog and take care of a little vermin problem in their parking garage.”        


Chapter 4




As always, The Girl from Ipanema was playing in the elevator as I rode down to the bottom of the parking garage. I don’t think I’ve ever noticed a different song in an elevator. I don’t know if it’s just the song that elevator people use, or if I notice that song because it’s so annoying, and other songs don’t bug me, so I ignore them. Either way, I stepped out into the garage humming Ooh…but I watch her so sadly, and almost missed the sound of shoe leather on concrete that told me my target was somewhere off to my left. 

I took a handful of marbles out of my jacket pocket and gripped them tightly in my right hand. I brought my fist up to my mouth and whispered “Lumos” into my closed hand. I cracked my grip just enough to let the light stream through my fingers for a second, then closed my fist again.

I walked down the ramp, trying to look innocuous and vapid, like any other yuppie trying to find his SUV or mini-van, or crossover, or whatever it is yuppies drive. I’m not a car guy. I have a shitty Honda Accord and an old Harley that I keep at Luke’s. I heard the scuff of shoes poised for a leap as I turned the corner into the lowest level of the garage. I tensed, then dove forward into a roll as my attacker sprung for me. 

I was rewarded with a surprised gasp, then a heavy thud as the vampire crashed into the side of a parked car. I spun around and flung my fistful of glowing marbles out in front of me. Immediately half a dozen little balls of sunlight flew into the air and hovered a little over head height, banishing all the shadows in the garage and leveling the playing field pretty quickly. I saw the vampire, a man turned in his thirties or forties, dressed in contemporary clothes, spin back toward me and launch himself at me again. 

He was fast, but I was expecting his leap. I dove under him, staying low to the ground to avoid his claws and fangs, then popped up to my feet five yards away from the pissed-off vampire. 

“I’m going to drink you dry and burn your carcass, human,” the vampire hissed. 

I grinned at him and said, “Human? Somebody’s been feeding you bad information, friend.” He came at me again, staying on his feet this time, just using his speed to close the distance between us in half a second. He slashed at my throat with his razor-sharp claws, but my throat wasn’t there. I dropped straight down to one knee and let his hand pass harmlessly over my head. Then I stood up, throwing my entire body weight behind an uppercut that should have taken his head off and ended our little encounter right then. 

Except it didn’t. I heard a loud crack as his jaw broke, and he staggered back a few steps, but then he cracked his head from side to side and grinned at me. He grinned and my blood ran cold because that was the smile of a man who knew he had the upper hand and was just there to toy with me. 

“This is going to be fun,” he said, and while I disagreed pretty vehemently, I didn’t argue because I was too busy drawing my Glock and emptying the magazine into the vampire’s center mass. I put sixteen silver-tipped rounds through that bastard and he didn’t go down.

“Silver?” he asked. “I like silver. He ripped open the top three buttons on his shirt to show me the silver crucifix hanging around his neck. 

Fuck. I’d seen vampires that weren’t bothered by holy symbols. Hell, Luke kept crucifixes hanging all around his place, but I’d never seen one able to touch silver with his bare hands. Either this guy was super old, or somebody’d figured out how to build a better bloodsucker. Either way, I was not a fan. 

I barely got my nose out of the way of his next punch, and I snapped out of my reverie pretty damn quickly. He came at me with punches, kicks, roundhouses, jabs, and some wild-ass chops that I couldn’t tell came from watching too much Kung-Fu Theatre or too much Ric Flair. Either way, I knew he’d cave my ribcage in if I let him connect. 

I tossed my gun at his face and used the momentary distraction to draw my silver stakes. Even if silver didn’t hurt him, getting a pointy thing in the chest will ruin pretty much anything’s day. He batted my pistol out of the air, and I slashed out at him with one stake. He blocked my cut, and it felt like I’d just wrapped my arm around a lamppost, backward. The stake clattered out of my now-numb left hand, and he grabbed the front of my shirt. 

The vampire drew me to him, his fangs extending as he leaned in to bite me and drain my life force. I flailed a little, battering uselessly at his face and shoulders, then I slumped in his grasp, awaiting my fate. His face got to within inches of mine, and I could smell the stench of the grave on his breath. 

Just before his fangs broke my skin, I held up my last marble and whispered through my abused vocal chords, “Solis Ortus!” 

Several things happened at once. The grip on my throat loosened as the vampire gave me a strange look. The marble floated between us and burst into light like a miniature sun, and the UV rays burned part of my assailant’s face off. He jerked back, smoking like the crowd at a Dave Matthews concert, and turned to run. I left the marble-sized sun floating and took off after him. He was fast, but he ran like I’d melted an eye, which I found out was true when I caught up with him. 

I yanked him around, and he used his momentum to follow through with a punch that knocked me back a good ten feet. If I hadn’t let myself roll with it, he probably would have broken my jaw. As it was, he just turned to run again. I stood halfway up the ramp and watched his feet as he turned the corner and started up the next level. I focused myself, drew in my will and murmured, “Constringo.” I sent my will out with a gesture, and the fleeing vampire’s ankles snapped together as if tied by a rope. I found him struggling to stand halfway up the Level 2 parking ramp, one eye turned to black goop, half his face a charred mass of smoking flesh, and part of his mouth burned away revealing one fang.

“What are you?” he asked as I stepped up beside him. 

“I’m your worst fucking nightmare, asshole,” I said, dropping to one knee with all my weight on the stake in my hand. I crunched through his ribcage and pulverized his heart with the silver point. Then I reached behind my back and drew a silver-plated kukri. I used the big curved knife to decapitate the vampire, then I dragged his corpse out of sight. I put his head on his stomach and turned to find his victim, hopefully before it was too late. 

I quickly scanned the area where we fought and found nothing. So I started the laborious car-to-car search, walking every inch of the parking garage. As I walked, my mind flashed back to another parking garage and another search that ended a lot worse than I hoped this one would. I was chasing a newborn vamp through downtown and it had just been spotted in the Seventh Street Station garage near a nightclub called Mythos. It was the hottest thing downtown at the time with people lined up out the front entrance trying to get in and lined up around the back entrance grabbing a quick smoke, ducking out to puke when the night got too heavy, or slipping off into the shadows for a little illicit activity. 

I remembered the thump of the music driving my footsteps as I heard the gurgle of a life passing through a shredded throat. I turned a corner and the vamp looked up from its meal. That blood-smeared face has stayed with me for years—the blank, animal look, all humanity gone, nothing inhabiting the creature but hunger like a living thing. The beast dropped its prey and came at me, but a baby vamp hasn’t been a match for me in decades. I dropped it with two silver throwing knives then took its head with a ridiculously long sword I carried because it was the 90s and I wanted to be the third MacLeod on Highlander. 

I was too late for the victim, though. I remember running to him, but his throat was nothing more than a mess of flesh and blood. He pressed something into my hand, and I saw it was a school picture of a little girl, a little brown-haired girl who would end up a central character in my own story. I knelt beside him, then turned myself around and sat with his head in my lap. He stared up at me, brown eyes full of fear. Not for himself, but for his daughter, left alone in a world that didn’t take care of little girls without fathers. I promised him that I’d look after her, wiped the sweat and blood from his face, and held him while he died. 

When the light had left his eyes, I reached down into my lap and snapped his neck to make sure he wouldn’t come back. The last thing that little girl needed was her father knocking on her door in a few days asking to come in for a snack. 

All these things rolled through my mind as I searched the parking garage for this vampire’s victim. I felt Flynn behind my eyes as I peered into cars, trucks, vans, stairwells and elevators. 

“No comment, Detective?” I asked the air. I knew she could hear me if I just thought my questions, but this felt better to me somehow.

I don’t know what to say. You told me you were there when he died. You told me he asked about me right before he went, but the whole thing about breaking his neck…I never knew that.

“I didn’t think it important until now, but I figured it might come up, so I decided to go ahead and tell you.” 

I’m glad of that, and I’m glad you did what you did, it’s just…I don’t know, Harker, what am I supposed to feel? 

“Love, if I had any idea what a woman was supposed to feel about anything, I’d have a fucking lot more second dates!” I laughed and then froze. Something wasn’t right about the echo. Something else was—there! “Found you!” 

I ran over to a dark blue Prius with its driver door open. A young woman was lying in a pool of blood by the car’s front wheel, her neck shredded and her purse and keys lying on the ground next to her. She was trying to breathe, but there wasn’t enough of her throat left to hold the air in. 

“Goddammit,” I muttered, flashing back again to that other parking garage so many years ago. I knelt beside the woman and pulled her into my lap. She didn’t have the strength to resist; she just lay there staring up at me with terrified eyes. 

“Don’t worry, miss, it’ll be fine. I’m with the police, and help is on the way.” I said all the reassuring things, all the lies that I hoped would make her feel a little better, but she just stared at me, a frightened woman who no longer had the vocal chords to speak with while she drew her last few breaths. 

Her purse caught my eye, and I reached into it, pulling out her wallet. “I’m not going to rob you, darling, I just want—there it is, here we go.” I opened her wallet and pulled out her driver’s license. “Alright, Suzanne Jonas, you can relax. We’ll be able to get in touch with your parents and tell them what happened.” She relaxed visibly at my words. 

“Do you have a husband?” She shook her head. “A boyfriend?” Another head shake. “A dog?” A weak nod. She was fading faster. “I’ll take care of the puppy, Suzanne Jonas. I’ll make sure it’s cared for and that your parents know that you loved them very much.” A tear rolled down her face, then she let out one long, ragged breath, and was still. 

I knelt there, holding her body as it slowly went cold, thinking about all the people I’d watched die over the years, and the ones that I’d killed myself. The count was a lot higher than I liked in both categories, and every face flickered across my memory as I knelt in Suzanne Jonas’ blood in the parking garage. Then I took a deep breath, squared my shoulders, and snapped her neck to make sure she stayed dead.

Do you just do that to everybody you watch die? Flynn’s voice was snotty inside my head, but I let it go. I knew where she was coming from, and I didn’t have the energy to fight anyway. 

“She was drained. I had to make sure she didn’t come back. She was a nice lady. I didn’t want to have to kill her tomorrow.” 

“Don’t worry, monster,” came a woman’s voice behind me. “You won’t be around tomorrow to kill anything.” 


Chapter 5




I turned to see a petite woman in her twenties pointing a crossbow at me. A crossbow, of all things? I had just about enough time to wonder if this was an Arrow rerun before she pulled the trigger, and the bolt leapt at my chest. I dropped the corpse and sprang out of the way, letting the broadhead bolt sink into the Prius’s tire instead of my ribcage. 

“What the hell, lady? Didn’t your parents teach you not to shoot at strangers?” I said.  My mystery assailant was nowhere to be seen. I guessed she was off somewhere reloading. That’s the worst thing about crossbows—nobody’s made a semi-auto version of them yet. 

“They taught me not to take candy from strangers and not to let vampires live to see another sunset.” The girl’s voice came from near where she’d been standing. I hopped over the roof of the BMW she was hiding behind and tapped her on the shoulder. She spun around and nearly buried a knife in my leg, but I was a little too quick for her. Which meant she was ridiculously fast for a human. I’d better watch out for this one. 

She darted away again, but I got a little better look at her this time. Black tights with leather chaps, good for flexibility and protecting the knees. Black hoodie with what looked like a bulletproof vest under it, and if she really knew anything about hunting vampires, I’d bet she had a chainmail choker or something of the like under that hoodie, too. 

I revised my earlier guess at her age downward after I looked at her for more than half a second, deciding she was probably in her early twenties. Auburn hair snaked out from under the hood, and her features were Western European, speaking to maybe Germanic or French heritage. She had a big damn knife and a crossbow, and I wasn’t in too much of a hurry to see what else she was packing, weapons-wise, but I also wasn’t just going to run away and let a psycho with a fetish for pointy things run around my city. 

I stopped at the end of the car, focusing to hear her movements. She was smart enough to stay still when I was trying to track her, but she wasn’t enough of a pro to control her breathing. I could hear the little panting of her breath a couple of cars over, so I crept backward the length of the car and then crab-walked sideways. She was kneeling behind the tire of an SUV, listening hard for me. Hate to disappoint you, kid, but I’ve been skulking around places I wasn’t welcome since long before there was such a thing as a parking garage.

“You want to tell me why you want to shoot me, or should I just go ahead and get that paternity test?” I said. The girl whirled around, but her reflexes were far better than I expected. She fired a new bolt dead at my chest, forcing me to throw myself backwards to keep from getting skewered. Then instead of running again, she leapt at me, knife drawn. I scurried backward to keep her from slicing off anything I really value with the knife, but she just kept on coming. 

I finally landed a solid kick to her face that left her on hands and knees for a moment, shaking her head like a bulldog that finally caught a car. I took the opportunity to scramble to my feet and draw my ASP extendable baton. I left my Glock holstered. I didn’t want to kill the kid; I just wanted her to stop trying to kill me.

“Hey honey, can we talk?” I asked, keeping the baton low in front of me. 

The girl tossed her crossbow away behind her and slid her knife into a sheath on her hip. I stood up a little straighter, relaxing as the hostilities seemed to be lessening. Until she reached behind her back and pulled out a pair of escrima sticks and came at me in a whirling dervish of metal-tipped wooden pain and suffering. 

Escrima sticks are those two-foot long wooden sticks that you see Filipinos use in martial arts movies. They’re used in arnis, the national martial at of the Philippines, and they’re absolutely lethal in the hands of an expert. This girl was an expert because once she got moving, nothing in the world was getting through the spinning barricade of pain she was wielding. I blocked a couple of strikes with my ASP, took a couple of brutal shots to the forearm and thighs, and managed not to collapse whens she scored a solid hit on my left knee.

“Ow, goddammit!” I yelled. “Would you fucking quit that?” 

To my complete shock, she did. She froze for a minute and stared at me, then came at me again. I backed away, blocking and parrying as well as I could with one bum knee, but finally got frustrated and flung my ASP at her head to try and gain a little space. She ducked, and I hopped over the back of a Mercedes, setting off the car alarm and adding even more noise to our little scrap. 

I took advantage of the momentary confusion to focus my will and draw a deep breath. When my attacker came around the end of the car and started at me again, I flung a handful of dust at her and said, “Somnos.” She took in a face full of dust, sneezed once, and fell face-first onto the concrete floor, dead asleep. Her escrima sticks clattered to the floor beside her and rolled under a nearby pickup. 

“Nighty-night,” I said under my breath. A face full of sleep spell was enough to keep a full-grown man out for eight hours. It should have been enough to keep this little slip of a girl knocked cold for twelve or so. So imagine my surprise when I rolled her over and she kicked me square in the family jewels. I toppled over, pinning her beneath me, and just wrapped my arms around her thrashing form. I’m not the biggest guy, but I had at least a hundred pounds on her, and even with my agonized balls, I had enough presence of mind to bear hug the little assassin and not let her go.

She fought like a wildcat, kicking and flailing and biting at me, until I head-butted her in the nose one good time. I heard a wet crunch, and blood started to pour from her nose. Then she shifted gears from trying to get loose to kill me, to just trying to get away. 

“Hold still, dammit, I don’t want to hurt you!” I said once I got my breath back a little. 

“Go fuck yourself, vampire!”

“I’m not a vampire, jackass! I killed the vampire. It’s the next floor down.” 

She froze at that, then pulled back a little from me. She looked at my face and said, “Show me your teeth.” 

I gave her my best disarming smile, which admittedly looks like I’m going to murder someone, especially when I make it a point to show off my not-exceptionally-pointy incisors. “Satisfied?” 

“Not even close, but I guess you’re not a vampire. You wanna get off me so we can talk about this, or you just gonna dry-hump me in the middle of the garage?” 

I let her go but drew my Glock and aimed it at her leg. “You touch those fucking sticks again and I’m going to shoot you in the kneecap. I am not in the mood to fight you any more tonight, so I’m just going to end this shit right here and now. You understand?” 

“I got you,” she said. I watched as she reached up and with a quick jerk to the right and gout of bright red blood she set her nose back in place. “Fuck! That really hurts.” She glared at me. 

I didn’t bother with sympathy because I typically don’t have any. “It’s not nice to kick people in the balls. Bad things happen to people who aren’t nice, like broken noses.” 

“Sorry about that. I thought you were a vampire.” 

“Yeah, about that,” I started. 

She held up a hand. “Not here. Or at least not yet. We need to deal with these bodies before the police get here. Then we need to be someplace else, fast. I don’t know why nobody’s called it in, with all the noise we were making, but I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Can you get the vampire up here? If we put both bodies in the trunk of her car, then it’ll be easier to get rid of everything.” 

She started to stand up and I grabbed her arm. “Hold up there, speedy. First off, a Prius does not have a two-corpse trunk. They don’t even make cars anymore with two-body trunks. We’d need to steal an SUV at least. But it’s not a thing. The cops aren’t coming. They’ve got the elevators and the automobile entrances blocked off, and men on all the stairwells waiting for me to give them the all clear. So we don’t have to worry about the authorities showing up because I am the authorities.” And boy, did that ever feel weird to say out loud. 

She looked at me with a raised eyebrow and I sighed. “I’m going to reach into my back pocket. Don’t try anything stupid or I will shoot you, okay?” 

She glared at me, a sullen scowl that made her look even younger. “Okay.” 

I pulled out my wallet and flipped it open to the badge and photo ID Smith insisted I carry. It listed me as a Special Consultant, Department of Homeland Security. It also listed my name as Quince Goddamn Harper because that’s what I told the woman at the ID office when she asked me for the fourth time. My photo was accurate, but unflattering, as I was giving the finger to the camera and rolling my eyes when it was taken. Smith kept pestering me to get a new one, but I was putting it off until the mostly deaf and completely illiterate woman responsible for typing my name incorrectly three times in a row retired. 

“This looks like you printed it at home on your inkjet,” she said, tossing the leather bi-fold back to me. 

I snatched it out of the air and tucked it back in my pocket. “That right there should be proof enough that it’s real. If I were going to try and fake a government document, I’d likely do a better job than they could manage.”

“Good point. Now what? We leave her here and do what with the vampire?” 

“There’s nothing else to be done with the vampire, he’s forever-dead.” 

“So what, we just leave?” She asked. 

“No, now we go find a place with really, really cold beer and you answer a few questions for me, starting with who you are.” 

“I’m all for a beer, but you might need something stronger when I tell you the truth about myself. It’s a little hard to believe, even for somebody who hunts vampires.” 

“Why not try me, then we’ll head to this little joint called Valhalla. It’s just a couple blocks from here and they have fish and chips that are almost good enough to deserve the name.” 

“Sold,” she said, holding out a hand. I shook it and she looked me straight in the eye as she continued. “My name is Gabriella Van Helsing, and I’m the great-granddaughter of the man who killed Dracula.” 

Well, fuck. I heard echo through my thoughts as this news registered with Flynn. 

My thoughts exactly, I thought, then went rapidly in search of that beer. 


Chapter 6




I walked a couple of steps behind Gabby, as she told me to call her, and pulled out my phone. I sent a quick text to Ren saying nothing more than “911 - Van Helsing in CLT. 911!” Then I sped up to catch the trim woman, noting briefly how nice the view was from the back. For a cold-blooded killer sworn to destroy part of my family, she had a really fantastic ass. 

“So you’re a descendant of the Van Helsing from the movie, huh?” It was all I could do to not append “that fat shite” in front of “Van Helsing.” That’s the only way I’ve ever heard the name, after all. 

“Yeah, he was my great-grandfather. I never knew him—he died long before I was born.” I knew that was true, since she didn’t look to be any older than her early thirties, and besides, I’d been in the room with her grandparents when old Abraham died in 1906. Old Abraham had always been kind to me, with his thick beard and funny accent, even if he did always ask me questions about Uncle Luke. Mother and Father made me promise to never tell Abraham about Uncle Luke, so it was in complete ignorance of his old nemesis standing right outside the window in the snow that Abraham Van Helsing, legendary vampire hunter, passed in the wee hours of the morning. He was surrounded by his son and daughter-in-law, my parents, the other survivors of the hunt on Dracula, and me. 

I watched raptly as the old man’s breathing became labored, then rattled to a stop sometime in the darkest hours of the night. I watched Abraham, I watched my parents for clues on how to act, I watched his family, and every once in a while I went to the window and stared out at Uncle Luke. 

Luke stood on a small hill almost a hundred yards away from the window, unmoving. It’s in the stillness when vampires look least human and more like the dead things they really are. Luke stood for hours, never moving so much as an eyelid as his old adversary railed against the dying of the light. I looked out the window one last time after they pulled the sheet up over the old man’s face, and Luke raised his hand, as if in tribute, then disappeared. I didn’t see him for months after Van Helsing’s death, and when he returned, there was a new shadow in his eyes, a new tone of melancholy in his voice. 

“Hey, you okay?” Gabby’s voice snapped me back to the present. “Is this the place?” she asked, gesturing to a heavy wooden door with antique hardware. The wooden sign above the heavy door read, “Valhalla.” 

“Yeah, this is it,” I said, pulling the door open for her. We entered a low-ceilinged pub with dark wood and about a dozen beer taps. The place was almost full, but the noise level was surprisingly low. We took a booth in the back, and I ordered a double shot of Johnny Walker Black and a beer back. 

“Jesus, Harper, go easy on that stuff. I don’t want to have to pour you into a cab,” Gabby said. 

“I’ve got a quick metabolism,” I said. Our drinks showed up almost immediately, and I slammed my scotch and motioned the waitress to bring me another. I knocked back half my beer in one long pull and waved a few fingers at the vampire huntress. “Okay, tell me a story, Miss Van Helsing, if that’s even your real name.” I knew it was her real name long before she pulled out her own wallet and slapped her ID down on the table. There was no mistaking her grandmother’s eyes, and her great-grandfather’s cheekbones, and the fire in her eyes that was all hunter. She was going to be a serious problem.

“This might sound a little far-fetched, but you handled yourself back there like somebody who’s seen a thing or two outside the ordinary, so maybe you’ll be able to handle it.” I managed not to snort my beer at the understatement, which I considered an enormous accomplishment, especially with Flynn laughing her ass off inside my head. 

You’re so fucked, Harker. It’s like she’s you, only with boobs!

I hadn’t noticed her boobs until that point, so I took a moment to rectify that oversight. Not bad. Pert, like her ass, and her smile, which fell off her face as she caught me staring at her chest. 

“My eyes are up here, asshole.”

“That’s not what I’m looking at, love. I mean, they’re nice and all, but they’re not exactly what’s holding my attention right now. That amulet, where did you get it?” She pulled a gold chain and the rest of the piece of jewelry came into view. 

“My father gave it to me when it became obvious I wasn’t going to follow his footsteps and stay the hell away from the family business. It belonged to—” 

“Van Helsing,” I said, the words soft. I remembered it dangling from the old man’s hands as he spun it in front of the firelight to entertain a chubby-cheeked little boy. I could almost hear his accented voice talking to my mother. Now, Mina, I know he seems like just an ordinary little boy, but ve must take every precaution to make sure he grows up and remains ordinary. Mein Gott, child, just think what changes that monster may have wrought upon you and Jonathan in your time under his thrall!

It wasn’t until much later that I realized he was using the amulet to see if I felt its power, to see if I was attracted to magical things. I wasn’t, not then. It wasn’t until much later, long after old Abraham was dead and buried, that my talents manifested. 

“Yes, how did you know?” Gabby asked, her face suddenly a mask. I could feel the tension rolling off her in waves. Every nerve tight as a bowstring, she was ready to bolt at a moment’s notice. 

“I…I saw it in a book, I think. A photograph, or maybe an illustration. It’s how he warded himself from Dracula’s mental powers, right?” I put on a face of an enthusiastic fan, burying the level of my interest. 

“Yes, exactly!” she said, clapping her hands a little. “It allows the wearer to resist magical spells and abilities. I’m not sure why it worked on your knockout dust, though. It shouldn’t have any effect on biological or chemical agents.” 

“Maybe it’s because I bought it at a Chinese herb shop. The lady at the counter insisted it was ground up unicorn horn and was good for helping others sleep, or for keeping part of me awake, if you know what I mean.” 

“Oh great, so I got knocked out by a dose of Viagra? Brilliant.” Yeah, but that was a lot easier than telling her she got knocked out by a spell cast by the nephew of the man her entire family was dedicated to destroying. 

“So what brings you to Charlotte?” I asked. “I’m guessing it’s not a gig at one of the banks, like most people.” 

“I’m hunting a master vampire. I picked up his trail outside Boston, and I’ve been chasing him down the east coast for the past nine months. He never stays more than a couple of weeks in any city, and he’s usually fastidious about his kills. This is the first time he’s used lackeys and the first time he’s turned anyone. I don’t know what caused the change in MO.” 

“Power,” I said simply. 

“Excuse me?” Van Helsing asked. 

“He’s been building a power base. He started in Boston because that’s where the seat of vampire government in the US is. Or was. My guess would be that he killed all the members of the council and just installed vamps loyal to him in their seats. Or he just killed people until they all started agreeing with him.” 

“You talk like you know this guy.” She looked at me over her beer, some local brew called a Jam Session. I hate cute beer names, but it’s a decent brew. 

“I know vampires. Consensus-building isn’t exactly on their resumes.” 

“And how do you come to know so much about vampires, Mr. Harper?” She was still using the misspelling typed on my badge, and as long as it kept her a couple steps away from Uncle Luke, I was happy to keep her a little confused as to my real identity.

“I don’t know if you noticed the small print on my badge or not, but I’m a part of Homeland Security’s Paranormal Division. We’re kinda like The X-Files, but without the skeptics. I hunt down things that go bump in the night, and I make them stop bumping. Vampires are one of the most common supernatural creatures, and unlike witches and most weres, they don’t just want to be left alone to dance naked under a full moon. They eat people to stay alive, and that’s also how they make more vampires, so I have a professional interest in vampires.”

“But what’s your story, Harper? Nobody graduates from college and wants to be a vampire hunter. It’s personal. It’s always personal. My family has been in this business for over a hundred years, why are you doing it?” 

“A vampire attacked my mother. My father rescued her, with some help, but he lost a good friend and got a little chewed in the process. So I grew up knowing that there were bad things out there and that sometimes good people have to stand up against them.” More half-truths. If I get much better at this, I might rethink my personal ban on marriage. 

“So now what, Mr. Secret Agent Man?” Gabby asked. 

“Now I think the best solution is for you to let us handle this. We’ve got plenty of resources and plenty of experience. We can take care of one vampire, even if he is powerful.”

“But it’s not just one vampire,” she protested. “You saw that tonight. This guy’s got minions, and that means he’s organized and might be making a move on the local vamp boss. Do you have any idea who that is?” 

“We do. We’ve actually got a relationship with him and have used him as a resource from time to time.” 

“God, the government really will get in bed with anybody. But I guess the devil you know, and all that. But if you think I’m leaving just because you pat me on the head and send me on my merry way, you’ve got another think coming. I’ve been chasing this bastard for months now, and the only way I’m leaving Charlotte is with his heart in a box. Figuratively speaking, of course. I don’t actually carry vampire hearts around in a box. Oh, hi!” She turned to the waitress, who was standing by my elbow looking both shocked and a little queasy at the talk of vampire hearts. 

“Do…you two know what you’d like to eat?” the poor pale woman asked. 

“I’ll do the fish and chips, please,” I said. 

“I can do the same. You have malt vinegar?” Gabby asked. The waitress pointed to a bottle on the table and turned to beat a hasty retreat. 

“You guys order enough for three?” asked Detective Flynn as she passed the waitress en route to our table. “Detective Rebecca Flynn, Charlotte-Mecklenburg PD.” She held out a hand to Gabby, who took it. Gabby looked back and forth between the two of us, eyebrows crawling to the ceiling.

“I’m on temporary assignment to Homeland Security as Q’s partner,” Flynn explained. She turned to me. “Cleanup is done with the garage, and Smith wants to debrief you back at HQ as soon as you’re done with your date night. His words, not mine.”

“Oh good lord, Becks, it’s not a date! She’s cute enough, but for Christ’s sake, I’m old enough to be her father!” And that was just how I looked. I was really old enough to be her great-grandfather. “But I’d better go ahead and boogie. You can fill Miss Van Helsing here on everything we do at Homeland Security, and she can give you all the information she had on the new fang-boy in town. I’ll go make nice with the boss, and y’all have a nice kibbutz.” 

I left the two women waiting on their fish and chips, something I truly regretted missing out on, and hauled ass back to my car, parked on the curb out front of The Green garage. I hopped into the Honda and smoked the tires pulling out into traffic. I had to get to Uncle Luke and find a way to get him out of town. There was a new Van Helsing in town, and the last thing in the world I needed was a rematch of Stoker’s novel in the streets of Charlotte. 


Chapter 7




“I’m not leaving” was Luke’s response to the news of Gabriella Van Helsing’s appearance. “I won’t let that fat shite’s granddaughter run me out of the city I love, especially when that ungrateful bastard Augustus is in town.”

“I’m not saying she should run you out of town, Uncle Luke. I’m just saying that this would be a great time for that New York vacation you’ve been talking about for the past decade or so. You haven’t even seen Times Square since it went all Disney! You’d barely recognize the place. And Broadway! You love the theatre.”

“Oh yes, Quincy, I’ll jet off to New York and watch some has-been television ‘actor’ in a stage version of a mediocre movie because that’s what passes for original art these days. No, these fools think they can just waltz in here and take over my city? Well, they’ve got another think coming!” 

“I think only one of them wants to take over the city. I think the other wants to kill the one who wants to take over the city. And every vampire, like, ever. So, by extension…you,” I said. “Ren, would you help me out here?” 

“I’m sorry, Master Quincy, I must agree with the Count’s assessment of these circumstances. The only acceptable response to a threat from an outside force is to destroy the threat. Abandoning our city and our responsibilities to it simply is not an option.” 

“What responsibilities?” I asked. “You drink people, and every once in a while you bail my ass out of jail or something else stupid that I’ve done. And I have the whole federal government to do that now! So I’m good. And we can find people for you to drink in Atlanta, or Nashville—”

“I hate country music,” Luke cut in. 

“Then Memphis! Whatever. Please, Uncle Luke, just take a couple weeks and vanish while I deal with Gus and little miss Helsing. I’ll get everything straightened out and you can come home, I promise.” I reached into my pocket and grabbed my vibrating phone. The screen read “Flynn,” so I swiped my finger across it. 

“You’ve been talking to me inside my head all night and now you decide to call? What’s up?” 

“The whole head-to-head thing was giving me a headache. Where are you?” 

“I’m at Luke’s, trying to get him to leave town for a little while. You?” Our bond allowed me to see through her eyes so I didn’t really need to ask, but I was trying to respect her boundaries. It was hard, something about old dogs and new tricks, but I was getting there.

“I’m on my way home for a little sack time. I left your girl at the Hyatt House downtown. She’s registered under the name Mary Jane Watson.” 

“Like in Spiderman?” 

“Apparently she’s a comic book nerd and a vampire hunter. Who would have guessed?” 

“I suppose the two go hand in hand. What’s the plan?” I asked.

“Like I said, I’m going to sleep for a while, then get back at it in the morning. By then forensics will have everything from your dead vampires and we can try to figure out where this guy is operating out of. Then if we’re lucky, we can stage a daytime raid.” 

“You know that doesn’t really matter, right? Vampires don’t really sleep all day. Luke sleeps because he prefers it to the reminder of being stuck indoors, but he can function in daytime just fine if he has to. And I bet a SWAT team breaking down the door qualifies as ‘has to’.”

“Well, shit, then. I guess I’ll just let you go first, then. Meet me at the station at 10. We’ll see what we can dig up on Augustus’ location and make a plan from there.” 

“Deal. I’ll see you there.” I pressed a button on the screen and slid the phone back into my jeans. 

“So you and your little human think you’re going after Augustus Renfield on your own? Are you delusional or just stupid?” Luke asked. 

“Not the first time you’ve asked me that question, Uncle. And not the first time I’ve ignored it. Can I crash here for the night? Between fighting vampires in the morgue, fighting vampires in the car park, and fighting a vampire hunter, I’m beat.” 

“You must be tired, Master Quincy,” Ren remarked. 

“Why’s that?” 

“You called it a car park. You never let your British show unless you’re extremely tired, or around a bunch of Englishmen.” 

I chuckled. “Or drunk, Renfield. I get very British when I drink, too.” I went upstairs to my room and stripped down for a shower. After a long shower under steaming water, I lay awake on top of my sheets thinking for a long time. 

Seeing Gabby Van Helsing brought back a lot of memories and sent my thoughts spinning down corridors in my mind that had long been deserted. I flashed back to that night watching old Abraham pass on; I remembered birthdays and Christmases with his family, then more birthdays and Christmases with just my family, then the one Christmas we had between my mother’s death and my father’s passing. I remembered burying my parents, my brothers, every friend I ever had. It was a melancholy parade of funerals that marched across my memory until the sun rose and I got up to take another shower and meet Flynn. 

I had just pulled on my black jeans when there was a knock at my door. “Come in.” 

Renfield opened the door and stepped in with a glass of orange juice. “Good morning, Master Quincy. I brought you some juice.” 

“Thanks, Ren, but I could have gotten it myself. I’m heading down in a few minutes anyway.” 

“I understand that, sir, but I wanted to ask you something first. Something…of a personal nature.” 

“Something you didn’t want my uncle to hear you ask me,” I clarified. 

“I don’t want you to think I’m keeping secrets from him, sir, it’s just that…” 

“Go ahead, Ren. I’m something of an expert on keeping secrets from Uncle Luke. I know you’d never do anything to endanger him.”

“Of course not, it’s nothing like that. It’s this new vampire, sir. I’m worried.” 

I looked at Ren. He didn’t look worried, but he never did. Renfield was the most unflappable human being I’d ever met, and I’m really old, so I’ve met a lot of people. “What are you worried about, Ren?” 

“He’s scared, sir.” 

“Luke?” 

“Yes, sir. It took me a little while to recognize it because I’ve never seen the symptoms, but he’s honestly frightened of this vampire and his challenge.”

I sat down on my bed and started lacing up my Doc Martens, noticing that Ren had not only shined my boots in the few hours I’d been asleep, he’d also replaced the worn lace in my right boot, emptied the pockets of the jeans I’d been wearing, put all that crap on my dresser, and either bought me a new duster or just pulled one from a magical leather duster supply he has somewhere in Luke’s house. 

I thought about what he said for a minute, then looked up at him. “I don’t think he’s afraid that Gus will hurt him, or kill him, or somehow win. I think he’s afraid that he’s actually going to have to do something about Gus once and for all. That he’s too far gone to save, and there’s no more last chances. I think that’s the thing he’s most afraid of—that he’s going to have to destroy someone he once cared about quite a bit.” 

“He really is a soft touch, isn’t he?” 

“For an undead monster who lives by consuming the life force of others, yeah, he’s a real teddy bear.” 

“I don’t find that funny, Master Quincy,” Ren sniffed. 

“I wasn’t joking, Ren,” I let my voice get hard. “I know you think you know Luke. I know that right now you do know him better than all but two or three people in the world. You know what he likes for breakfast, how he likes his blood mixed with a little cabernet so he can pretend to be human, what TV shows he prefers, even what period of art he really cares for. But you’ve got to understand, underneath all of that is a hard-core motherfucker who did not become the thing mother warned their children about in Eastern Europe for decades by handing out candy canes at the Christmas parade. 

“When he wants to be, when he needs to be, he can drop all that ‘Uncle Luke’ bullshit in a hot second and turn into Count Motherfucking Dracula, Vlad the Goddamn Impaler, Lord of the Undead and One Hundred Per Cent Baddest Son of a Bitch on the Planet. If you forget, ever, for even a second, that your employer can rip your heart out of your chest with his bare hands and drink the blood from it while it still beats hot in his palm, it may be the last mistake you make.” 

“You don’t think he’d hurt me, do you? I’ve been nothing but loyal and faithful.”

“And as long as that’s the case, you’ll never have a problem. But Gus? He turned on my uncle. He felt betrayed, and betrayed Luke in turn. So no matter how much it pains Uncle Luke to do it, he will bring down hell upon the head of Augustus Renfield, and God help anyone who gets in his way. Because this ain’t no movie BS. This is the real deal, and Dracula is gonna get biblical on a motherfucker. That’s what you’ve been noticing. It’s not fear. It’s regret moving into resignation at the knowledge that after all the time and all the second chances, he’s going to have to solve Gus for good.”


Chapter 8




I first met Augustus in Paris after the war. World War II, that is, which is the only war Paris has known in my lifetime. I had spent some time in the end of the war working with the French Resistance, and I was making my way back to my apartment late one night when I heard a muffled scream from an alley. 

I ran into the alley, which might have been more of a stumble given the amount of good French wine I’d consumed, and saw a gaunt man holding a woman against a wall. To most normal people, I’m sure it looked like they were making out. But I knew the difference between two people kissing and one person drinking blood from another’s neck. 

“Merde,” I muttered, and ran down the alley. I picked up a piece of lumber lying on the ground by a wall undergoing repairs and swung it hard across the vampire’s shoulders. The board broke into two pieces with a resounding crack, and I shook my hands at the sting. 

The vampire slowly drew himself up to his full height and turned to face me. “That was very rude,” it said. “I don’t abide rudeness during my meals.” The face he turned to me was an almost normal face, except for the pallor. He had mousy brown hair that parted on one side and hung down a little too long in the front. He wore a brown tweed suit and a striped shirt, and there was just a hint of blood on his brown bowtie. His features were preternaturally narrow, with cheekbones reaching almost to his hairline and the sunken cheeks of a man who hadn’t fed in months. But there was no shortage of food in Paris after the blitz, what with the orphans and widows and homeless. 

He reached out and took my shirtfront in his hand, and I marveled at his fingers, the longest and boniest appendages I’d ever seen. He pulled me to him and locked gazes with me. “I think you shall become my meal since you interrupted this one. She’ll never taste the same.” 

He turned his attention to the young woman he’d been drinking from when I happened by. “Goodbye, my dear.” He then flicked out his other hand and ripped her throat out, without ever losing his bemused, slightly surprised expression. Her eyes went wide, and she opened her mouth to scream, but it’s hard to do more than gurgle with your vocal chords ripped out. She collapsed against a wall, crimson pouring down her bodice and covering her body as she died. 

“You bastard,” I growled. “You could have fed from her without killing her.” 

“I could have,” he agreed, “but why? She was food. I was finished with her. Wasteful, I admit, but I don’t believe she would remain fresh in this heat.” 

He still had a grip on my shirtfront, but it was loose in his fingers. I reached up to knock his hand away, but he caught my wrist in those skeletal fingers and shook me, hard. My head whipsawed back and forth, and my wine threatened to make a surprise appearance all over this vampire’s dandy bowtie. 

“What are you doing here, human? Do you blindly rush into death often? I would expect that to be a poor choice.” 

“Human is only part of the picture, vampire. I’m a little more than you’re accustomed to,” I said, pulling my wrist free and lifting him off his feet with a short uppercut. Gus staggered back a few steps, giving me all the room I needed. Or so I thought. I charged him, my shoulder low to catch him under the ribs and smear his accent all over the opposite wall. 

Except he wasn’t there. He spun out of the way faster than anyone I’d ever seen, and I learned to fight dirty from friggin’ Dracula. He landed four quick shots to my midsection, and I heard a sharp crack as each punch landed, signaling a cavalcade of broken ribs and pain for me. 

I dropped to one knee, the pain in my ribs making breathing all but impossible. I felt the whistle of a fist through the air and rolled to one side, barely avoiding the double-fisted blow that would have broken my neck. I looked up into the mad face of my attacker, and there was something strangely familiar there. He stomped down, and I caught his foot with both hands and shoved him backward. He toppled over onto his back, and we both leapt to our feet. We threw punch after punch, faster than any human could ever punch or block, but it took less than a minute for the pain in my ribs to sap the strength from my blows and the speed from my blocks. 

I was just a hair too late getting my arm up, and he flicked out a jab that caught me flush on the point of the chin. I saw stars, birds whirling around me head, the whole bit as I sank to my butt in the alley. He stood over me, droplets of blood-sweat beading his brow. 

“What are you?” he asked. “You’re right, you’re not human. Or at least not completely. But you’re not a vampire, nor a were of any type I’ve encountered.” 

“What he is, Augustus, is my nephew. And thus off-limits for your appetites.” Uncle Luke’s voice came from the mouth of the alley. I have never before and rarely since been so happy that my uncle, the blood-sucking Lord of the Undead, has an overprotective streak. I peered past Gus to watch Luke stride down the alley, his raincoat billowing out behind him like the long cloaks he favored in the movies. He stopped about ten feet from us, just out of leaping range for his psychotic former manservant. 

I caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of one eye and turned my attention back to Gus. I drew in a sharp and extremely painful breath at what I saw. Where he used to look like a harmless, if a little lecherous, skinny man in a boring suit, now his eyes were wild and rolling in his head like a dog caught in a bear trap. More bloody sweat poured from his brow, the crimson staining his shirt collar. Something, I couldn’t tell what—fear, rage, excitement—vibrated through him like electricity. 

“You!” the gaunt man hissed at Uncle Luke. 

“Me,” Luke replied calmly. “I see you found some measure of control over your abilities and have made something of a life for yourself. I am glad. I never wished you ill, Augustus. I just didn’t think this life was the best for you.” 

“You didn’t want the competition, Sire. You didn’t want anyone else to taste the power, the sweet, sweet power that comes with the blood. But I did, yes, I have drank from the spring of eternal life and I have felt the power run through my veins! And now you can’t stop me, Sire. No one can stop me!” 

He sprang at Uncle Luke, all gangly arms and claw-like fingers, like some crazed spider flying through the alley. Luke simply swung a hand up and slapped him out of the air. Gus bounced off one brick wall and then crashed to the broken cobblestones, writhing. Luke reached down and helped me up, then opened his wrist with a thumbnail. 

“Drink,” he said, thrusting his arm at me. 

I gaped at him. I’d drank from Luke before, but only when mortally wounded. This was painful, but nothing life threatening, so I didn’t understand why he was so insistent. 

“Drink, Quincy,” he repeated, his voice an urgent hiss. “Drink, then run. Augustus is powerful and completely insane. He will have no restraint, and now that he knows we are close, he will destroy you if given the opportunity. You must heal, and then you must return to our quarters and pack our things. If I do not return by sunrise, flee. I will find you.” 

I drank, taking in the stolen life force of Dracula himself. Drinking blood is gross, let’s start there. It’s coppery, thick, and nasty shit. And I only know this because of some ill-conceived experimentation Uncle Luke and I did in 1918, after both my brothers died in the influenza epidemic that killed a good portion of, well, the world. We wondered why I could visit them and not even get sick, and then it occurred to Luke that I hadn’t really aged much in the past few years. I was twenty-two and still looked fifteen, a useful trait with the ladies, less so when drinking in bars. They weren’t all that strict, but the more I looked like a little kid, the less likely I was to get served from the top shelf. 

Anyway, drinking human or animal blood is nasty, but drinking vampire blood? Let’s just say I understand how people fall under the thrall of unscrupulous vamps. It’s like the very best red wine, but sweeter, and the rush you get is like no drug I’ve ever tried. And I’ve tried pretty much every drug that can be created without a chemistry set, and some that can’t. 

I let the warm liquid flow across my teeth and down my throat, feeling my ribs knit back together, all my bruises fade, and even feel a little indigestion clear up. The cut on my chin from shaving that morning even healed in seconds. I tore myself free from Luke’s arm with a profound sadness and feeling of loss. I licked my thumb and ran it over his wrist, using the magic in my spit and his blood to heal the wound. 

“Now go,” he said, wiping his arm dry against his cloak. 

I turned to do just that, but it was too late, Gus was on us again, and this time he was equally intent on killing me as he was destroying Luke. But he couldn’t handle both of us at top form—not many things can, honestly. He charged me, rightly considering me to be the weaker of the two threats, but I was well into my magical studies by that point, so I focused my will and said “Ventos!” I flung my hand in his direction, and a whirlwind picked up every piece of debris in the alley and pelted him with it. 

It was a petty distraction, of course, but I just need to get him to close his eyes for an instant. He did, and I dropped the spell. Luke didn’t run by me, he didn’t leap past me, he jumped over me in a flying kick and took Gus square in the chest. 

“Run!” Luke shouted at me, but I didn’t. Why bother, right? We had this guy dead to rights now that we were healthy and working together, didn’t we? 

Well, no. Luke’s kick caught the off-balance Augustus square and knocked him flat, with Luke rolling through to come up on his feet at the other end of the alley, but Gus popped right back up with not so much as a scratch on him and dove for me, his fangs out and aiming for my throat. 

I flung up a hasty shield spell, just enough to slow him down for a second or two, but that’s all Luke needed. He grabbed Gus from behind and smashed his face into the cobblestones at my feet. 

“Run, damn you, or I’ll never be able to concentrate!” Luke yelled at me. This time I did as I was told—I ran. I hauled ass back to the small apartment house where we had three rooms, and I woke up the current (and brand-new) Renfield. 

The poor guy hadn’t yet gotten used to being up all night and sleeping a few hours here and there during the day, so he was in his nightshirt when he answered the pounding on his door. 

“Master Quincy? What is wrong?” he asked through bleary eyes. 

I said one word, the one word that ever since Luke and I belly-laughed our way through Frankenstein had meant “pack all our shit and be ready to move.” I looked at Renfield, and I said, “Pitchfork.” 

He goggled at me for a moment, then he drug up “Pitchfork” in his memory, and his eyes got wide. I reached out and caught the lamp he nearly dropped as he turned to go back into the room. 

“Renfield, are we clear? We are Pitchfork.” 

Renfield turned to me, all signs of sleepiness gone from his face. “Indeed, Master Quincy. We are Pitchfork.” Then he turned back to his room and started packing. Luke made it to the apartment just before sunup, and Renfield and I loaded him into the limousine we had specially prepared for just such an occurrence. It had a separate passenger compartment for Luke that was completely light tight, as well as a regular compartment that was big enough for two other passengers. Renfield drove, and I started the journey back in Luke’s compartment with him. 

“You look like me after that five-day bender in Berlin back in 1926,” I said. 

“Yes, that was quite a time you had. Who knew that you would celebrate your thirtieth birthday by getting in a fight with six Germans, three Austrians, and one random Italian woman who just happened to be walking by at the wrong moment?” 

“In my defense, I was drunk at the time,” I replied. 

“If I recall correctly, nephew, you were drunk for the entirety of 1926,” Luke replied, smiling. He winced, putting a hand to his split lip. 

“It was an experiment. I wanted to see what would happen if I got drunk every day for a whole year.” 

“And what were your findings?” 

“I found that it takes a lot of money to get me drunk, and I don’t get fat like normal people. So I got drunk a lot, and I got very poor very quickly. I don’t recommend it as a lifestyle. Nor do I recommend doing battle with incredibly strong vampires in alleyways. Who was that beast?” 

“That was my old manservant, Augustus Renfield.” 

“The one who…?” 

“Yes, the one from the book. There were a few things incorrect in the story, of course.” 

“Of course. It mentions the fact that you’re dead, after all,” I agreed. 

“Well, I am dead, but not forever dead as Stoker implied. And Renfield was not always a madman, but he certainly became one after many years in my service. I believe your aunts may have had something to do with that.” 

“You never talk about them,” I observed. 

“They were a mistake. I do not enjoy discussing my mistakes.” 

“A mistake you made three times.” I might have taken a little too much joy in twisting the knife, but Luke so rarely showed any self-doubt or vulnerability, I couldn’t resist. 

“Well, it takes a certain amount of experimentation to prove a theorem. I had to know that all three of them were mistakes, you see.” He gave a little half-smile, and it made me feel better that he was still capable of laughing at himself. 

“So this Renfield, the original. What’s his problem?” I knew by the twitch under his eye that I had hit on a sensitive subject, but I wasn’t about to let go. “Go on, Uncle. He almost killed us both tonight, I deserve to know about him.” 

“I promised him eternal life in exchange for three decades of service. The same offer I make to all my valets. Most of them realize after only a few years that they are not cut out for service to one such as myself and do not last the term, or they realize that there is a great deal more “forever” than “living” in living forever, and they choose a generous mortal severance instead. Augustus came to neither of those conclusions. He fixated on becoming like me, becoming one with the night, until it drove him quite mad.

“He was mad long before his term was up and could not fulfill his terms of the bargain, so I was under no obligation to turn him. He did not see things quite that way and escaped from the asylum, insisting that I give him The Gift. I refused, and he ran away.” 

“Until today?” I asked. 

“Oh, but I wish it were so,” Luke replied. “He returned to England some years hence, already one of the undead. And the power he had! He was the strongest of us I had ever seen! I know not how he grew so strong, but I believe it is from drinking the blood of many elder vampires. As you know, there is power in the blood, and the older the vampire, the more power there is to be found. Augustus found that power and returned to England to destroy me. I could not vanquish him and keep those I cared about safe, so I returned to Transylvania, in part to escape, but mainly to do battle on familiar ground. Van Helsing went with me, as did Holmwood, and your father, leaving you the man of the house to look after your brothers and mother.” 

“I remember that trip,” I said. “I was eight or nine. I never knew where Father went, only that we had to get dressed up when he came home and that Mother cried a lot that summer.” 

“She wept for Arthur Holmwood, who Augustus killed with his bare hands. It was likely to his funeral that you went upon your father’s return. She wept in fear of repercussions from our visit, for although we thrashed Augustus soundly, he escaped before we were able to mete out a final, killing blow. But we did defeat him, and we imprisoned him within my old castle there, hopefully until such a time that he either died of hunger or found himself somehow and became less of a danger to others.” 

“Apparently neither of those things happened,” Luke said, staring out the black windows at a history only he could see.

“Apparently not,” I agreed. “Now what?” I asked. 

“Now we find out where he sleeps and we kill him at high noon, when his power is at its lowest point.” 

“That’s a plan I can get behind,” I said. “You get some rest, we’ll be at the safe house in an hour.” I slid between compartments and directed Renfield to one of our many boltholes around the French countryside. 


Chapter 9




“Obviously, we didn’t kill Gus. We couldn’t find his lair, so after several days of searching, we left Paris and worked very hard to forget about him.” I finished my little tale and stood up, ready to go out and face the day. Or at least face police headquarters, where I was overdue to meet Flynn and Smith. 

“Until last night,” Ren said. 

“Until last night,” I agreed. “Look, Ren, I don’t know what to tell you about Gus. He’s the only Renfield my uncle’s ever had that went cuckoo, and maybe he was a little nutso before Luke took him on. But it’s not like it’s a thing, people that work for Luke going crazy and getting turned into über-vamps. So if you’re worried about that…” 

“That’s not it at all, Master Quincy. I merely wanted some background on the man so that I might better understand the monster he’s become. If I understand him, I’ll be better prepared to fight him should he attack us here.” 

“No!” I said, a little more vehemently than I intended. “Gus is bad juju. If he comes after you here, do not engage, just get the hell out. Luke can take him if he’s rested and Gus doesn’t get the drop on him, and if he doesn’t have to worry about anyone he cares about becoming collateral damage. That’s one thing that kept him from going full out against him back in Paris—he was worried I’d get caught in the crossfire somehow. So if he comes here, get to safety, and call me as fast as you can.”

“What will you do?” Renfield asked. “You’ve already said you can’t beat him.” 

“In a fair fight, I can’t. I don’t stand a chance. He’s faster, stronger, and can withstand way more punishment. Good thing for me, I don’t fight fair.” I patted Ren on the shoulder and stood up. “I gotta roll. Becks and Smith are waiting for me at headquarters. I’ll be back at dusk to put my head together with Luke and plan tonight’s hunt.” 

“I’ll take care of him while you’re away,” Ren said. 

I looked at the sincere little man, all creases and quiet competence. “I know you will, buddy.” 




By the time I grabbed a nasty fast food biscuit and kickstarted my system with a jumbo soda, it was 10:30, so I was almost an hour late when I strolled into the conference room we’d appropriated from the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department. I stopped dead in my tracks at the sight of Gabriella Van Helsing standing next to Flynn, both in pant suits and sensible shoes that screamed, “I’m a government agent and I have at least one firearm hidden under this suit jacket.” 

“What the flying green fuck is she doing here?” I asked as I sat at one end of the table. It wasn’t a power thing, it was just closer to the outlets and I needed to charge my phone. I plugged the electronic everything into the wall and put my keys next to it. I left more phones in stupid places until I started putting my keys next to them. That way I can’t leave without getting my keys, and I see my phone under them. 

“Ms. Van Helsing is on detachment from the Federal Bureau of Investigation, here to explore the possibility that the deaths we’ve experienced are part of a larger pattern, a serial killer that has been working the United States for nearly sixty years.” I couldn’t see enough in Smith’s eyes to see if he knew her cover was bullshit or not, so I went along with it. 

“That’s nuts,” I said. “How could one killer operate for so long without drawing attention to himself? I’m sure what we’ve got here in Charlotte is an isolated incident. You can stay if you like, and help us with our investigation, but let’s not be thinking that this a great time to push the yokels aside and make a name for yourself, because it’s not.”

“I assure you, Mr. Harper, that is the last thing I intend to do. As a matter of fact, as a gesture of goodwill, I brought in all the data from the Bureau’s geographic profile. It shows the most likely location for this bloodsucker’s safe house to be somewhere between Fifth Street and Eighth Street on College. Do any of you know of any abandoned building in that area?” 

“Not really,” Smith said. “That’s right in the heart of Uptown. I mean, I suppose there are some hidey-holes around Discovery Place where he could build a nest, but I can’t imagine anything would really be private enough.”

“The Carolina Theatre,” I said. Everybody turned to look at me. “Oh come on, folks. It’s right there in the center of the profile zone, and it’s been abandoned forever. It’s perfect. It even has the vampire-ready architecture. If he’s anywhere downtown, that’s where he’ll be.”

“Abandoned theatres do tend to make excellent hideouts,” Van Helsing agreed. “Particularly if there are any Deco or Gothic features, many older vampires will feel very much at home there.” 

“I’ve never been inside the place,” I said. “But from the pictures I’ve seen, it’s currently decorated in Early Decay. But it was big-deal Vaudeville-style theatre back in the day.” 

“Then that’s our most likely spot,” Van Helsing said. “We should launch our assault soon. Vampires are perfectly capable of functioning during daylight hours, but they are weaker, and exposure to sunlight is fatal to their kind.” 

“So if you find yourself in a pinch, break a window,” I said. “What’s the team?” I asked Smith.

“Just the four of us,” he replied. I raised an eyebrow. “We don’t have enough men trained in dealing with supernatural threats. We learned that the hard way dealing with War a few months ago. And since I’m in no hurry to throw perfectly good men away, I thought we’d skip the suicide mission today.”

“Makes sense,” I said. My scrap with the incarnation of War itself wiped out two street gangs, one biker gang, and a dozen very brave and very unprepared police officers. 

“Let’s load up. We should be able to do this in one Suburban,” Smith said. 

“There are four of us, Smitty. We could do this in a Hyundai.” I followed him down the hall and we boarded an elevator. A couple floors later, the doors opened up into a parking garage full of all-black SUVs and sedans. We piled into a Suburban and rolled out of the underground garage, blue lights flashing. It was a little anticlimactic that there was no traffic in the middle of the day and that our ride in the urban assault vehicle was only about six blocks, but sometimes when you work with the government, you’ve got to do things the government way. 

I strapped into the passenger seat and sent a little mental “knock knock” back to Flynn, who was sharing the backseat with Van Helsing. 

Yeah, what’s up, Harker?

Harper, I corrected. At least for today. The chick next to you isn’t FBI, she’s—

Flynn cut me off. I was there, remember? At least part of the time. I know who she is.  But why hide your name? It’s not like the connection is that obvious.

It would be to her. I knew her family growing up. There’s a chance there might be old pictures of me around. I’d like to keep my ID hidden unless it’s absolutely necessary. And the how? My badge printed wrong, remember? The stupid woman down in HR who can’t do anything right except file enough discrimination complaints every year that everyone’s terrified to fire her? She strikes again. But this time she may be useful.

That would be a first. Fine, I won’t do anything to blow your cover, but you’re on your own with Smith. 

Yeah, that was a whole different issue. But before I got a chance to communicate anything to our boss, we were at the theatre. The only thing to indicate there had ever been a Carolina Theatre was a blue neon sign running up one wall. Every other indication that the building we were looking was anything other than the backside of a bank or warehouse was gone. I walked up to a side entrance, but it was locked. 

“Anything?” I called to Smith, who had gone over to the small door in the front of the facade. 

“No. Locked up tight.” 

“The alley it is, then,” I said. I motioned for him to head my way and turned to see Flynn and Van Helsing walking toward me. Flynn tossed a pile of metal at me, and I snatched it out of the air. I turned it over in my hands a couple of times, then looked at her. 

“Ummm, thanks, but I’m not into the whole bondage thing,” I said. 

She took the thing out of my hands, shook it once, undid a clasp, and tossed it around my neck. Once it settled into place, she tightened one strap around my throat until I croaked and yanked down on it, hard, then she relaxed her grip and fastened it into place. I reached up and patted my neck, now protected by a chain mail neck guard that ran from just under my ears to my collarbone.

“Good thinking,” I said. 

“Kevlar’s great, but this is definitely a job where being wrapped in sheets of metal is preferable,” she replied. 

“Yeah, I don’t know many vampires that pack pistols, but a mouthful of metal is a good way to ruin a vamp’s day,” I agreed. 

“Especially since it’s been doused in holy water and brushed with silver oxide.” 

“Holy water, huh?” I asked. “No wonder it burns a little.” I grinned at her and started down the alley. Flynn was right behind me, with Van Helsing following her. Smith had rear guard, covering the alley behind us with his Mossberg full of silver shot.

I put an ear to the door but heard nothing through the reinforced steel. I turned to Smith. “Who brought the key?” 

He moved past me to the door and pulled a spool of det cord out of his backpack. In less than a minute, he had a line of explosive running the length of the door’s hinge and wires connected to a handheld detonator. 

“Let me try something before we completely give up on the element of surprise,” I said. I knelt in front of the door and pretended to fiddle with a set of lock picks. All I really did was put my head close to the lock and whisper, “Aperio.” The lock clicked open and I pushed the door inward. Blackness yawned before us as I peered into the abandoned theatre. 

I stepped through the doorway first, flicked on my red-lensed flashlight, and all hell broke loose. 


Chapter 10




The second I clicked on the light, I heard a creak on the wooden floor off to my right. I swung the light in the direction of the sound and almost dropped the flash at what I saw. There must have been two dozen vampires on the stage, all rising from a sleeping position and turning their attention to the door. 

“Guys, we have a situation here,” I said. I drew half a dozen glow sticks from my back pocket, cracked them all at once, and threw them as far around the room as I could. “Get as much light in here as you can, and go back-to-back. There’s a fuckton of fangs in this room, and none of them look happy to see us.” 

Flynn, Van Helsing, and Smith all charged the room at that point, Smith firing a white phosphorous flare out into the gutted auditorium. A section of rotted flooring immediately caught fire from the sparks, adding to the illumination, but also pouring smoke into the sealed room and starting a bonfire in one of Charlotte’s last standing historic landmarks. 

I glared at him. “Was that really a good idea? Flares? Indoors? Didn’t your mom ever tell you not to set off fireworks in the house?” 

“Seemed like a good idea at the time,” he replied. “Isn’t that what you always say when you do something stupid?” 

“Shut up, Smitty,” I growled and leveled my pistol at his head. He dropped to one knee, and I put two in the head of the vampire that was coming up behind him. Smith, in turn, pulled the trigger on his shotgun and literally cut the legs off a vampire charging in from my left. I stomped on the monster’s neck with my boot, breaking its neck and rendering it forever dead. 

I heard pistol fire from behind me, but I couldn’t spare a thought for Flynn and Van Helsing because three vampires converged on me at once. Or at least they tried to, but since they had obviously never fought together, it didn’t go well for them. The one that got the closest fastest ended up in my grasp, and I spun him around to block a huge punch from an overgrown vamp coming at me head on. He hit the first vampire so hard in the head that the creature’s skull exploded. I dropped my undead shield and put four in the big beast’s chest, but that was only enough to bring it to its knees. 

Then the third beast had me. It caught me from the right in a flying tackle, which is always a bad idea. Any time you leave your feet in a fight, bad things can happen. In this case, the bad things happened to me, as the vamp drove me into the stage floor and then stood up to stomp my ribcage in. But just as it lifted up its foot, the pain kicked in and the vampire looked down at its chest. The chest with a silver stake poking out of it. When it tackled me, I managed to roll around and draw one of my stakes before we landed, then staked the bastard when he landed on top of me. 

I yanked the stake from his chest, he dropped, and I turned to jab the stake through the eye of the giant vamp I’d left on his knees in front of where I’d once stood. Except he wasn’t there, he was stomping across the stage at the girls, who were shooting everything in sight but not killing nearly enough. They had four or five vampires around them, plus the big boy. Smith wasn’t doing much better. He’d dropped his Mossberg and drawn a katana, which I’d never seen before. But the numbers game was getting to all of us. Even with my few seconds’ reprieve, I still had half a dozen bloodsuckers all converging on my position and very little idea what to do about them. 

“He’s mine,” came a voice from the balcony, and I looked up to see Gus swooping down from fifty feet away. That bastard always knew how to make an entrance. He glided down to the stage, an honest-to-God cape billowing out behind him, landing on one knee about ten feet in front of me. His vampire minions backed away, leaving an alley for him to approach me. He stood and swept his cape back off his shoulders, letting it flutter behind him like a black velvet banner. He walked toward me, almost stalking, his polished black riding boots echoing across the stage. 

Everything stopped in that surreal moment. All the other fighting stopped as his henchmen watched our confrontation. He was playing the role of the Master Vampire to the hilt, and I knew exactly where he learned it, He had Uncle Luke’s shtick down cold, from the cold glare, to the shoes polished to a mirror gloss, all the way to his hair plastered tight to his skull with more product than a Lady Gaga concert. He stopped in front of me and looked at me, a little smirk curling up one corner of his mouth. 

“Did you actually think you could beard the lion in its den, little man? In what world are you strong enough or smart enough to best me?” 

I kept my voice low but looked him straight in his cold gray eyes. I wasn’t afraid of his mind control powers; I’d been training with the OG boss vampire for a hundred years. I locked gazes with him and said, “If you leave Charlotte right now, I won’t hunt you and you can keep your pitiful little pseudo-life for as long as you like. But if we throw down, I’m not going to stop until you’re true dead and I’ve scattered your remains at sunrise over Freedom Park. You got me?” 

He snarled and reached out with his left hand, grabbing me around the throat and picking me up one-handed. “You insolent fool, you dare to threaten me? I should snap your neck right now!” His face grew mottled with rage and his grip tightened. Just like I’d planned. 

The problem with picking someone up by the throat is that you have to lock your elbow to do it with any touch of aplomb. And with your elbows locked and held straight out in front of you, your elbows become vulnerable to all sorts of nasty things. Like people smashing you in the elbows and dislocating both of them in one sharp blow. 

So that’s exactly what I did to Gus. I reached up and punched him on the back sides of his fully extended elbows. There were two loud snap sounds, and he dropped me, screeching in pain. I hit the floor and rolled, coming up with my pistol back in my hand and putting silver-tipped hollowpoints in the chest of the three nearest vampires. My gun clicked empty, so I drew a pair of silver stakes from the back of my belt and went to work. 

I was a whirlwind of silver and smartass comments, taking out half a dozen vampires in half a minute. The vampires covering Flynn, Van Helsing, and Smith all turned to look at the carnage I was creating, and all became part of carnage. Flynn and Van Helsing took out two vampires each, and when I turned to see how Smith was doing, I watched him pull his hand back through a gaping hole in a vampire’s chest. I gaped at him, but he just held a single bloody finger to his lips. He spun on his heels and grappled at another vampire, and my attention returned to the undead murderer at hand. 

I looked down at Gus, who was still working on getting his elbows back into alignment. I stepped forward and put a foot on one of Gus’ ankles. “Stay still, asshole,” I growled down at him. 

He looked up at me and said, “I’ll have your soul for breakfast for this insult, H—”

I cut him off, still trying to avoid Van Helsing figuring out my name. “You won’t do shit, Gus. You’ll either run now with your tail tucked between your legs like the good little butler you really are, or I’ll rip those useless arms off your body and beat you to death with them.” 

He glared at me. “You don’t have the stones, boy.” His voice was low and dangerous, and I could feel the hate rolling off him like steam. He bent over, stomped on the fingers of one hand, then pulled until his elbow popped back into place. He swapped arms, repeated the process, then stood up, flexing his newly-restored arms. I could see the pain in the beads of sweat dotting his forehead, but he never let it touch his face. 

“I believe the question is, is that the best you’ve got?” he asked as he charged me. I dove to my left, landing in a roll and coming up with my hands already spinning a warding spell. “Murus!” I said, pouring my will into the words. 

Gus slammed into my hastily drawn circle, then pounded on it as he howled in rage. “You cannot defeat me, Quincy Harker! I will never let you leave this place alive!” 

He was looking more and more correct as Smith’s flare continued to burn and catch more segments of the audience seating on fire. I looked out to see most of the audience chamber engulfed in flames and smoke roiling across the entire building. The vampires didn’t care, of course, but my human companions and I were starting to have a rough time breathing. 

I looked up at the ceiling and the fly grid, some eighty feet above the stage. All old wood, it was ripe to catch fire and come down on all of us in a heap of burning wood and death. I focused my will, opened a tiny hole in the top of my dome, thrust out my hand and yelled, “Foenestra!” I unleashed my magic in a tight beam, focused down to a two-foot circle, and blasted a hole through the grid, all the rigging, and the roof of the theatre. All the debris flew up, and so did the smoke. 

The air cleared almost instantly, but what goes up, must come down, in this case in the form of chunks of four by four and nails. 

“Heads up!” I yelled, running full tilt for the side of the stage out of the drop zone. I watched Smith reach up and bat a chunk of wood out of the air, then turn right back to beating a vampire’s face in, and saw a two-foot length of lumber pin one vampire to the floor, coming down straight through its neck and knocking him flat. The wood missed his heart, brain, and spine, so he just lay there writhing like a bug in a kid’s science project.

I heard a scream and turned to see Van Helsing lose her footing and go down in the center of a circle of vamps. Flynn tried to get to the fallen slayer but found herself surrounded. I turned to run across the stage to help the women, but Gus was on me in an instant. He grabbed the back of my coat and pulled me back to him, wrapping me up in a full nelson and effectively immobilizing me. 

“Watch, Harker,” he hissed into my ear. “Watch as my minions tear your friends limb from limb. Watch as we destroy even the faerie, with all his strength and magic.” He turned me to look at Smith, who was hard-pressed by a cluster of four vampires. 

Faerie? Smith? It made a certain amount of sense, but I couldn’t think about that just then. I had to come up with something, and fast, or all my friends, and Van Helsing, were going to be a vampire buffet. I struggled against Gus’s grip, but he held me tight. I thrashed and heard a sharp hiss as a beam of sunlight from the hole in the ceiling danced across the back of his hand. A thin tendril of smoke climbed from the back of Gus’s hand, and I saw my out. 

I looked up, focused my will, and shouted, “FOENESTRA!” at the top of my lungs. Power flew from me, scattered without the focus of a gesture, and blasted through the wooden grid and the rest of the ceiling. Wood, brick, and steel flew upward from the roof, falling outward onto the surrounding streets and alleys, but that couldn’t be helped. As the dust cleared, sunlight streamed into the theatre from the new twenty-foot skylight I’d created, and vampires burst into flames all around the stage. Gus dropped me like a hot potato and ran for the shadows, but most of his minions weren’t so lucky. The four around Van Helsing died almost instantly, and three of the ones surrounding Flynn met the same fate. The few survivors scattered to the shadows and the dark places under the theatre, but we were in no shape to pursue. 

Gus stopped in front of a stairwell leading down into the bowels of the building, glared at me across the stage and shouted, “This isn’t over, Quincy Harker! I’m not done with you, or your ‘Uncle’ Vlad, either!” Then he turned and ran down into the safety of the theatre’s catacombs. 

I turned to see Gabriella Van Helsing standing less than ten feet away from me, a nickel-plated Colt 1911 pistol leveled at my head and a scowl on her face. “Just what did he call you?” 


Chapter 11




“Go ahead, Agent Harper,” Van Helsing said. “Tell me your name again.” The Colt didn’t waver, not even a little. Pretty impressive for a slight woman who had been getting the shit beat out of her by vampires less than two minutes before. 

I sighed and took the gun from her. It was a lot harder than it should have been because she’s really strong and fast. For a human. But since I’m not exactly human, it still wasn’t that hard. I ejected the magazine, cleared the chamber, and handed it back to her. 

“Point that thing at me again and I’ll slap the taste out of your mouth,” I said. “I usually don’t hit women, but you’re better armed and a better fighter than most men, so I’ll make an exception if I have to.” I took a deep breath. “My name is Quincy Holmwood Harker. Yes, I am that Quincy, born from that Jonathan Harker and Mina Murray. I am the apparently immortal or at least stupidly long-lived son of two parents that Dracula fed on, shared blood with, but didn’t turn. That does something to your DNA, we’re not exactly sure what.”

“How old are you?” she asked. 

“About a hundred-twenty,” I said. “And yes, I knew your great-grandfather. He was very nice to me when I was a little boy. He let me pull on his beard and gave me sweets when my parents weren’t looking. Visiting with him was one of the bright spots of my childhood.” 

“What kind of monster are you?” she asked. At least she put the gun away. 

“I don’t think I am a monster,” I said. “I’m not a vampire, a were of any flavor, or a demon. I guess you could call me a wizard if you felt the need, but I guess I’d prefer the term magic-user.” 

“You lied to me,” she said, and the betrayal in her eyes hurt more than the bruises Gus had left. 

I tried to weasel out of it, but I knew it was useless. “Technically, I didn’t lie to you. My ID badge was misprinted, and I just didn’t correct you.” 

“You’re an asshole,” she hissed. 

“No arguments there,” Flynn chimed in. 

“Not helping,” I said. 

“Not trying to,” Flynn said, and I could feel her grin through our mental connection. Having a hitchhiker in your head pretty much always sucks, but it sucks worse when the hitchhiker is an insufferable smartass. 

“You’re a monster,” Van Helsing growled, and I could feel the situation slipping away from me.

“I’m not a monster, I’m a guy. We’re all assholes, and we all lie, but that doesn’t mean you have to do something stupid.” I held out my hands, palms out, trying to calm her down. I had my usual level of success in calming down angry women, which is to say none. 

“You lied to me to keep me from know what you were, and now I find out that not only are you part vampire, but the bloodsucker that my great-grandfather thought he’d killed all those years ago is alive? What am I supposed to do about that?”

“That’s really two questions,” I stalled, trying to come up with one, much less two, valid answers. “About the me lying to you thing, I’ve always been a big fan of forgiving and forgetting, personally.” 

Flynn barked out a laugh. “You’re still mad at your uncle for bespelling the 1919 White Sox into throwing the World Series, and that was almost a hundred years ago!”

“Not helping,” I said. “Besides, there are forgivable sins, and then there’s baseball. You don’t mess with baseball. Anyway, you can forgive me or not; that’s your call. But about the other thing—about Count Vlad Dracula still being alive regardless of what Stoker put in his little bedtime story? That’s nobody’s fault but Stoker’s. Not even your grandfather.”

“Great-grandfather,” she corrected. 

“I know, but I feel old enough already, so we’re going to skip that part if it’s quite all right with you. Look, Abraham knew that Luke wasn’t dead. He even knew that Luke was there when he died.” 

Her eyes widened briefly at that, then narrowed in suspicion. “How would you know that?”

“Because I was standing at the foot of his bed when he waved out the window at him. Your grandfather, Abraham’s son this time, would never invite Luke in, so he stood out in the snow and watched through the night as we kept vigil. They were never friends, but there was an understanding at the end between hunter and vampire.”

“And what if I think you’re full of shit? What if I decide to go after your uncle anyway?” 

“That would be a very bad choice,” I said. 

“What, you think he’d turn me? I’m not afraid of living forever.”

“Says everyone who’s never tried it,” I said. “Get back to me in seventy years or so and let me know how it’s going. But that’s not the point. I’m not the least bit afraid of Luke turning you. He hasn’t turned anyone since my mom’s best friend Lucy. Nowadays he’d just kill you.” 

“Others have tried,” she shot back. 

“Fine, then. Don’t forgive me and work with us to take down the vampire that’s an actual threat to the people of this city. Stay pissed and go after Luke, you know, the vampire that the whole genre is based off of. He’s taken down more vampire hunters than I’ve gotten lap dances, and let me tell you, that’s a pretty big number.” 

“Fuck this, I’m going after him.” Van Helsing started to storm out the door, but Flynn got in front of her. 

“Look, Gabriella, let’s all just take a minute to dial it down…” Flynn took her by the arm, and the vampire hunter shook free and gave Flynn a hard shove. 

“Bitch, don’t you put your monster-loving hands on me!” 

“You’d better think twice about calling a police officer a bitch in this town, or you’ll find yourself brought up on charges for impersonating an FBI agent, bitch. I checked your backstory, and it’s thinner than Harker’s last excuse for being late.” 

“Hey! Whose side are you on?” I asked. 

“Shut your pie hole, Harker,” Flynn snapped. “And you, miss high-and-mighty vampire hunter, I’m telling you as the local law enforcement that any harassment of our citizens, including Mr. Lucas Card, major donor to the Policeman’s Charity Ball and the funds for families of fallen officers, will be handled with extreme prejudice.” 

“I’m feeling pretty damned prejudiced right now, why don’t we just settle this shit? I kick your ass, I’m free to do whatever I like to Dracula. You kick my ass, I leave town and forget I ever heard about Lucas Card.” She assumed a fighting stance. 

Flynn mirrored her and nodded. In a matter of seconds, the whole mess had escalated from me pissing off another pretty girl to a pair of badass women about to throw down in the middle of a theatre full of recently-ashed vampires. I was looking around for the popcorn vendor when Smith stepped between them. 

“Cut this shit out, NOW,” he said, in a voice that was a cross between a drill sergeant and middle school principal. He held out one arm to each woman, muscles bulging beneath his tactical uniform. But nobody was looking at his arms. We were all focused on his eyes, which had flashed to a deep yellow, like a big cat’s. His pupils were vertical and oval, and his eyes seemed to glow with an inner light. Flynn took a step back, as did Van Helsing. 

“What the fuck are you?” Van Helsing asked the question that was hanging in the air. 

“Pissed off is what I am,” Smith replied. “I’m pissed off that my squad can’t get along for the time it takes to clear one building and make sure that there are no more vampires running around. I’m pissed off that there was a vampire nest in the middle of my city, and I’m pissed that the so-called Master of the Vampires either didn’t know about it or didn’t care enough to do anything about it. You got any other questions?” He turned his full attention to Van Helsing, but she didn’t flinch. 

“Yeah,” she said, right up in Smith’s face. “What. The. Fuck. Are. You? Did I say it slow enough for you that time?” 

“I heard you the first time. I just ignored you because it’s none of your fucking business. Is that clear enough?” 

“Yeah, it’s clear that this whole team has been infiltrated by monsters, so you won’t be any fucking good at stopping them. I’m better off on my own.” She turned to go. I cut her off at the door. 

“Don’t do this,” I said. “Hang with us. We’re not monsters. Okay, I’m not. I don’t know what the hell Smith is, but whatever it is he turns into, it can’t be much worse than mid-level government functionary, can it?” 

She laughed at that, and I reached out and touched her arm. “Look, I’m sorry we lied to you about some stuff, but I’ve got some people to protect, so I can’t go telling all their secrets, you know?” 

“I get it,” she said. “I understand why you did what you did. I’ve just gotta go process. I mean, it’s not every day that you find out a whole branch of the government is run by monsters.” She pushed past me to the door and walked out into the daylight. 

Smith stepped up beside me. “Wait ’til she finds out about the Supreme Court.” I gaped at him, but he just gave me a smile.


Chapter 12




Despite blowing most of the roof off of the old theatre and letting the sunshine in, as the song goes, there were still a lot of places for vampires to hide in the Carolina Theatre. And after hearing the ruckus we caused upstairs, none of them were very eager to come out and tangle with us. Which is usually fine, because I’m a live-and-let-unlive kinda guy most of the time, but in this case, we spent the rest of the day combing the theatre for stragglers and clues as to where Gus would go to hide or what he had planned next. 

It was early evening when Smith, Flynn, and I reconvened on the stage to go over what we’d learned. We sent all the other agents home and gathered around a table I dragged out from some backstage office. I dropped the few clues I’d picked up throughout the day onto the table, but it didn’t amount to much. I had a couple of takeout menus, a listing of upcoming Broadway and Symphony shows coming to town, and a course catalog for Central Piedmont Community College. I was pretty sure most of that stuff had been left by the last people to rent the theatre, since I didn’t see Gus as the type to take night classes in Japanese or try the best new place for Pad Thai, especially since vampires can’t process normal food. 

Smith hadn’t fared any better, picking up a few parking stubs and collecting wallets from the vampires we staked and beheaded. If their IDs weren’t lying, none of the vampires from Gus’s crew were local, which meant he was traveling in something big and with a light-tight cargo compartment. That narrowed down his parking solutions pretty dramatically, so Smith got on the phone and started calling long-term lots that were big enough to handle that type of vehicle, and Flynn opened her laptop and started looking up parking citations for oversized vehicles in the past couple of weeks. 

I had nothing, so I sifted through papers aimlessly for a few minutes, then started scouring the floor for clues from our earlier fight. I don’t know what I thought I was looking for, but I found a whole lot of nothing. 

A few minutes after the last rays of sunlight stopped flickering through my impromptu skylight, my cell rang. I looked at the display and swiped my finger across the screen. “What’s up, Luke? Met up with an old friend of yours today. Boy, that Augustus, he’s got more issues than Reader’s Digest.” 

“Quincy, while I often do not mind you borrowing my manservant for your little forays into mortal law enforcement, I must ask that if you are not going to have him home in time to prepare my breakfast, please leave a note. It is only common courtesy, after all,” my uncle’s cultured voice came through the tinny speaker crystal clear, pissiness and all. 

“What are you talking about, Unc?” I looked around the stage just to make sure, but nope, no Renfield. Just like there hadn’t been a Renfield there all day.

“Where is Renfield, boy? I just woke up, I want my breakfast, and I am without my manservant! Are you being deliberately obtuse, or is it a natural state?” 

“Don’t get bitchy, Uncle, I don’t have your butler. I haven’t seen Ren since I left the house this morning, and I haven’t heard anything out of him all day. Did he go out grocery shopping or something? I know it’s low on your priority list, but he has to eat, and he keeps a few things around the house for me, so maybe he went shopping.” 

“He did. Much earlier. There is a new six-pack of that beer you like in the refrigerator and a receipt on the counter from before noon. No, he’s not out shopping. And he never stays out past dark without a very good reason.”

I started to feel a sick feeling in my stomach. “What reason would be good enough?” 

“What are you talking about, boy?” Luke tended to call me “boy” when he was upset. Some things you just learn to live with when dealing with monsters that are hundreds of years old. “Boy” was one of those things. 

“I’m saying has he ever been gone when you woke up before? For any reason?”

Luke paused and took a deep breath. After what felt like forever, he answered. “No. He hasn’t. Quincy, do you think something is wrong? Had something happened to him?” I gotta give him credit, Luke sounded legitimately worried. In that moment, he sounded more human than I’d heard him sound in years. 

“I don’t think something happened, Uncle. I think someone happened,” I replied. 

“Augustus,” Luke said. 

“Augustus,” I agreed. “After we thumped him here, I bet he went to your place and decided to hit you where it would hurt the most—threatening the people who rely on you for protection.”

“That son of a bitch!” Luke exploded, and I pulled the phone away from my ear. Smith’s head whirled around, and I dialed in my suspicions about him a little further. “I’ll destroy him once and for all. If he’s harmed a single hair on that man’s head, I will tear him apart with my bare hands!” I held the phone further away from my head as Luke ranted. Super-hearing comes in handy a lot of the time, but when people are yelling into a cell phone, it turns every conversation into an argument. 

“Luke,” I said, but he ignored me. “Luke!” I shouted, and he fell silent. 

“Don’t do anything crazy,” I said. “We’re on our way.” 

I turned to Flynn. “You get that?” I asked. 

“Yeah.” 

“Explain it to Smith while I pull the car around front. Grab all our weapons and be ready for some superior cover-up work in tomorrow’s paper if we find the bastard,” I said, turning to the door. 




Two minutes later we were speeding down Seventh Street headed toward Luke’s house. We turned right off the main road into Luke’s neighborhood, then left into a housing development. 

“I still can’t get over Dracula living in a housing development,” Flynn said as a cavalcade of nearly identical split-level houses circa 1964 rolled by outside the windows. 

“It wasn’t a housing development when he built here. It wasn’t even Charlotte when he built here. I’m sure if he’d known the city would actually grow into something, he would have stayed far away. But he likes it here, so we stick around.” 

“What about you, Harker?” Flynn asked. “Do you like it here?” 

I looked over at her, but there was none of the normal mocking in her eyes. I thought for a moment, then said, “Yeah, I like it here. I’ve lived here longer than I’ve lived anywhere as an adult, so it feels as much like home as anywhere that’s not London. And even London doesn’t feel much like my London anymore. There have been a few changes in the last hundred years or so. Charlotte’s a good place to live, and there’s enough turnover in the population that I can change apartments and names every ten years or so, and as long as I don’t go back to my old hangouts, I don’t get outed too often.” 

“How long have you been here?” Flynn asked. 

“Well, Luke’s been here in one name or another for a lot longer than me, but I got here in the seventies. If I had to live in America during those years, I was at least going to live in the South where bell bottoms weren’t quite as big as some places.” I chuckled, then grew focused. “We’re here. Smith, I need you to take the back entrance. Can you handle it solo?” 

“Kid, I was breaching doors when you were still trying to figure out how tie your shoes.” 

“I rather doubt that since I learned to tie my shoes at the turn of the century. The twentieth century.” I parked the Suburban in the driveway and headed for the door. I took the front steps two at a time and hit the door at a run. Good thing for everyone Luke had it unlocked. 

He was waiting for us in the living room. Smith joined us a couple of minutes later, shaking his head. 

“No sign of anything out back,” he said. 

“Luke, what do we know?” I asked. 

“We know that rat bastard Augustus had kidnapped my Renfield and is using him for bait to lure me out. We know that I’m going to find him and do largely unpronounceable things to him that wouldn’t be possible if he weren’t an undead monster. We know that you’re standing between me and the front door, thereby impeding my ability to kill Augustus and get my manservant back.” 

“We know that you have voicemail,” Flynn cut in. 

“What?” Luke whirled around. “I have voicemail?” 

“That wasn’t Luke asking if anyone left him a message,” I translated. “That was Luke admitting he had no idea there was an answering machine.” 

“True enough,” my somewhat technophobic undead monster uncle agreed. 

Flynn pressed a button on the console beside the phone and a tinny voice informed us that we had one message.

“Hello, Count.” Augustus’ voice came through, a little scratchy for the recording, but there was no question who it was. “I have something of yours. I believe you’ll want it back. Did you actually believe this simpleton could replace me? This human fool doesn’t have the power to light a candle, much less destroy the Lord of the Undead. But that’s what I’m going to do, Count. Or should I call you Vlad, now that you’re landless? 

Regardless, meet me at the bandshell behind SouthPark Mall at midnight. That will be a lovely place to settle our differences. Oh, and bring the Harker brat. I might have something for him, too.” The recording clicked off and we all looked at each other. 

“How does a European vampire from the nineteenth century even know there’s a bandshell behind SouthPark? How does he even know there’s a SouthPark?” I asked the room.

“It means nothing to Augustus, but the location is significant to my current Renfield. He was an oboe player in the symphony before I brought him into my employ,” Luke said. “But that matters little at this point. All that matters is rescuing Renfield and destroying that psychopath Augustus once and for all.”

“Hold your horses, Luke,” I cautioned. “You know I’m usually the last one to argue for discretion as any part of valor, but I’ve got an idea.”

“I know that look,” Luke said. “Ever since you were a child, you got that look on your face whenever you were about to do something you thought was clever. It usually ended up with you crying and blood streaming down your face.”

“That’s kinda the plan here, too, Uncle, except I don’t plan on doing the bleeding and crying this time,” I said with a grin.


Chapter 13




We pulled up to the rear of SouthPark Mall in two cars. Me and Luke in his Mercedes coupe, and Flynn and Smith coming in from the opposite direction in a black Suburban. We had little chance of fooling anyone who was paying even a little attention, but it was worth a try. Luke and I started the long walk across the grass down to the bandshell while Smith and Flynn walked in from the side. 

The bandshell at SouthPark Mall was built when the Symphony and mall management got tired of building temporary staging for the Summer Pops series. So they got together and built a little stage with a curved roof out on a little island behind the mall. In the summer, yuppies and music lovers of all stripes bring lawn chairs and sip wine while listening to the Symphony. It’s a nice little gig, and now every time I tried to pick up a chick at a concert, I’d think of Gus. One more thing for the asshole to answer for.

I saw the scrawny rat bastard from a hundred yards away, and judging by the low growl he let out, I knew Luke saw him too. He was standing near the front edge of the stage, right smack in the middle. A few feet away, he had Renfield tied to a chair, and even from a distance, I could tell the man had been beaten, and badly. 

We stopped just on the mall side of the moat in front of the stage. Twenty feet of water separated us from our prey, but he either thought it was too far for me to jump, or counted on his ability to kill Renfield before Luke could run the bridges at the side of the stage. 

“So glad you could join us, gentlemen,” Gus said when we came to a halt. 

“Augustus, I command you to release my manservant at once!” Luke commanded, and suddenly I saw the vampire that kept an entire countryside cowed before his power. Every inch of cultured businessman was gone, and left standing beside me was a man who expected his every whim to be obeyed, and woe betide the fool who crossed him.

Gus laughed. He actually had to step away from the edge of the stage to keep his balance, he was laughing so hard. “You impotent old fool,” he sneered. “You actually think you can still command me? I, who have not only grown greater than I ever was as a human, but I have evolved into the pinnacle of the Nosferatu!” 

“Vampires who refer to our kinds as Nosferatu are invariably assholes,” Luke muttered to me. I turned to him in shock. “What?” he asked. “You don’t expect me to listen to this douchebag, do you?”

“No, but I didn’t expect you to know the proper use of the term douchebag, either.” I drew my Glock from a shoulder holster and shot Gus in the throat. The report echoed across the expansive lawn, and blood spattered all over the stage. Gus dropped but sprang to his feet almost immediately. 

Bad news for him was that twenty feet was less than my standing broad jump, and that Luke was faster than he expected, so when he hopped back to his feet, we were standing directly in front of him. He made a few gasping noises, spraying bloody mist across the stage.

“What?” I asked. “I’m sorry, Gus, I can’t hear you.” I broke up laughing at my own joke, which just served to further enrage the pissed off and newly perforated vampire before me. I holstered my largely useless pistol and got ready for a fight. Luke slid over to the side to position himself between Gus and Renfield, then when Gus charged me, Luke set to work untying Renfield. Everything was going according to plan. 

The only problem was that the plan consisted of me going toe to toe with a powerful vampire for long enough to get Ren to safety, preferably without getting dead. Gus dove at me first, so I caught him by his lapels and rolled backward, placing two feet into his gut and flinging him over my head into the moat.

He leapt back onto the stage with a little splash, and I hopped to my feet to meet him. He sprang at me again, not giving me enough time to get a spell ready, so I sidestepped his charge and punched him in the back of the head as he went by. He sprawled on the stage but was back up in an instant. This time he was more cautious, stalking me, feinting a jab here and there. He was consciously ignoring Luke and Ren, which set off alarm bells to me. Then I heard a rustle from above, and it clicked into place. I put everything I had into one massive punch, which took him right on the cheekbone. Gus’s head snapped to the side, his whole body spun with it, and he dropped once again to the deck.

“Luke!” I shouted. “Look up!” He paused in walking Renfield across the bridge to the lawn and looked up. The entire roof structure was covered with vampires, staring down at us, just waiting for the right moment to strike. 

Apparently, when I noticed them was the right moment because a good three dozen vampires dropped to the stage around me. The nearest half dozen or so vampires to me got a rude awakening when they landed because decking Gus gave me just enough time to focus my will on the Zippo lighter I carried, shout “FRAGOR!” at the top of my lungs, and jump straight up into the rafters the vampires just fell from. 

A fireball ten feet in diameter erupted from the Zippo, engulfing the nearest vampires and turning several of the older ones to dust instantly. The fresher vampires, the ones turned more recently, burned more like humans, except they turned completely to ash when they died. I dropped from the ceiling onto the back of another vamp, snapping its neck like a rotten branch. 

That only left thirty vampires plus Gus to go. I glanced over to where Luke almost had Ren over the bridge to the relative safety of the lawn, then turned my attention back to the horde of angry and slightly singed vampires surrounding me. I drew my Glock and put rounds in the chests of the four nearest vampires on my right side, and they dropped like stones. A silver-tipped bullet in the throat won’t do much more to Gus than piss him off for a while, with an added side of shutting him the hell up. But to a new vampire, a silver bullet through the heart turns them to real dead real fast. 

Four bullets wasn’t doing much to get me out of harm’s way, so I breathed a sigh of relief when rifle shots rang out from the left side of the stage. 

We’re in position, Flynn’s voice came across the mental link we shared, and for a second I had the weird double vision where I saw through my eyes and hers as well, but I shook my head and dialed it back a little. Flynn and I usually keep enough of a conduit open to each other that we know when one of us, usually me, is in trouble, but sometimes you just don’t want to see life through the other person’s eyes. On the other hand, I learned the hard way that my nicknaming her EMT boyfriend Black Superman was pretty damned accurate. 

Flynn and Smith were set up in mini-sniper perches on the lawn behind a little grassy knoll with Remington 700 rifles just casually blowing the heads off vampires. Stoker never mentioned that a high-powered rifle round is better than a stake, but I guess he also never fired a really powerful, accurate weapon before. Some of the vampires turned to run up the hill at Flynn and Smith, but they barely made it onto grass before they were taken out with headshots. 

I emptied my Glock and pitched it onto the grass behind me, flung one more fireball that took out four vamps, then went hand to hand with the last few vampires until the platform was littered with bodies. I stood in the center of the stage, panting, with blood dripping from my hands, staring upstage at Gus. His throat had healed, but I knew what repairing that damage took out of him. He stepped down toward me, then looked me up and down from ten feet away.

“There’s more to you than I expected, Quincy Harker,” Gus said with a sneer. 

“That’s what your mom said when I left her this morning,” I replied. I don’t care if I live to be a thousand, which is unlikely given my mouth, but I will never get tired of “your mom” jokes. 

Gus looked perplexed for a moment, then his eyes narrowed and he bared his fangs in a terrifying grimace. Terrifying, I’m sure, if you don’t get to see Dracula in his old man boxers far more often than anyone would like. After that, I’m hard to scare. 

Just before he charged me, Gus’s eyes went wide and a crimson stain bloomed on his shirt. A slender piece of wood ripped through the front of his clothes, and Gus dropped to his knees, revealing a smiling Gabriella Van Helsing standing behind him with a second stake in her left hand to match the one buried in Gus’s back. I stepped forward, then looked at Gus again, wondering why he wasn’t toppling over like a good dead vampire. 

That’s when I got a better look at the angle of the stake, and my blood froze. “Move!” I shouted to Gabby, but she just looked at me. “You missed the heart! He’s playing possum!” I yelled, and Gabby went white. 

Gus hopped to feet, reached behind his back, and wiggled the stake free. “Ouch,” he said. “That got stuck on some ribs. For that, I’m going to make this hurt. A lot.” He flung the stake at Gabby, who knocked it out of the air, but left herself open to Gus’s first punch, which would have been Gabby’s last if it had landed. I poured on the speed and caught the vampire’s arm before he could crush Gabby’s face, then found myself far closer to Gus than I really wanted to be. 

He had my throat in one hand, then his left hand flashed out, moving faster than anything I’d ever seen before, and he pulled Gabby in close to both of us. 

“There are some three-person scenarios I’ve considered with Miss Van Helsing,” I admitted, “but sorry to say, Gus old boy, you weren’t in any of them.” 

“It’s long past time someone silenced your insolent tongue once and for all,” Gus hissed, spit and a little bit of blood from his nearly-healed throat splattering across my face.

“While I often agree with that sentiment, Augustus, the time for that is not now, and the place for that is not yours.” Uncle Luke’s cultured voice rolled across the bandshell and everything stopped. Gus and his minions froze, Flynn and Smith stopped shooting things, and even the urgent alert from my bladder stepped it down a notch. 

Luke continued, stepping to the center of the stage. “Release my nephew, Augustus. Release my nephew and let us settle this like we should have many decades ago, like men.” 

“We are not men any longer, Vlad! That’s what you’ve never accepted! We’re not men and never will be again. And while you long for more time as a human, I revel in my greatness! I accept my superiority and thrive in it, like you never have! And when I destroy you, I shall rule over all the world!”

“You shall die, Augustus,” Luke said, and I could hear the disappointment in his voice. “You shall die, and I shall be the one to do it.” 

And then, it was on.


Chapter 14




The last time I saw my uncle really throw down was in Tibet in the 1920s. We were wandering the Himalayas looking for enlightenment or some such crap, when we came across a band of particularly territorial yeti. Their clan leader challenged Luke to single combat, one of those “win and I won’t rip your arms off” kind of challenges. It was very ceremonial, and when Luke drew first blood, we were welcomed among the clan with drinks and roast moose. 

This was nothing like that. This was like a ballet set to Rob Zombie where all the dancers are psychotic mass murderers tweaking on crystal meth. It was easily the most terrifying thing I’ve ever seen, and I’ve summoned Japanese sex demons for kicks. Luke and Gus flew at each other, and I mean that literally. They each took about two steps, launched themselves into the air, and crashed together a good twelve feet in the air. They spun around and around in midair, grappling for an advantage and tearing into each other’s biceps with their nails. Neither one would release their grip, so they spun around a couple of times, then crashed to the stage and rolled over and over, each man trying to gain purchase on the other. 

After a few seconds of struggle, Gus pushed off backward to get some space. His black shirt hung in rags from his arms, and blood streamed from a dozen little cuts on his upper arms. He ripped the rest of his shirt off and threw it behind him, and I saw more ribbons of blood running from little cuts all over his torso. 

Luke was in about the same shape, and he shrugged out of his suit jacket and tore his white dress shirt away from his body, reveling dozens of little holes in his arms where the other vampire’s claws had scrabbled for purchase. Luke shot Gus a nasty grin and leapt for him, covering the twenty feet that separated the two vampires in a single leap. Gus braced for impact, and caught Luke with a solid punch to the chest. A crack echoed across the stage as Luke’s impact broke ribs, and he grimaced in pain. 

Luke hung in there, though, with the increased pain tolerance that comes from living through the Industrial Revolution. And being a vampire. He wrapped his hands around Gus’s neck and started to squeeze, the muscles of his arms standing out in ropes. Gus hammered on my uncle’s arms, but Luke was too strong. I knew there wasn’t much to be gained from choking Gus, but crushing his throat looked like a good start. Gus got his hands in between Luke’s arms and broke the hold, but Luke ripped a chunk of newly regrown throat out when he let go. 

Gus kicked Luke off him and clambered to his feet. Luke did some wild vampire ninja flip thing and landed on his feet, then spun around to kick Gus in the jaw. Gus responded with several quick punches to Luke’s face, then landed a huge roundhouse on Luke’s jaw. Luke spun around, and Gus hit him several more times, staggering Luke. Luke ducked the next punch and lashed out with a kick to Gus’s knee, toppling the other vampire. Luke stood, then stalked over to where Gus lay writhing on the floor, holding his leg. 

He reached down, pulling Gus to his feet by his hair, then drew back his hand for a killing strike. His hand was different, transformed into something I’d never seen on Luke. It was more claw than hand, with elongated fingers and nails that curved into claws. His hand flashed down, but Luke wasn’t as hurt as he seemed, because he got his own claws up to block, and broke free of Luke’s grasp. Gus took a step back, measuring Luke, and I got my first good look at them both in their Nosferatu form. 

When vampires are injured, or starving, or hurt badly, all vestiges of humanity fall away and their monstrous nature is revealed. Luke’s face became very bat-like, his fangs were extended, and his hands were crooked into claws. Gus looked more cat-like, but similar, with arms elongated and his fangs very pronounced, Gus sprang at Luke, but instead of trying any funny moves this time, Luke just stood tall and snatched the oncoming vampire out of the air, then slammed him onto the stage floor. 

He slammed Gus into the floor, then picked him up and smashed him into the floor again. He repeated the process a third time, and this time when he picked Gus up, the other vampire hung limp in his grasp. He bashed him face-first into the wooden stage a fourth time, then he lifted Gus over his head, brought the thrashed vampire down across one knee, and snapped his spine like a rotten twig. The crack sounded across the bandshell, and Luke let the body fall to the floor. He stood over his old adversary, then with a long sigh, he reached down and ripped Gus’s head from his shoulders. 

Luke stood, holding Gus’s head by the hair, and stretched his arm high over his head. “Does any other dare challenge the Dracula?” he shouted, and his voice rang through the night. All Gus’s minions looked from one to the other, and I knew in my heart of hearts that it was over, that we were done with Gus, that Luke could switch back into this über-civilized form, and we could all go home. 

Gus’s minions weren’t that smart. They rushed Luke. Eight young and brutally stupid vampires against one old vamp who had just been through the fight of his life. They probably thought it would be a cakewalk, that they’d knock off a legend and be the hot new stuff on the bloodsucker scene. They didn’t have a fucking chance. 

Luke ripped the first one’s arm off and literally knocked him out with it. No shit, he caught the punch the vamp was throwing, put one hand on the creature’s shoulder, and gave a hard yank. He pulled the vampire’s right arm off, gripped the wrist like Babe Ruth, and hit the stupid bloodsucker across the face with his own arm. The vampire toppled back and laid flat on the stage, his unseeing eyes staring up at the lighting rig. Two more descended on Luke immediately after, and they fared no better. A single hard punch from Luke pulverized the heart of the first vampire, and the next fledgling died when Luke knocked him down and smashed his skull flat with one stomp. 

Two of the five remaining vampires chose discretion as the better part of valor, but Smith put a .308 round in each of their heads from fifty yards. That wouldn’t kill them, but it would keep them down long enough to decapitate. 

One turned to me and smiled, obviously thinking that a human would be a better option. I smiled back at him, put a hand on his chest, and whispered, “Fuego.” He looked puzzled for a moment until his clothes burst into flames. He almost made it to the moat before he was completely consumed. The last two vampires went at Luke together, and it went about like everyone, including the two idiots, expected. Luke twisted one of them around until he could look at his own ass and punched the other guy so hard in the chest his heart exploded out the back of his ribcage. 

I looked around the bandshell, silent except for the sound of blood dripping from the rafters and a few cicadas chirping in the distance. “Well, I’m glad that’s over. It is over, right, Luke?” 

I turned to see Luke and Van Helsing standing toe to toe. Gabby had a pistol in her right hand and a silver stake in the other. Luke had nothing in his clawed hands except blood and bits of dead monster. Gabby gave up half a foot in size and wasn’t fueled by magical mystery fighting mojo, but she also hadn’t had the shit beat out of her by a super-vamp in the last five minutes, so the scrap was looking pretty even. 

“This is not how my night ends, people,” I said, walking to the two of them. I stopped a couple of feet away, then glared at Luke. 

“Uncle, it’s time to look human again. You’re making the company nervous.” 

“The company wants to kill me, Quincy.” The fangs made everything Luke said extra-sibilant and menacing. There were times that was a good thing. This wasn’t one of them. 

“A lot of people want to kill me, Luke. Hell, half the time my own partner wants to kill me! You can’t hold that shit against people, or you’ll just spend all your time worrying about who wants to kill you today.”

I don’t want to kill you nearly as much anymore, Flynn’s voice came from inside my head.

But admit it, you spent years wishing I’d just drop dead.

Oh yeah, like the first several years I knew you, 

“Don’t worry, vampire, after tonight we won’t have anything to worry about because you’ll be dead, and I will have finally honored my great-grandfather’s legacy.” 

At Gabby’s words, something snapped in Luke’s eyes, and for once in my life, it snapped in a good way. In the matter of thirty seconds, his hands returned to normal, his face returned to normal, and his fangs withdrew, cleaning up his speech a lot. It’s hard to speak clearly with spikes hanging out of your mouth.

“You really are Abraham’s granddaughter?” Luke looked at Gabby, really looked at her for the first time. He reached out with one hand and touched her face. Gabby froze, her eyes wide as the leading figure in her childhood nightmares stroked her cheek with the back of his knuckles. 

“Great-granddaughter,” she whispered.

“No matter,” Luke said. “I see it. I see it in your eyes. The fire, he had that same fire you have. Whenever Abraham saw something he wanted, he got that fire in his eyes. He looked at me the same way you look at me now. Not like something to fight, like something to overcome. I am not your challenge, young Van Helsing. You are your own challenge. You must win your own battle before you can ever hope to vanquish me.” 

Gabby’s hands twitched, her finger tightened on the trigger, then relaxed. Tightened, then relaxed. I gathered my will, readied a spell that would throw up a barrier between the two of them, then let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding when Gabby stepped back and holstered her pistol. 

She turned to me and tossed me the silver stake. “I think this is yours, Harker.”

I caught it on the fly and stuck it through my belt. “Thanks. We all gonna be cool now?” 

“Once your uncle tells me why he let my great-grandfather go to his deathbed thinking he’d won.” 

“Because he had won, young Van Helsing. He had cost me my latest minion, my latest two brides, and my home. The only thing he hadn’t managed to do was kill me.” 

My blood ran a little cold at Luke’s admissions. He was talking about my parents as his bride and minion, which freaked me out more than a little.

Luke kept talking, and I kept shutting up. Gabby was getting more ancient history out of Luke in minutes than I’d gotten in a century and change. 

“I became a different man after my encounter with Abraham and Quincy’s parents. They showed me that I could no longer behave as a feudal lord, as I had for centuries. From watching them and learning from them, I realized that the world was changing quickly, and I would no longer be able to stand apart from it as an overlord, but must drift outside the world, in its shadowy places. I believe your grandfather was unwittingly responsible for my survival all these years. For if it were not for him pointing me in the direction that the world was moving, the twentieth century certainly would have destroyed me.”

Gabby laughed, a short ironic bark. “So by trying to destroy you, he helped save the thing he most hated.”

“I don’t believe he hated me, not at the end. I believe he wanted to study me and wanted to render me harmless, neither of which I would ever allow,” Luke said with a slight smile. “But I believe we achieved some level of mutual respect. At least I did.” 

I remembered that night in the old man’s cold bedroom. I remembered the tears of Gabby’s grandfather, the stony expressionless mask on my father’s face, and most of all I remembered the tiny upturn of his lips as Abraham waved to the window and the old adversary standing out in the snow, always on the outside looking in. I remembered that night and felt a kinship with my uncle that I’d never felt even in all our travels and battles together. We were both destined to stand outside the window, looking in on a warm and normal life we could never truly know. 

Luke turned to me almost like he felt me staring at him and nodded to me. I nodded back, then let the moment pass like a shadow in the night. I turned to Smith. “This would be a really good time to tell me you have a cleanup crew on retainer. Or at least a budget for this.” I waved my hand at the entrails and puddles of blood and body parts strewn all over the bandshell. 

“Yeah, lemme make a couple calls. I’ll get the cleaners out here and get the movie shoot excuse planted with the security guards.” He pulled out his cell phone and pushed a few buttons. 

Flynn walked up to me and leaned on me, her arm on my shoulder. “Not a bad night, Harker. We got the bad guys and didn’t lose any of the good guys.” 

“True enough, but where’s Renfield? That was kind of the point of all this in the first place, wasn’t it?” 

“He’s in the Suburban, out like a light. Augustus had him drugged to the gills, so your uncle stashed him in the car while we took out the vamps. What’s so funny?” 

I chuckled again. “Sorry, it’s just ironic that after all this time tending to all of us, this whole mess was about us taking care of Renfield, and then he ends up sleeping through it all in the car.” 

So, of course, that’s the moment the dapper little manservant decides to reappear. “I assume by the fact that you’re upright that we won?” Renfield set a small red cooler down on the edge of the stage and passed me a beer. 

“How in the world did you find a cooler full of beer?” I asked, twisting the top off and knocking down half the beer in one long pull. 

“I put it in the back of the Suburban,” Smith said. “I figured if we lived through this shit, we’d need one.” He reached down and passed a longneck to Flynn, then popped the top on a bottle of his own. The four of us sat on the edge of the stage looking out over the lawn while Luke and Gabby talked about her great-grandfather. 

“You’re right, Flynn,” Smith said. “This was a pretty good night.” 

“Yeah,” I agreed. “We beat the big bad, and Gabby learned that not everything with fangs is a monster.” 

“Too often the monsters are the ones in suits, not a fang or claw in sight,” Flynn said. 

“That’s what the police are for,” Flynn said. “They take care of the things that walk in the daylight.” 

I raised my bottle to the others sitting with me. “And we handle the things that go bump in the night.” 
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Resurrection Day

by Gail Z. Martin and Larry N. Martin




“Damn grave robbers.” Agent Mitch Storm stood looking down into an empty hole. 

The mortuary safe, a latticework of iron bars designed to keep out body thieves, had been pried open like the rib cage of an autopsy victim. An expensive maple coffin had been torn into with enough force that its lid lay separate from its base. The tufted satin interior was empty.

“You don’t think it could be premature burial?” Mitch mused. He pointed to a nearby tomb with a bell on a rod. Inside, a cord went down to the corpse in the casket, just in case the dearly departed hadn’t actually been dead and gone. Similar bells dotted the cemetery, between the carved urns and elaborate angels.

“Nah,” Jacob replied. “No one calls in federal agents for that. At least it’s pretty clear that someone was trying to get in, instead of getting out.” Agent Jacob Drangosavich, Storm’s partner, swept his gaze across the rolling hills of New Pittsburgh’s Allegheny Cemetery as if he expected to spot the resurrectionists making off with their prize.

“How do you figure?” Mitch asked. 

Jacob nodded toward the lid, which lay upturned a few feet away from the casket. “No evidence of scratching against the lining, and an outward-bound force wouldn’t have taken off the lid so neatly. You’ve seen what it looks like when they rise on their own. I don’t care whether they’re ghouls, vampires, or wraiths, they make a mess of it.” 

Jacob Drangosavich and Mitch Storm were a study in contrasts. Their badges from the Department of Supernatural Investigation were one of the few things they had in common. Storm was shorter, with an athlete’s build. He had dark hair and dark eyes, along with a five o’clock shadow that started at three. Mitch still had the cocky assurance that had made him one of the Army’s best sharpshooters, along with a rules-are-for-other-people attitude that continued to get him into trouble. 

Jacob, on the other hand, was tall and blond, blue-eyed with Eastern European features that let him easily fit in among the new immigrants working the city’s mines and mills. And although Jacob favored deliberation before action, somehow his caution did not seem to keep the pair out of trouble.

“Question is,” Jacob said, “who’s the body snatcher, and why do the snatchers want corpses?”

“It’s not the medical students this time,” Mitch said. “They’ve finally got legitimate ways to get study stiffs.”

Jacob was about to reply when he heard a clockwork click and hum. “Get down!” he yelled, diving to the ground as a shot rang out. He scrambled to his feet, but Mitch was nowhere to be seen. Jacob’s gun was ready in his hand, and he ran for the copse of trees where the shot had originated.

“Federal agents—come out with your hands up!” he shouted. 

A figure darted from behind the trees. It looked human but moved all wrong. Metal glinted in the sun from places on the figure’s form, and Jacob heard the click and whine of meshing gears. It was dressed like a man, but it moved stiffly, without the grace of a real person. Whatever it was, it moved fast, Jacob thought, sprinting after it.

“Halt! Police!” he shouted again. He put on a burst of speed, but the attacker paused long enough to squeeze off another shot that sent Jacob dodging, then took off again at a full run.

The stranger was too far ahead of him to catch and running for one of the carriage roads. Jacob’s long legs carried him quickly over the uneven terrain of the old cemetery, but the shooter was faster.

Jacob’s lungs burned and he knew he would tire long before he reached the carriage road. Catching up with their attacker was not going to happen. The hiss and thump of an engine sounded behind Jacob, and Mitch let out a whoop as he roared by on one of the department’s experimental steam bikes.

“Be careful with that thing!” Jacob shouted, but by that time, Mitch was too far ahead to hear him. 

Mitch rode the bike like he was jumping hurdles with a stallion. The cemetery’s rolling terrain gave him just what he needed to send the bike airborne, vaulting over several granite headstones and barely missing the wings of a mourning angel sculpture. 

The bike came down hard, but Mitch stayed with it, pulling it out of a slew and barely remaining upright. He gunned the engine, and it popped and hissed in protest, but the bike took off again, with Mitch weaving between and around the stone obelisks intent on his quarry.

The shooter was fast, but Mitch’s bike was faster, and the gap between the two narrowed. The runner veered left, and Mitch cut off the corner to intercept. The distance between them went from yards to mere feet. Mitch steered straight for the runner, closing in, intending to run the assassin down.

A muffled explosion echoed off the field of monuments and mausoleums with a sickening wet thud. The runner exploded, just a few feet in front of Mitch’s bike, sending a rain of skin, hair, bone, and clothing falling through the air. Mitch skidded to a stop, covered in gore, staring in complete horror at the spot where the would-be assassin had detonated.

Jacob jogged up a few minutes later, winded and sweating. “What the hell just happened?”

Mitch for once was speechless. “I almost had him,” he said, staring at the burned patch of ground where the bomb had gone off. “And then he just... boom—”

“You’re sure it was a man?” Jacob tried to catch his breath, and wrinkled his nose at the distinctly unpleasant smell.

“It looked like a man,” Mitch replied. “But it didn’t move like one. It was jerky and awkward, and way too fast. There was something really strange about him.”

Jacob frowned and moved into the blast range, sniffing the air and then kneeling to look closer at the chunks of flesh that littered the grass. “There’s no blood.”

“What do you mean, there’s no blood?” Mitch demanded. “Didn’t you see him blow up right in front of me? How can there not be blood?”

Jacob shook his head. “I don’t know how, but there isn’t. Look,” he said, pointing. “I think we’ve answered one question, why the mystery man moved strangely. He was already dead.”

“You saw him run. He shot at us. Dead men don’t do that,” Mitch argued.

Jacob pointed to the spray of gore. “Look at the flesh, Mitch. It’s not bleeding. It’s not the right color. Smell the air. Formaldehyde and rotting meat.” He gestured toward some brass bits that caught the sunlight and shimmered. “Bits of metal. Where did they come from? They had to be in with the skin and bone.”

Mitch sat back down on his steam bike with a worried look. “You think someone finally managed to do it? Create a clockwork creature?”

Jacob spread his hands and shook his head. “More like clockwork abomination… I don’t know much about that kind of thing. But I can think of someone who might.”




#  #  #




Inside the huge Romanesque Revival building locals called ‘The Castle’, down in the hidden laboratories of the secret subterranean floors, Adam Farber poked the charred and twisted metal pieces with a wooden pointer as Mitch and Jacob told a highly edited version of their brush with a clockwork assassin.

“Maybe,” Adam said to the question Mitch posed. Adam Farber was the boy genius of the Tesla-Westinghouse Company, a gawky, too-skinny young man in his twenties with stick-straight blond hair, wire-rimmed spectacles, and angular features. A nearby table was littered with used coffee cups, and it was clear Adam had already drunk enough caffeine that he nearly vibrated.

“Maybe what?” Mitch pressed.

Adam chewed on his lip as he tilted his head from one side to the other to examine the bits of metal Jacob and Mitch had retrieved from the cemetery bombing. “Maybe someone could build one. I mean, theoretically,” Adam replied.

“Could you?”

Adam’s gaze slid up to meet Mitch’s eyes, and Jacob saw a glint of irritation. “If you are trying to ask ‘did I’, the answer is no,” Adam replied tersely. “Could I?” He gave an off-hand shrug. “I don’t know because I wouldn’t try. We’ve been successful with the werkman. Why would anyone want to work with dead, rotting bodies?”

“What Mitch was trying to ask with his characteristic charm is, could it be done?” Jacob interceded. Mitch glared at him but did not contradict.

Another shrug. “Theoretically, yes,” Adam said. “But it would take a lot more than using gears for joints.” He shook his head. “Sweet heavens. You saw what we did for Hans, after his accident. There are a few others like him. It’s not easy replacing damaged parts on a living person. It can be done—but it’s expensive, and there’s a better than fifty-fifty chance it won’t work.”

“Oh?” Mitch asked.

Adam nodded. “Sometimes, the damage is just too bad to fix. Or the flesh fights the metal and gangrene sets in. That’s why we haven’t gone public with the process. Think of all the war injuries, the factory accidents.” He grimaced. “People would clamor for the process, and it’s not ready for that kind of scale yet.” He sighed. “On the other hand, replace joints with gears on a corpse, and all you have is a metal-bound corpse.” 

Adam looked up to meet their gaze. “You saw it run?”

Mitch and Jacob both nodded. “Then what made it move?” Adam challenged. He straightened and ran a hand back through his straw-colored hair. “It would be much easier to create a mechanical man from scratch than hinge and joint a corpse. Unless—”

“What?”

Adam shook his head. “Unless someone’s discovered how to raise the dead, or at least animate them. I mean, there are stories, sure. Fables meant to be told around a campfire. Zombies from the islands under the spell of a conjurer. That Shelley woman’s awful mad scientist tale. But that’s all just fiction.” He waved his hand at the metal bits. “That’s crazy talk!”

As if on cue, a man made of metal lumbered out of the laboratory’s small kitchen carrying a tray with a fresh pot of coffee, a china creamer and three porcelain cups. The mechanical marvel, one of Adam’s prototype werkmen, moved with the creak and hum of gears and steam like a ghostly suit of armor. Jacob and Mitch had seen Adam’s werkmen before. The Department had procured several of the prototypes.

“Your coffee, sir.” The werkman’s voice had the metallic, scratchy quality of an Edison cylinder.

“Thank you, Lars,” Adam said. Lars the werkman gave a short bow and returned to the kitchen. Adam poured a cup for himself and then remembered to offer some to Mitch and Jacob, who declined.

“The idea’s been around for a while,” Adam said after he had tinkered with the cream and sugar for his drink as if it were a precise lab experiment. “Adding machines to men. Using corpses as puppets. Fixing cripples. Enhancing warriors.” 

He said the last comment off-handedly, but there was an edge of bitterness to Adam’s voice that made Jacob wonder if the inventor had been approached by others on the subject. Maybe even by the Department and its competitors.

“Who else could have a hand in this?” Jacob asked. “Who might have the interest—or the skill—to even come close to making a clockwork corpse?”

Adam’s eyes turned flat and hard. “When it comes to snake oil, one man always comes to mind first. Francis Tumblety, king of the charlatans.”

Tumblety was a name Mitch and Jacob recognized. A quack physician and failed spiritualist, Tumblety reveled in the dubious notoriety of having been investigated—and dismissed—as a suspect in the Ripper murders in London. He had passed through New Pittsburgh on more than one occasion, always leaving in a forced hurry. 

Mitch’s lip curled in disgust. “Yeah, I could figure Tumblety for having something to do with this, even if it was just thieving the bodies.”

“No idea whether he’s back in town, but he’s the first person I’d go looking for, if I were you,” Adam said. “Now that I think of it, there is one more thing I heard about, from one of my materials suppliers. There’ve been thefts over on the North Side from a chemical warehouse. Not sure what was taken, but that would be Tumblety’s style.”

“We’re on it. Thanks,” Mitch said. 

“You’re welcome. Get the Department to throw some more money my way. My lab could use some more equipment,” Farber replied. 

Outside The Castle, their carriage was waiting for them. Hans, their driver, opened the door for them with all the aplomb of a well-trained coachman, although his skills actually lay more in combat and munitions. He kept his cap down over his face, hiding the metal plate, clockwork jaw and mechanical eye Adam had crafted for him. Beneath his driver’s uniform, there were other replacements. Mitch gave him directions, and Hans nodded.

“North Side,” Mitch said to Hans as they settled in. He turned to Jacob. “Sound familiar?”

Jacob nodded with a dour expression. “Same area where all those poisonings happened, and half a dozen people disappeared from their own wakes.”

“Yeah.” 

The carriage stopped in the alley behind the jail in downtown New Pittsburgh. The jail was a massive stone structure with a turret and a bridge that crossed over the street like Venice’s bridge of sighs. Across the street, Dr. Zebulon Sheffield presided over the city’s coroner office, grim territory that Sheffield ran like his own private fiefdom.

“Well, well,” Sheffield said as Mitch and Jacob entered. “If it’s not the Storm and Fury boys.” Sheffield wasn’t the first to match their last names up to ‘sturm und drang’, and the allusion made him chuckle every time.

“Good to see you, too,” Mitch replied. He glanced at a black armband around Sheffield’s left arm. “Are condolences in order?”

Sheffield sighed. “My uncle died. He lived with us. Ninety years old and full of piss and vinegar, but the years finally caught up with him. We’re holding the wake tonight and tomorrow, then he’ll be buried over at Union Cemetery. New mausoleum. Pretty fancy. Can’t cross the street it seems without seeing an advertisement for them.”

“My sympathies,” Mitch replied and Jacob nodded.

Sheffield eyed them warily. “If you’re here, then there’s a shit storm coming,” Sheffield said. “Always seems to work like that. What is it this time?”

Mitch jumped up to sit on the edge of one of the clean stainless steel autopsy tables. Jacob leaned against the wall, arms crossed, trying not to let the overwhelming smells of sanitized death make him throw up.

“Stolen bodies,” Mitch replied more cheerfully than the subject warranted. “Maybe even someone who wants to create mechanized, clockwork corpses.”

Sheffield looked from one of them to the other. “Seriously? You’re talking about zombies?”

Jacob shrugged. “There’s a word for the living dead because people have tried it before,” he said. “The guys in the legends used magic. Everything’s scientific nowadays. Figures that someone is going to try sooner or later.”

Sheffield looked up from the papers he was shuffling on his desk. “Huh. You think they actually made it work?”

“Well enough for someone—or something—to take a shot at us over at Allegheny Cemetery yesterday,” Mitch replied. 

“What have you heard?” Jacob asked. “You’re in the body business.”

Sheffield gave a snort. “Never heard it called that before. But yes, I do know a lot of the embalmers in town, and the cemetery managers. We run in the same professional circles.”

“And?” Mitch probed.

Sheffield looked away. “There’s been talk.” He picked up a now-cold cup of coffee and leaned back in his chair. “You heard about the robbery at the mortuary supply on the North Side and the missing chemicals?”

Mitch nodded.

“Do you know what kinds of chemicals went missing?” Sheffield asked. “Formaldehyde. Embalming fluid. I found out because I and many of my colleagues had orders in that now can’t be filled.”

Mitch and Jacob exchanged a glance. “We’re back to mad scientist territory,” Jacob muttered.

“You hear any theories about who took the chemicals?” Mitch asked.

Sheffield shrugged. “Rumors. Could be jealous competitors.”

Jacob raised an eyebrow. “Sometimes rumors are right in spite of themselves.”

Sheffield sighed. “I’m hearing a lot of griping about a new embalmer in town. He’s been doing quite a bit of business lately, underpricing the long-time players, moving in on neighborhoods they considered their territory.”

“Name?” 

“David Congeliere,” Sheffield replied. “Showed up about six months ago and yes, that was just a little bit before the spate of grave robbings, but so was Christmas and the full moon and I don’t think they had anything to do with the missing corpses. Sometimes, timing is just a coincidence.” 

Mitch jumped down off the autopsy table. “Maybe in your business,” he said. “Not in ours.” He tipped his hat. “Where can we find him?”

“Over on Ridge Avenue.”

“Thanks for the information,” Jacob said. 

Sheffield frowned. “These zombies, think you can take them?”

Mitch grinned. “Sure. With one hand tied behind my back. It’s the living you’ve got to watch out for.”

“We’ll be in touch,” Jacob said, heading for the door.

“Don’t rush,” Sheffield replied. “The last time you guys showed up, you wanted me to store a vampire in my mortuary drawer.”

“It was just for the day,” Jacob replied. “It’s not like you were using it.”

“I used to sleep at night, before I met you two,” Sheffield replied. “Back when I thought things like vampires were fairy tales.”

“Um, doc, about those fairies—”

“I don’t want to know!” Sheffield snapped, and covered his ears with his hands. “Out! Out!”




#  #  #




The carriage had not gone two blocks from the coroner’s office before Hans gave three sharp raps to the sliding glass panel between the driver’s bench and the carriage. 

“We’re being followed,” Mitch interpreted, and both he and Jacob drew their guns. 

New Pittsburgh’s streets were full of black carriages, but the one behind them looked more ominous than most. It wasn’t a hearse, but it had a funeral sense about it, from the cloaked driver whose face was hidden beneath the shadow of his hat to the black plumes that adorned the horses’ bridles. And despite the crush of pedestrians, carriages and trolleys, that one particular carriage stayed close behind them even though Hans made a series of turns designed to lose a casual follower.

Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

Mitch and Jacob hit the floor of the coach as bullets thudded into the doors at close range. Suppressors on the guns hid the sound amidst the mid-day bustle. Steel plates kept the bullets from coming through. Mitch lurched to the bullet-proof glass window, but saw only well-dressed pedestrians walking past.

“Anything?” Jacob asked, warily looking out on his side.

Mitch swore. “No one who looks like an assassin.”  

Jacob glanced out of the back window. The funeral carriage was gone.

“I think we’ve just been sent a message,” Mitch said, straightening his jacket but not bothering to holster his gun.

Jacob sighed. “And as usual, we’re going to ignore it.”

The rest of the ride over to Manchester was thankfully quiet. They left the factories on The Point, the triangle where three mighty rivers converged, and crossed the river into the city of Allegheny with its ethnic neighborhoods and workingmen’s houses along the riverfront, while elegant brownstones and wealthy neighborhoods settled comfortably further inland. The brick walls were painted with advertisements for tobacco and gum, milliner shops and dressmakers. There was even an ad for modern hygienic burial vaults at Union Cemetery. 

“They’ll advertise anything nowadays,” Jacob muttered. “Where are we meeting Fletcher?”

“Mihilov’s. And let’s hope he’s got some information worth paying for,” Mitch replied.

Mihilov’s Bar was nothing special. A battered wooden sign hung over the door, which had seen a lot of use. The windows were set high in the walls of the narrow room, which held a bar along one side and a few tables with chairs along the other. The air smelled of whiskey, cigarette smoke, and fried fish.

The tired men who hunched over the bar were mostly mill workers, stopping for a shot and a beer before heading home. Eddie Mihilov, a balding man in his fifties, nodded curtly as Mitch and Jacob entered. Drostan Fletcher, private investigator, waited at a table in the back with a glass of whiskey.

“How’s business?” Mitch said as he shook Drostan’s hand in greeting.

Drostan shrugged. “Enough to keep me in rent and scotch,” he replied, and gestured for them to sit down. Mitch went to the bar and came back with ale for Jacob and himself. 

“I got your note,” Drostan said. He was a tall, strongly built man with red hair and the faintest trace of a Scottish burr to his voice, perhaps ten years older than Mitch and Jacob. “How did Washington get interested in this?”

Mitch grinned. “Washington isn’t. The Department, on the other hand, finds this sort of thing fascinating.”

Drostan took a sip of his scotch and leaned back in his chair. “You’ve heard Tumblety’s back in town?”

Jacob nodded. “Heard he might be connected to David Congeliere.”

Drostan raised an eyebrow. “Congeliere’s made a lot of enemies.”

“How?”

“Undercutting the competition. Running advertisements in the paper for his services that people find in poor taste. Adding a discount at that new mausoleum if he gets the embalming job.” He shook his head. “Rumor has it he pays doctors to be tipped off on who’s dying so he can get to the family first.” 

Mitch and Jacob exchanged glances. “What’s his connection to the cemetery?”

Fletcher scowled. “That’s where it gets strange. The cemetery is completely legitimate. And maybe the mausoleum is, too, but they advertise like Beeman’s gum.” He took another sip of his drink. “Adoph Brunrichter gave a large sum of money to have the mausoleum built.”

“I don’t recognize that name.” Mitch replied.

“The guy is a bad penny,” Fletcher said. “Plenty of rumors: hanky-panky with female patients, botched surgeries, questionable experiments.” He shrugged. “But nothing seems to stick to him.”

“If they’re behind the clockwork corpses, do you know where they’re doing the work?” Mitch asked.

“Congeliere travels all over the city and embalms corpses at their homes,” Fletcher replied. “A day or two later, after the wakes, his hearse traces the same path and picks up the bodies for interment. Since he offers a discount on the new mausoleum, a lot of his ‘clients’ end up over there.”

“Interesting,” Jacob said, and took a long pull on his ale.

“Tumblety and Brunrichter seem to spend most of their time at the house on Ridge Avenue,” Drostan added. “So if Congeliere really is stealing bodies, he’s probably making the clockwork zombies there.” 

“And just so you know, I’ve had two people take a shot at me since I’ve been looking into this for you,” Drostan said with a pointed look at Mitch. “The first was a warning. The second meant to hit me, but I dodged it. I don’t want a third.” He drew out a rolled-up blueprint.

“I got my hands on the floor plans to Congeliere’s house,” Drostan added. “Thought you might want them.”

“Let me have a look at those,” Mitch said, reaching for the plans. “I’ve got an idea.”




#  #  #




“This has got to be the worst thing you have ever dragged me into, Storm.” Dr. Sheffield muttered. 

“It’s for a good cause,” Mitch replied smoothly. “Think of it as your uncle’s final service to his fellow man.”

They stood in the front parlor of Sheffield’s house. The mourners had departed, and Sheffield’s family was in bed, believing that he and his friends would sit vigil with Uncle Frederick. 

“What happens if someone goes into the loft of the carriage shed and finds him up there?” Sheffield demanded sotto voce. “I could lose my job.”

“Does anyone go up to the loft in the carriage shed?” Mitch asked. “He’s embalmed. We’ll have him back where he belongs tomorrow at the latest.”

 Sheffield glowered at him but said nothing. The casket lay empty on a makeshift bier constructed from boards and sawhorses, covered with a dark tablecloth. In the dining room, some of the leftovers remained from food brought by well-wishers, along with ample bottles of whiskey for the comfort of the mourners. 

“It’ll be easy,” Mitch said in a cajoling tone. “Drostan is going to sit up outside, just in case. We’ll be in here. Congeliere’s hearse is due to come later tonight. Right before they get here, Jacob jumps in the casket, and Hans, Drostan and I follow the hearse. Once we get wherever they take the bodies, we throw them a little surprise party.”

“Be glad I hadn’t arranged for a cremation,” Sheffield groused. 

Jacob climbed into the empty coffin. He could not get his long legs into the box without his knees sticking up. “This isn’t going to work.”

Jacob climbed out and eyed Mitch’s shorter frame. “Oh no,” Mitch said, backing up a step. “No. Not even for flag and country. No. I’m not doing it.”

“We’re not going to have another chance like this,” Jacob said in a practical tone.

“No.”

“The casket has an air tube,” Sheffield offered. “Uncle Frederick was obsessed with Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Premature Burial.” 

“No.”

Jacob sighed. “All right, Mitch. But I’m not sure how quickly we can get the goods on Congeliere and the others. There could be more poisonings.”

“That’s not fair,” Mitch said, glaring at Jacob.

“It’s true. We have a golden opportunity to get into the middle of their operation. Drostan, Hans and I will be right behind you,” Jacob promised.

“What if you’re not?”

“We will be.”

Mitch folded his arms across his chest. “I want weapons.”

“You can have what I was going to use. A sawed-off shotgun. A Colt 45. One of Farber’s Morse Code watches. I’ll have the receiver, so you’ll be in contact with me the whole time,” Jacob said. “And you got that listening device from him the last time we saw him. Works on aetheric waves. So I can hear what you hear.”

“You knew this was going to happen,” Mitch muttered.

Jacob chuckled. “No, I didn’t. But sometimes the universe is amazingly just.”

The clatter of hooves in the street outside ended the conversation. “He’s here!” Jacob said. “Get in the box!”

Mitch checked the wide leather strap on his left wrist that had Adam Farber’s telegraph mechanism and the odd brass contraption that looked like a cross between a speaking tube and a miniature Edison cylinder, the aetheric wave transmitter. His shotgun was already in the casket, and his Peacemaker was holstered on his hip. With a sigh, Mitch climbed in the coffin.

“Don’t forget to come after me,” he muttered. 

“Sure, Mitch. Right after breakfast,” Jacob said, trying to lighten the mood. “Just remember—you were very optimistic when I was going to be the one in the box.”

“That’s because it was you. This is me,” Mitch grumbled, but he got into the casket and pulled the lid shut.




#  #  # 




“Here we go,” Jacob muttered under his breath. He had slipped out the back of Sheffield’s house when Congeliere’s men carried the casket out the front. Hans was driving the carriage, and pulled out of the side street a discreet distance behind the hearse.

Drostan Fletcher had been watching the house from a thicket on the other side of the street. He slipped from cover on a bicycle, requiring only a leisurely pace to stay well behind the hearse and its two black carriage horses.

Jacob rode one of the Department’s steam bikes. It was loud enough that he had to hang well back, but if something went wrong, he could move faster than Drostan’s bicycle and maneuver better than Hans’s carriage. 

The streets of New Pittsburgh were nearly empty. The shops and businesses were closed, there was little reason for anyone to be abroad given the hour. Few were except for cops walking their beats and tired millworkers trudging home from the night shift.

Congeliere’s hearse moved quickly, at the upper limits of decorum, making its way through the shadowed streets like the driver had a schedule to keep. The carriage made two more stops, sliding additional caskets in beside the coffin that held Mitch, before turning toward the Allegheny River.

Once the hearse was out of the residential neighborhoods of Shadyside and approaching the warehouses of the Strip District, Jacob heard a carriage closing behind him. He glanced back, and cold terror ran down his spine.

Damn. Congeliere suspected something. It’s a trap—and Mitch is stuck in a coffin.

The driver wore a black cloak and a top hat. The turned-up collar of the cloak hid the man’s face. But nothing could hide the sunken flesh and protruding ribs of the dead horses that drew the carriage through the night, or the click and hum of the metal joints that moved their dead limbs as their hooves clattered against the paving stones.

Jacob choked back a cry of terror. He did not dare push the steam bike for more speed without tipping his hand to the driver of the hearse. Drostan’s bike was almost invisible in the darkness, keeping to the sidewalks and the shadows. With luck, Jacob’s pursuer would not notice Drostan, and Jacob could draw the intruder off.

Hans must have spotted the intruders, because he stuck to the plan, taking a left turn at the nearest intersection, able to find the hearse again with one of Adam Farber’s tracking devices, clipped to the waistband of Mitch’s trousers. Jacob turned right, and the carriage with its clockwork corpse steeds followed him, more intent on the oddity of a steam bike than suspicious of an unmarked carriage. No one seemed to notice the bicycle.

Jacob’s elation that he had drawn off the pursuers faded as he realized that he was now the sole quarry. The warehouse district was deserted at this hour, too late for regular deliveries and too early for the wagons that would come in the wee hours of the morning. The hum of his steam bike vied with the relentless rhythm of the zombie horses, dead steeds that could keep up their pursuit without tiring.

Here in the empty streets, Jacob feared being caught or trampled more than he worried about odd looks at his government-prototype steam bike. He depressed the pedal, and the gap between him and the ghostly carriage widened. His tire hit a loose paving stone, nearly throwing him, and he veered crazily, trying to regain control of his bike. 

Echoing from the deserted side streets, Jacob heard the howl of dogs. Feral packs were spotted now and again down by the docks. But the howls sounded wrong, strained and unnatural. Up ahead, Jacob saw one cur then another slink from the cover of the shadows, eyeing him with the dead glare of their taxidermy glass eyes.

“Shit!” Jacob muttered, and gunned his bike. The dogs took after him, and Jacob heard the familiar click and hum of clockwork gears. Only four dogs, but they were big, and they moved fast for being dead. Jacob could not spare attention to get a good look, but what he glimpsed made him shudder. 

Like the horses, the zombie dogs would never pass for living beings. Their dirty, matted fur hung against visible ribs. Patches of fur were missing, exposing putrefying flesh. They can’t last long like that, the thinking part of Jacob’s brain observed, as the rest of his brain argued for survival. Were they experiments? Or can Congeliere and his buddies put these damned things together fast enough to make them disposable?

He didn’t have time to ponder. The dogs were stalking him, moving to close off his escape from the carriage and its hell-horses behind him. Veering right would put him in the river. Turning left would require trying to climb one of the steeply inclined streets for which New Pittsburgh was famous. Even if the bike could chug its way to the top, he would slow enough that the dogs could take him, or the carriage could ride him down. The uneven paving stones beneath his tires made it impossible to even think of shifting his grip to pull his gun. 

What good is shooting them? They’re already dead.

Mitch was stuck in a casket headed for a crazy resurrectionist’s lair, and there was nothing Jacob could do to help. Despair warred with terror, sending a sheen of cold sweat down Jacob’s back. 

The clockwork curs were close enough for Jacob to hear their mechanical howls and the snick of their teeth, fangs that looked even larger protruding from blackened, dead gums. The undead stallions were closing on him, hoof beats deafening in the still night air.

Ahead, Jacob saw barricades of lumber and stone closing off the street for construction. There was nowhere to go. His luck had run out.

Jacob skidded the bike around so that his back was to the barricade and stopped. He flipped up a protective cover and pressed down on a button to activate the steam bike’s small Gatling gun. Nothing happened. Jammed, he thought, cursing under his breath.

Jacob drew out his pistol, and pumped a shot into each of the approaching zombie curs, but the dead animals kept on coming, even though the bullets tore into their embalmed flesh. Their glassy eyes full of torment and madness fixed on him, and the pack gathered for the kill as the carriage and its wretched horses thundered toward him.

Light flared and an explosion beneath one of the curs threw the zombie dog into the air and out of the way. Explosion after explosion rang through the night, echoing from the warehouses and the street, rumbling down the thoroughfare.

“Take that!” Drostan Fletcher shouted, riding his bicycle as if the Devil himself were after him, using the steep incline of the side street to increase his speed to a suicidal pace. He rode straight at the dogs, scattering them and making the corpse-horses shy back, then retreated just out of reach long enough to light fuses. Drostan hurled a long string of lit fireworks toward the dogs. The fuses glowed in the night, then exploded in a deafening roar as if all the artillery of the old Fort Pitt Foundry were going up at once. Jacob pumped his last two shots at the remaining mechanical curs, putting them out of commission and, he hoped, out of their misery. 

Pounding hoof beats sounded behind the clockwork zombie carriage. Jacob glimpsed another black carriage closing on his attacker, heard the snort and snuffle of living horses. Hans drove his team at a reckless pace, intent on his quarry. A long metal tube telescoped between the two carriage horses, and with a roar and a flare of sparks, an egg-shaped projectile flew toward the zombie coach.

Jacob dove to the ground with his arms over his head as the Ketchum grenade exploded. 

The explosion sent the zombie coach into the air along with its undead steeds, careening toward the solid brick wall of a nearby warehouse. Fletcher scrambled out of the way, ducking behind a wall to miss the worst of the flaming debris. 

Bits of dead flesh and twisted clockwork mechanisms rained down on the street, filling the night air with the smell of a charnel house. For a moment, everything was quiet. Jacob climbed to his feet, righting his steam bike, which was still running.

A low growl made Jacob pivot as the lone remaining clockwork cur sprang, teeth bared, a garbled mechanical growl coming from its dead throat, malice in its glass eyes.

It never saw the steam bike coming. Jacob let go of the handlebars and the bike lurched forward, knocking the zombie cur out of the way with enough force that it did not rise. 

A plume of dark smoke rose from the ruins of the corpse horse carriage. For a moment, the street was still.

Jacob reached in his satchel and pulled out a department beacon. He planted it near the wreckage and clicked it on. The Department would have to see to clean up – no telling what stories the locals would tell if they saw the carnage in the light of day. That’s when Jacob heard the clicking coming from the receiver pinned to his collar. Three short blips, three longer clicks, three short blips.

“Mitch is in trouble,” he said. “Time to go.”

Drostan threw his bicycle in the carriage and swung up to ride beside Hans. Jacob took off on the steam bike, adjusting his steering for the damage the machine had suffered in the fight. 

Mitch also had the aether wave transmitter. The range was limited, and Adam hadn’t worked out all of the flaws yet, but the closer Jacob got to Congeliere’s Manchester shop and home, the more often he could pick up a few words. Enough to know Mitch had been caught.

“… you were sniffing around at the Coroner’s office…” a voice said. Jacob was still too far away to hear clearly, but this voice sounded nasal and whiny.

“… should have finished the job at the cemetery. Your friends are already dead” The second voice was low, heavy with a German accent.

“… just playing a prank—” Whatever Mitch was going to say was cut off with a resounding crack that sounded like a fist hitting bone.

“Federal agent… needs to disappear…” The third voice sounded unruffled, as if whatever was going on was all in a day’s work. It was his calm efficiency that chilled Jacob to the core.

“… making a mistake—”  Again, Mitch was silenced with a bone-jarring thud that made Jacob wince and tighten his grip on the handlebars of the bike. He had opened the bike’s throttle up to its maximum speed, but the way the conversation was going, it might not be fast enough to get him there in time.

The steam bike hissed and rumbled over the uneven paving stones of the New Pittsburgh streets, jarring Jacob’s teeth together and assuring him he would ache in every bone and sinew. He fairly flew across the Seventh Street Bridge and headed for Ridge Avenue, hunched over his bike with Hans and Drostan hot on his heels.

“… just the beginning…,” the man with the German accent said, from what Jacob could pick up over the wind roaring in his ears and the sound of the steam bike.

“… limitless army of the dead…,” the whiny-voiced man added. 

“… valuable cannon-fodder…” the confident man said with a coldness that stoked Jacob’s anger. 

That was the motive behind the scheme Tumblety, Brunrichter, and Congeliere had cooked up, Jacob thought. Corpse shock troops, drawn from military and civilian dead. Cheap labor for mines and mills that needed no pay, food or shelter, unable to protest even the most brutal conditions.

“… you’ll make a valuable addition,” the German man said. A shot rang out at close range to the transmitter, and after that, all Jacob heard was static.

That would have been me, if I’d have fit in the box, Jacob thought, feeling as if the bottom had dropped out of his stomach. They shot Mitch. Shit.

A few blocks from the house, Jacob pulled over to the side of the street and Hans pulled the carriage up beside him. He told them what he had heard, omitting what he feared. From the look on Drostan’s face, he guessed they put the pieces together for themselves.

“Odds are good they’re in the basement,” Jacob said. “I’ll need a diversion to go in after them.”

“I’ll handle it,” Hans said.

“I’ll come with you,” Drostan volunteered. “You’re going to need back-up.” He had retrieved one of the extra sawed-off shotguns Hans had stocked in the carriage. Jacob did the same, reloading his revolver as well. 

“What’s the plan?” Drostan asked.

“Ride the steam bike at full speed into the back door and hit the ground shooting,” Jacob replied.

“No, seriously,” Drostan said. “What’s the plan?”

When Jacob just stared at him, Drostan cursed fluently, his Scottish burr becoming much more pronounced. “You’ve been hanging about with Mitch Storm too much, if you think that’s a plan,” he said.

“Got a better one?”

Drostan sighed. “No. Come on. We’ve got work to do.”

Hans took the carriage around to the front of the house on Ridge Avenue. Jacob took the steam bike around to the back, and Drostan stood on the other side of the alley. 

“What’s the signal?” Drostan asked.

A high-pitched whistle split the air, followed by the thud of metal against wood and seconds later, the front of the Congeliere house exploded with a Ketchum grenade.

“That.” Jacob revved the bike and ran it at full speed at the wooden basement door. Its tires jumped the small doorstep, and then it splintered the door, landing on the brick floor without the benefit of the two concrete steps. The impact threw Jacob forward, and as he struggled to keep his seat and his grip, his palm hit the Gatling gun button.

It was no longer stuck.

The bike’s magazine was small in comparison to a full-size Gatling gun, but it shot off a hundred rounds in a matter of seconds.

By the time the shooting was done, Jacob stood with the shotgun in one hand and the revolver in the other. Drostan was behind him, similarly armed.

It was a good thing. The clockwork zombies hit them hard.

Waxy, embalmed skin hung in shreds from the mechanized corpses’ emaciated bodies. The Gatling gun’s bullets had torn into bone and joint, but the undead creatures lurched forward, a human shield between Jacob and their makers.

The blast from Jacob’s shotgun blew away most of the closest zombie’s head. Drostan’s shot followed a second later, tearing a hole in the second zombie’s chest big enough to fit his fist through.

Jacob caught a glimpse of the room through the firefight. Five metal autopsy tables filled half of the room, along with an embalmer’s tank. On one of the tables lay a woman’s severed head, and on another, the body from which the head had come. Other bodies lay in various stages of ‘enhancement’, with steel pins protruding from bone and joint or clockwork mechanisms in the process of being fused with flesh and sinew. A rack of surgical and mortuary instruments hung against one wall. Floor to ceiling shelves held row upon row of glass containers filled with dusky fluid, preserved pieces of once-living things. 

Smoke wafted down from the main house, much of which was no longer there, thanks to Hans. Glowing embers straggled through the air like shooting stars. At least four of the clockwork zombies lay in pieces on the floor, ones that had borne the brunt of the Gatling gun’s punishment. 

“Where’s Mitch?” Jacob demanded. He brought his revolver to bear on the survivors of the blast.

Three men were crowded against the far end of the room, and Jacob matched them to the voices he had heard. He guessed the tall man with blond hair and hawk-like Aryan features to be Brunrichter. Congeliere, the ambitious embalmer, was likely to be the scholarly-looking dark-haired man in the white coat slumped against the wall, a bullet hole between his sightless eyes. That left Tumblety, who was easy to recognize with his huge moustache. Epaulettes and brass buttons gave his tailored jacket a quasi-military flair Jacob was willing to bet the charlatan doctor had earned as much as his bogus medical degree.

On the left side of the room, bloodied and still, he saw Mitch. Mitch lay with his hands behind his back, and from his torn clothes and the blood, it looked as if his captors had worked him over.

“You’ve ruined everything!” Brunrichter snarled. He levelled his Smith and Wesson at Jacob in the same instant Jacob drew down on him.

Jacob dodged to one side, avoiding the bullet, but it sent his aim wild. His shot hit one of the big glass specimen jars, shattering it and sending a cascade of foul-smelling formaldehyde into the room.

A third shot rang out from the left side of the room, clipping Brunrichter in the arm. Jacob saw Mitch out of the corner of his eye, one arm flung wide, holding a Derringer he had somehow managed to conceal from his captors. At just that moment, Drostan lobbed a handful of lit firecrackers into the room and took a shot at Brunrichter.

Jacob remembered one of the few things he knew about chemistry. 

Formaldehyde is flammable.

The right side of the basement exploded in a shower of broken glass. Bits of preserved and pickled human organs rained down on them along with burning embers from overhead. The beams holding up the ceiling groaned as one of the upstairs walls collapsed. Smoke filled the basement, choking them and making it nearly impossible to see.

With a deafening crack, the ceiling at the opposite end of the basement collapsed, falling in a torrent of burning wood and debris between Jacob and the clockwork zombie masters.

“Cover me!” Jacob shouted. “I’m going after Mitch.”

Choking and wheezing from the smoke, Jacob lumbered toward where he had last seen his partner. Mitch was trying to get to his feet, hobbled by the stout rope that bound his ankles.

“Thank me later,” Jacob muttered, grabbing Mitch by the waist and heaving him over his shoulder. Mitch was dead weight, one arm still fastened behind him. Eyes streaming tears from the acrid smoke, lungs protesting the stench of chemicals and decomposing corpses, Jacob hurled himself through the doorway with Drostan following a heartbeat later.

They had barely reached the alley before the entire house went up with a bang. 

The explosion rocked the ground under their feet and shattered windows in nearby houses. Dogs howled and babies screamed. The blast threw Jacob to his knees, knocking Mitch from his grasp to roll several times before ending in the gutter on the far side of the street. Drostan staggered but did not fall, backing away from the house, his gun still trained on the conflagration.

“What about Tumblety and the others?” Drostan asked in a strangled voice.

Jacob ignored his bloodied knees and bruised palms, managing to get to his feet. “I lost sight of them after the ceiling came down,” he said, coughing and choking on his words. “But if they’re still in there, they’re toast.” He stared at the Congeliere house as it burned. Not much was going to be left except for a charred crater.

“I could use a hand.” Mitch’s voice was strained and gravelly, but he still managed to sound impudent.

Jacob sighed and drew out a knife from a sheath on his belt. He righted Mitch to sit on the curb, then cut the rope around his ankles and freed his left arm. One eye was swelling shut, and half of Mitch’s face was purpling with a bruise. He had a split lip and a broken nose, and it looked as if he had taken a beating. Jacob guessed that the sound he heard on the transmitter was the bullet that had grazed Mitch’s arm.

“You’ve looked better,” Jacob observed.

“You took your sweet time.”

“We ran into complications on the way,” Drostan said, still warily watching the flaming wreckage, his gun fixed on the ruins.

“Complications!” Mitch croaked. “I was trapped in an ever-lovin’ coffin and attacked by mad scientists and zombies.”

“Stand in line,” Jacob said drily. “We got chased by hell hounds and Dracula’s coachman.”

“I know the cops in this part of town,” Drostan said, still keeping a wary eye on the flames. “We’d better be gone when they get here.”

Hans brought the carriage around, emerging from the billowing smoke like a dark avenging angel. “I trust the distraction was sufficient?” he asked as Jacob and Drostan helped Mitch into the carriage.

“Not exactly subtle, but it did the trick,” Jacob said. “Thanks.”

Hans managed a crooked smile. “If you’ll pardon my saying, sir. I had a stake in this fight. What had been done to those creatures made a mockery of what Mr. Farber did for me. I couldn’t stand for it.”

Jacob nodded. “You and me both, Hans. Now get us out of here, before we all end up in the clink. That fire should keep the cops at bay until our boys show up.”

“Capital idea, sir.”

Mitch stared at the burning remnants of the house on Ridge Avenue. “Do you think they’re dead?” he asked.

“Congeliere is. One of us put a bullet between his eyes,” Jacob replied, pretending not to notice that Mitch was shaking.

“What about the others?” 

Jacob guessed that the horrors Mitch had seen, and how close he had come to joining Brunrichter’s army of clockwork zombies, would haunt Mitch’s dreams for a long time. He heard the unspoken need for certainty, for vengeance, and for a closed case. But that confirmation was something Jacob couldn’t give.

“Presumed dead,” Jacob said. “The Department may find evidence in the wreckage. Maybe not.”

“Nobody could survive a fire like that,” Mitch said as the carriage turned the corner and headed in the opposite direction of the clanging fire bells. 

They had given New Pittsburgh’s firemen a busy night, Jacob thought. Give us a few more hours, and we’ll burn down the whole damn place.

“Not if they were in the blaze, no.” Drostan was watching Mitch with a look that said he knew something about combat shock. “But they’re both slippery, and they’ve stayed alive and out of jail by being hard to catch. If they had a secret exit, and time to get to it—”

“If they come back, we’ll be ready for them,” Jacob said. “And hey, you’ll probably get a commendation for bravery out of this—or at least, a few of the black marks taken off your record.”

A shadow of Mitch’s rakish grin spread across his face. “Think so? Just make sure to tell them, I got in that shot with one hand tied behind my back.”




# END #




If you want more about Mitch, Jacob and the Department of Supernatural Investigation, read our new steampunk novel, Iron & Blood, now available in print and ebook on Kindle/Kobo/Nook. Learn more about Gail, Larry and our books at www.JakeDesmet.com.
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