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Prologue

 New York,
NY, 14th February 2015.

‘Would you be my valentine?’

Margo’s eyes widened a fraction,
not because of the question, but because she was going to say ‘yes’
and was briefly gripped by the strange feeling that she had gone
mad. He was tall, handsome, with a broad chest and dark blue eyes,
and blonde hair which had been carefully groomed… But Margo was not
the kind of woman who struck up conversations with strangers in
bars, or had one-night stands with strangers in bars, or fell in
love with strangers in bars… Had he even given her his name?

‘Oh… yes,’ Margo said.

He smiled. Her heart melted. ‘I…
don’t usually do this kind of thing,’ he said.

‘Pick up girls in bars?’

‘No. I mean, yes. I mean… I just
thought you looked like… someone I could talk to and… I’m in a
hotel just a block away…’ He sighed. ‘You wouldn’t…’

Something beyond Margo’s heart
melted. In her entire life, she could not remember ever having
wanted another man so much before. Something hot and insistent
began to throb between her legs and, even more briefly than before,
she wondered whether she was going just a little insane. ‘I would,’
she said. She stood, pushing her chair back. ‘I would.’ She felt
light-headed, excited, so excited. Thought seemed
irrelevant, useless. All she wanted right now was this man who was
getting to his feet and leading her out with the same sort of
urgency that she was feeling.

The walk to his hotel seemed to
take no time at all. They passed couples out on the town for
Valentine’s Day, but Margo did not notice them. Her mind was on
what would happen when they got to his room. It was going to be
wonderful. She knew that it would be wonderful and she was
finding it hard to keep herself together until they got somewhere
private.

It seemed that he could not wait
either because his mouth took hers as soon as the elevator doors
closed. She moaned into his mouth as his body pressed against hers.
She felt him, already hard, pressing against her stomach, and
fought the urge to ask him to take her right there and then. A few
more seconds. Just a little while longer…

The door closed behind them and
she could barely remember getting from the elevator to the room.
Her coat was gone and thrown to the floor before she turned to him,
and then he was kissing her again while deft fingers unbuttoned her
blouse. When she found herself lying back on the bed, naked, some
small part of her brain wondered how a man who did not pick up
girls in bars had got so adept at undressing them, but his mouth
was working over the insides of her thighs by then and most of her
brain had turned to soup. There was a dull throb in her left thigh
which was pulsing in time to the heat between her legs.

He moved, and Margo gasped as
she was swept up and around, and found herself straddling his
thighs. His hands were on her hips, holding her there, and she
could feel him at her entrance, poised to strike. His hands slid up
her body to her breasts, freeing her to move, and she sank down,
groaning as his girth stretched her. His thumbs teased her nipples,
and she moaned and began to rise again. She wanted it hot and
heavy, but when she sank once again, he reached up, taking her head
in his hands and slowing her down. He held her there, his blue eyes
fixed on hers as he controlled the pace and turned her maddened rut
into slow torture. Her hands gripped his shoulders, fingers digging
into his flesh as the tension grew ever higher and her stomach
muscles began to tremble with the pressure building inside her. Her
inner muscles clenched and fluttered as she sat on the edge of
climax. She saw his lips tighten and knew he was almost there, and
he pushed her down, his hands tight around her skull, and her eyes
glazed as the first wash of orgasm flooded her body…

And that was when, with a sharp
twist, he snapped her neck.

~~~

When love is not madness, it is not
love.

– Pedro Calderon
de la Barca.


Part One: Valentine’s Day

 New York,
NY, 14th February 2015.

The Black Candle was humming. That it
was Valentine’s Day might have been enough reason, but it was also
the annual opening day anniversary party which added an extra level
of festivity.

On the ground floor, generally a
hotbed of erotic tension, the possibility of orgy was hanging over
the place like a crimson cloud of hormones. Someone was crooning
out love songs on the middle floor which, it seemed, the mixed
couples had claimed as their own. Mixed in this case meant humans
and vampires, because the Black Candle was the premier nightspot
for those of the fanged persuasion, at least in New York.

There was no music on the third
floor, where the main lounge bar was located, but there was plenty
of romance and no small amount of erotic tension. The tables were
full of vampires there to celebrate the anniversary. The booths,
always in more shadow, were full of couples and groups who were
celebrating in a manner which the shadows made easier. And Pat, the
owner, had got in some extra staff to help with the party, which
meant she got some time to chat to the group who were sitting on
stools at one end of her bar.

‘It’s shaping up to be a good
night,’ Pat said as she watched drinks being handed across the
counter, money being handed back. ‘Fifteen years. Wow.’

‘The blink of an eye,’ Dione
said, smiling.

‘To you,’ Leeanne pointed out.
‘That’s like… point six of a per cent of your life. It’s
fifty-eight per cent of mine.’

‘A valid point.’

‘And happy birthday, Leeanne,’
Pat added. ‘While I remember. Twenty-six, is it?’

Leeanne gave a grunt. ‘Don’t
remind me. I’m past the quarter century. I’m getting old.’

‘I’m sixty-seven.’

‘You haven’t aged since nineteen
sixty-nine.’

‘Technicality. I’m still old
enough to be your mother.’

‘Grandmother,’ Dione said.

Pat glowered at her friend.
‘Will you stop doing that. You’re old enough to be related to half
the population.’

‘Considering the spread of
genetic material through the populace… I suppose I could be. Not
directly since I never married. And I’ve no idea whether I even had
any brothers or sisters.’

‘Well, that’s good,’ Lisa said.
‘I don’t want to be accused of incest.’

Leeanne giggled. ‘I somehow
think that a hundred-plus generations of distance would invalidate
that anyway.’

‘And anyone who cared would be
more concerned that you were sleeping with a vampire,’ Mike pointed
out. ‘I’m sure that’s illegal in Texas.’

‘No,’ Dione said. ‘Even there no
one has actually thought it viable to legislate against sexual
relations with fictional beings.’ She frowned. ‘One could argue
it’s necrophilia, I suppose.’

‘Class A misdemeanour in New
York,’ Mike said. ‘I think you’d be hard-pressed to get a
conviction given it comes under the statutes for non-consensual
intercourse, and consent has been given, and it also says “dead
human body” and vampires are, at least technically, not
human.’

‘You’ve given this some
thought.’ Dione was smirking.

‘Yeah, well, with the amount of
it going on, it seemed like a good idea.’

‘No one ever seems to consider
the feelings of the corpse,’ Pat said. ‘Maybe it’s feeling frisky.
Maybe all it wants is a mug of cocoa and a good book. No one ever
asks.’

‘Well,’ Mike replied, ‘that’s
why it’s under “sexual misconduct.”’

‘Hey,’ Leeanne said, ‘are
zombies–’

‘No,’ Dione interrupted. ‘Unless
you count certain practices associated with Haitian Vodou, zombies
don’t exist. Ghouls are quite enough, thank you, and I think we
need more drinks. Our human partygoers aren’t drunk enough
yet.’

Grinning, Pat turned to the back
of the bar for glasses. ‘How’s Juliana doing? You couldn’t persuade
her to come out tonight?’

‘She’s adjusting. Mary gets a
little exasperated at times, but overall I think things are
progressing nicely.’

‘And she wasn’t exactly a
clubgoer when she was alive,’ Leeanne added. ‘I think she went to
one bachelorette party for one of the other nurses while I was
there.’

‘Yup,’ Lisa agreed. ‘She was
more of a homebody. Maybe if she’d been converted by a valentine or
a succubus, she’d be more of a party animal now, but…’

‘I think she’d just have had a
harder time adjusting. I mean, I still get nightmares about waking
up and discovering I’m a vampire, and it just almost
happened to me. I still can’t quite imagine what it’s like to
actually do it.’

‘It depends who’s trying to
lynch you,’ Dione said. ‘Being converted against your will, or
accidentally for that matter, is unfortunate and often traumatic,
but Juliana was luckier than most who find themselves in that
situation. I believe she’s adjusting well to her new
circumstances.’

~~~

‘You know what’s kind of annoying about
being a vampire?’

Mary looked around at her filia.
The question had been delivered in a tone which suggested Juliana
was musing rather than wallowing. ‘I’m going to be an
underdeveloped sixteen-year-old for the next several centuries,
hopefully, and you ask me that?’

Juliana flicked green eyes over
the teenager who was actually well into her second century and
grinned. ‘Yeah, okay. That’s annoying too. I’ve never, ever
wanted to get drunk before. Not once. Now I do and alcohol doesn’t
even give me a buzz.’

‘Okay, yes. I’m not a great
believer in drink either and that has irritated me more than
once.’

Picking up the glass of white
wine Mary had poured for her, Juliana took a sip. ‘This is quite
nice, but it’s basically grape juice with some zing. Someone should
put some research into booze for vampires.’

‘Winthrop’s area, not mine. Now,
for me, wine is a distinctly different experience than, say, grape
juice, but I’ve got the enhanced olfactory sense going. The
difference is worth it, even without the chemical effects. It’s…
additional stimulation.’

‘Huh. Yeah… Um, I know it’s a
couple of weeks off, but I’m still trying to prepare myself for…
y’know?’

‘Feeding?’

‘That.’

‘You know I consider that a good
sign,’ Mary stated, her expression serious even if she was inwardly
pleased.

‘You do?’

‘Yes. A couple of weeks ago, you
were still considering ending it.’

Juliana frowned and sipped her
wine. ‘Can’t do it. I can’t ask Dione to do it. I know it’s
basically her job to end vampires who do something wrong, and she’s
okay with that, and I guess I’m okay with that too considering what
they have to do to deserve it. I still can’t be responsible for
someone else damning themselves just because I can’t cope. And if
I’m asking for it, or I starve myself, then I’m damning myself,
and if God’s seen fit to make me like this, then there has
to be a reason.’

‘I’m a little less sanguine
about the whole “God’s ineffable plan” thing, but I don’t care. I
don’t think you should throw away what you’ve got, and what you’ve
got is a life, even if you’re dead. So, what’s bothering you about
feeding?’

‘Uh, well… It’s the “additional
stimulation.” I’ve never, uh… I don’t think I want my first time
to–’

‘Sex is not a required part of
the process, unless you’re a succubus like Dione. We’ll get you a
female supplicant who’s not expecting anything more than the bite.
You may have to deal with bare breasts, but you’re a nurse
so I’d hope you can cope. You bite, drink, stay with them until
they recover, and that’s all that’s required. I don’t go in
for anything more. Usually.’

‘Usually?’

‘You honestly think I’d manage
to go this long without getting… frisky now and then? I’ll be a
hundred and forty-five in less than a month.’

‘Oh. I guess… Okay, so sometimes
it’s hard not to think of you as a teenager.’

‘And I admit that that makes the
times I do want to do it a little more difficult than they
might be. But the point is, you don’t have to put out to get blood.
It’s just that plenty of people do.’

~~~

‘It’s not just the sex though,’ Lisa
said, her expression contemplative. ‘I mean, the sex is
incredible. Beyond incredible. It’s like–’

‘We know,’ Leeanne said. ‘We got
the whole “religious experience” aspect of the sex. Really.’

Lisa grinned, her cheeks
colouring. ‘Sorry. But it’s more than that. It’s having someone who
seems to know you, right down to the molecular level. They both do
it. Pat doesn’t quite have Dione’s experience, but they both seem
to know what I’m thinking.’

Dione tapped her nose. ‘It’s the
scent. And experience, obviously, but we can both sense emotional
changes through your scent. Amazing what people give away through
scent, even though humans aren’t really used to detecting it.
Leeanne has changed her shampoo recently, for example.’

Leeanne immediately and
self-consciously ran a hand through her copper hair. ‘It’s supposed
to bring out the red better…’

‘And you rationalised your
shower gel purchasing. Mike uses the same formulation now. So if I
didn’t know you’d recently moved in together, I could make a
deduction.’

‘I was not going to use a
brand named “Grunt for Men.”’

‘It was cheap,’ Mike
mumbled.

‘It had a picture of a caveman
on the front.’

‘Well…’

‘He was dragging a cavewoman
along by her hair.’

‘At least he wasn’t eating
Brontoburgers,’ Dione said, smirking. ‘And I’m sure you secretly
want Mike to go all caveman on you, Leeanne.’

Leeanne blushed, but she said,
‘I’m not making a secret of it, but I don’t have the hair for
dragging.’

‘It’s Valentine’s Day,’ Mike
said. ‘Shouldn’t we be going more for romance than caveman?’

Dione gave a shrug. ‘Perhaps not
caveman, but a little forcefulness can be quite romantic. The
Victorians certainly seemed to think so. All those dark, Gothic
romantic heroes with thick eyebrows. The idea that a man finds his
love so beautiful that he can’t control himself. Rather out of
fashion in this day and age, or it’s out of fashion to think it’s
in fashion anyway. I swear humans expect too much of themselves
sometimes. I won’t condone rape, obviously, but it sometimes seems
that people aren’t allowed to even have thoughts they would
never act upon. If humans ever develop telepathy, I’m leaving the
planet.’

‘I… used to be pretty much a
quiet girl in bed,’ Leeanne said. Her cheeks were glowing, but she
pressed on. ‘I don’t mind if Mike’s a little rough sometimes. I
think there’s a place for animal lust.’

‘The lounge carpet? Anyway, I
disagree. Animal lust is not nearly as good as human
lust. Lust should have some intelligence behind it. Love helps.
Then, I think, you can get romance out of the strangest
circumstances.’

15th February.

‘I don’t think she had the most
romantic of Valentine’s Days,’ Mike said. He was standing in a
hotel in Turtle Bay looking down at the body of a woman. She was
blonde and pretty, probably in her twenties, and at first glance
she looked like she was sleeping. She was naked, lying with her
arms at her sides and her legs together, which was not an
especially normal way to sleep. Then you noticed that her neck was
the wrong shape.

‘If she did, it turned nasty.’
The detective assigned to the case was a man named Horace Rolls.
Mike thought Rolls’s parents had been a little cruel to their
newborn since the man was in his late twenties and Horace was not
the most modern of names. ‘The body was found by the maid when she
came in to clean the room at two sixteen this afternoon. She was
late because they’ve had a lot of checkouts today. ME determined
ToD as between eight and nine last night. Broken neck is the
probable cause of death, but then we found the bite mark and…’

‘That’s when you called us,’
Dione finished.

‘Yeah.’

Dione turned from her
examination of the mirror over the room’s dressing table and, with
gloved hands, gently pressed the flesh of the woman’s thighs apart.
There was a bite wound on her left thigh which could have been
human, though the canines had pierced the skin quite deeply.
Trickles of blood led down from the puncture wounds.

‘We’ll take it,’ Dione said.
‘Get the paperwork and the body delivered to SCU.’

‘You got it,’ Rolls replied.
‘What do you make of the message?’

They all turned to look at the
mirror again. Someone, presumably the killer, had written ‘Be My
Valentine’ on the glass in red lipstick and then drawn a heart
ripped in two beside it. The entire scene gave off a serial killer
sort of vibe.

‘I think,’ Dione said, ‘that
I’ve seen this somewhere before. I don’t think this is his first,
so it probably isn’t going to be the last either.’

~~~

‘The press in L.A. called him the
“Valentine Killer,”’ Mary said. ‘Not exactly imaginative, but
appropriate. He killed five women in the city between the
fourteenth of February twenty fourteen and the tenth of April.
Cause of death in four of the five was a broken neck. The fourth in
sequence was killed with a knife and then beheaded, and they
thought he might be escalating the violence, but it seems he
attempted the neck-snap and failed. The fifth victim had her neck
broken.’

‘So he likes killing them by
breaking their spine?’ Mike asked. They were in Winthrop’s lab,
going over the information Mary had gathered while the old man ran
tests.

‘He has sex with them, and then
he breaks their neck.’

‘He rapes them?’

‘No, it seems to be entirely
consensual, though I doubt they expect the finale. The L.A. Hunter
looked into the murders and someone was ended for them. The L.A.
Concilium did an information management job on the thing and had
the entire vampire angle hushed up. The bites were never revealed
to anyone outside the police. The issue here is that an innocent
vampire may have been executed.’

‘It wouldn’t be the first time,’
Dione said. ‘It could be a copycat, of course, but I’m not sure I
buy that.’

‘I am assuming that this is not
a copycat,’ Winthrop said. ‘The match in MO is too exact. The bites
were never revealed outside the L.A. police, but other vampires
would have known. That cannot be used as a distinguishing feature.
However, our killer has a rather specific skill set which appears
to have been applied in both cases. He is certainly a vampire. I
found Haemovirus residue.’

‘You get the lineage?’

‘He’s a valentine. And he’s
definitely a male. I found seminal fluid in the victim’s
vagina.’

‘You’ve never mentioned it,’
Mike said, ‘but I’m assuming you can’t get DNA out of that?’

‘Perhaps unsurprisingly, no.
While male vampires continue to produce the fluids, they don’t
produce sperm. There are viral particles, because he’s a valentine.
I assume incubi are the same, though I’ve obviously never had the
chance to find out. You don’t get even that in the other
species.’

‘Okay. Who booked the room?’

‘John Dover,’ Mary supplied,
‘but he paid cash, the address he gave, in Maryland, is false, and
the only camera in the hotel is in the lobby and it hasn’t worked
in three weeks.’

‘Right… John Dover sounds more
like something you’d find in the credits of a porn film.’

Mary’s lips twitched. ‘Not that
you’ve ever seen the credits of a porn film.’

‘Uh…’

‘Mike would obviously watch porn
with Leeanne,’ Dione said, ‘so it’s unlikely that they would get to
the credits. Now, we know he’s likely to strike again. Do we have
any more information on his MO?’

‘All his victims are blonde,
between the ages of twenty and thirty,’ Mary said. ‘No linkage was
found between the victims, so it appears that he picks them at
random. The L.A. police found witnesses who said they saw the
victims in bars and clubs the night before they were found dead. It
seems that he takes a hotel room near his target bar, lures his
victim back to it, has sex, kills them, and is gone before the body
is found. A couple of the victims were seen with a man, blonde,
good-looking, but that’s as good as the description gets.’

‘Not helpful…’

‘Any new valentines in the
city?’ Mike asked. ‘They’d have arrived in the last ten
months.’

‘That is helpful.
Mary?’

Mary nodded. ‘I’ll check the
Concilium records, but he could be a transient.’

‘We’ll check with Pat and the
other pascua owners. You haven’t seen the other ones yet anyway,
Mike.’

~~~

‘No,’ Pat said, ‘no new valentines here.
Not permanent or transient.’ They were sitting in Pat’s apartment
at the top of the Black Candle, mugs of coffee in hand. Mike knew
Leeanne was on duty at the moment, but Lisa was home, Pat’s home,
and sitting nearby trying not to listen and failing.

‘If any show up,’ Dione said,
‘let me know. It’s doubtful, since he’s fed, but…’

‘I’ll keep an ear open, see if
any of the others have heard of anyone. Um… We keeping this
quiet?’

‘I’m not anxious to make a lot
of noise about it.’

Mike frowned. ‘Any particular
reason for not spreading the word? I mean, this guy’s not
going to go after vampires, so we’re not going to panic anyone, and
if everyone was looking out–’

‘That,’ Dione said, ‘is
precisely the problem.’ She looked at Pat. ‘You want to tell this
one?’

Pat grimaced. ‘Yeah… I guess I
was there.’

‘There being?’ Mike asked.

‘San Francisco. I grew up
there.’

‘I thought you were from New
Orleans.’

‘Patrice Lumiere is from New
Orleans. Patricia Hewes was born in San Francisco in nineteen
forty-seven. By the time it got to the sixties, I was wearing
tie-dyed skirts and painting daisies on my cheek, and I went to
Woodstock, got wasted in a tent with a guy named Silas on the first
night, and woke up at the end of the festival with a desperate need
to suck blood.’

‘That was fast,’ Lisa commented.
‘It took almost a month for Juliana to convert.’

‘She didn’t die of a cocktail of
alcohol, drugs, and minor blood loss. There wasn’t much damage for
my body to repair. I was really pissed off I missed Jefferson
Airplane. Though I did catch a bit of Jimi Hendrix’s performance,
even if I spent most of it wondering what the fuck was going on.
Anyway, Silas took me back home. Uh, he was from San Francisco too,
which is why I’d ended up in his tent. He took it all pretty
seriously, for a total dropout. He stuck with me right through
until I got out of my filia obligations, and we stayed friends… And
this is nothing to do with the story.’

‘Skip to eighty-three,’ Dione
suggested.

‘Yeah. November nineteen
eighty-three when the bodies of five women are uncovered in an
apartment in Cathedral Hill. All of them have been drained of blood
and their hearts have been torn out, but what really incenses the
locals is that it’s pretty obvious that they’ve been engaging in a
lot of sexual activity prior to their deaths. The local
Concilium, under the guise of not panicking the public, manages to
put a cap on things and the vampiric aspects are hidden from the
public, but not from the vampire community. There was no Winthrop
there to tell us a valentine was responsible, but someone knew who
had been living in that apartment and someone on the
Concilium started mouthing around rumours about valentines in
general.’

Lisa was frowning now. ‘What
rumours? Why would they do that?’

‘Well, we think it was one of
the oldest of the Concilium members. He was over three centuries,
Catholic, and he wasn’t very fond of the whole “free love” thing
which valentines kind of represent… And he started saying maybe
valentines were infected with the same sort of problem as
incubi.’

Lisa turned her attention to
Dione. ‘Incubi,’ Dione said, ‘male succubi, are basically
uncontrollable sex fiends. We go out of our way not to make
them.’

‘They’re a danger to the
secret,’ Mike said, ‘aside from being murder-rapists.’

‘Okay,’ Lisa said, ‘but male
valentines aren’t like that.’

‘No,’ Pat went on, ‘but the
rumour spread that they might be unstable. They could go nuts and
turn bad without warning.’

‘That’s theoretically true of
any vampire. Any human for that matter.’

‘Granted, but valentines are
some of the most potent vampires in existence. Succubi too.
Probably more so given a succubus can walk into a room full of
people and turn the lot of them into willing blood dolls in a few
seconds. I’d have to work at it a bit more, but you can see why the
other vampires might be…’

‘Jealous?’

‘That probably has something to
do with it,’ Dione agreed. ‘However, on a sheer numbers basis,
succubi don’t count. We’re rare. Valentines have been growing
stronger since they were conceived and some of the older vampires
didn’t like it.’

‘So they started hunting down
valentines and ending them “as a precaution,”’ Pat said. ‘It
started out with the males, but they decided the females had to go
too because they might convert their boyfriends.’

‘Shit,’ Lisa said, her voice
soft.

‘Silas went missing in December
and I bugged out just after the turn of the year. By then, the
insanity was spreading into other areas and the Summus Concilium in
London had decided that enough was enough. They sent a special
agent to San Francisco to put a stop to the witch hunt.’

‘They sent word out to all the
Hunters telling us to slam the lid down on it as well,’ Dione said.
‘By the end of January, the stupid had worn off, but they’d ended
about four fifths of the valentines in San Francisco, and all the
rest had petitioned to move to other cities.’

‘I ended up in New York and met
Di, and… Well, the rest is history, as the saying goes. But the
idea of a valentine serial killer who has sex with his
victims…’

‘I get it,’ Mike said. ‘A pogrom
like that can’t exactly be good for the secret either.’

‘It wasn’t,’ Dione said. ‘That
was why the Summus Concilium acted. The stuffy bastards weren’t
that bothered by the ending of a few valentines halfway around the
world, but the corpses were piling up and people were starting to
ask questions. We are not going to end up with the same
thing happening again, so we keep the specifics quiet until we
need to let them out.’

‘Thanks, Di,’ Pat said. ‘I don’t
want to have to move cities again. I just got this one how I like
it.’

16th February.

‘A health food shop?’ Mike looked up at
the frontage of Elysium Fields with a raised eyebrow. It was in
Queens and, technically, served all of Long Island, though Dione
had told him that the vampires who lived out in the Hamptons tended
to be straights.

‘Health food superstore,’
Dione corrected. ‘Barry is quite particular about that. You don’t
think the metaphor is appropriate?’

‘Well, I–’ Mike stopped as the
thought hit him: vampires were coming there to eat, for
their health. ‘I guess it is, in a slightly twisted way.’

Dione grinned and pulled the
door open. The place did have a big interior, and it was packed
with just the kind of thing you would probably expect to see in a
health food shop. There were huge tubs of protein products for
bodybuilders, racks and racks of vitamins and supplements. There
was also a big section of fresh produce and a couple of rows of
organic foodstuffs. Mike felt vampire pricking at his mind as soon
as he walked into the room and was sure it was not simply Dione.
The staff, all wearing plum-coloured outfits of one form or
another, watched them all the way to the back of the store.

At the rear, beside a huge
display which proclaimed the benefits of royal jelly, was a door
marked as employees only. Dione checked around briefly and then
opened it, and it seemed like it really was just the back-of-store
area until you walked past the break room and the office, and you
found the vampire sitting at a desk with a log book of some
sort.

‘Barry downstairs?’ Dione
asked.

The woman at the desk looked up.
‘Uh, yes. Is there a problem, Hunter?’

‘Just after some information.’
Dione nodded to a door and the woman reached under her desk. There
was a buzz and Dione opened the door. ‘Come on, Mike.’ She waited
until they were on their way down a flight of stairs which the door
concealed before going on. ‘Barry’s okay, but he likes to watch. I
don’t think he’d have got permission for this place if it were up
to me.’

‘Watch the sex or watch the
feeding?’ Mike asked.

‘The latter. If it was the
former, I’d have just thought he was male.’

At the bottom of the stairs was
a waiting room which looked like it belonged in a dentist’s office.
Chairs sat against the walls and there was no conversation, except
between a few people who seemed to have arrived in pairs. Mike got
the impression that this pascua was smaller than the Black Candle,
and less of a social club.

Dione nodded to a thickset man
watching the floor before opening a side door and stepping through
into an observation room. Mike figured he was right about the size:
there were eight monitors in the room, one per room, and the Candle
had two monitors for each of its eighteen rooms. The man watching
the displays looked to be in his early forties, with brown hair
starting to recede, and he was a little on the thin side with no
obvious muscle tone. When he turned to see who had come in, Mike
saw brown eyes, a long thin nose, and a rather pointed chin.

‘Hunter,’ the man, who was
presumably Barry, said. He had the kind of voice that made almost
anything sound guilty.

‘Barry. I don’t think you’ve met
my partner. Barry Fields, Michael Williams.’

Mike reached out a hand and the
vampire took it. ‘Nice to meet you,’ Barry said. ‘I’ve heard good
things.’

‘Uh, thanks,’ Mike replied. He
had heard next to nothing about their host.

‘We’re looking for information,’
Dione said. ‘Any new vampires visiting this place? Transients, in
the last month or two?’

Mike looked across the array of
screens as Barry considered his answer. Six of the rooms had
supplicants in them, which likely meant the other two had been used
recently since there were people waiting outside. Two of the six
had a vampire in them, neither of them doing anything more intimate
than feeding demanded. It might have been the monitors, but the
rooms looked smaller and not as clean as the ones at the
Candle.

‘We get a few transients
through,’ Barry said. ‘Usually Europeans on business or holiday.
Carpathians, usually.’

‘Anything else?’ Dione
asked.

‘Nothing that stands out. Uh, I
misspeak. We had a wolf in last week. Said she was migrating from
England and hadn’t settled yet. She was headed out west, I
think.’

‘Unusual.’

‘I thought so.’

‘You get mostly carpathians and
nubians?’ Mike asked. ‘No valentines, or succubi, or…
whatever?’

‘There’s a few valentines live
out in the Hamptons,’ Barry replied. ‘They don’t come here though.
They don’t usually have trouble settling into straight
relationships, lucky bastards. Only succubus I’ve ever met is the
Hunter. We got a few trannys.’ He frowned and looked up at Dione.
‘Last couple of weeks, they’ve been a bit sullen. Some “task force”
the Concilium organised has been poking at them.’

‘They’re looking for Societas
members,’ Dione said. ‘If they get too annoying, I’ll do something
about them.’

‘Well… Why the interest in
valentines and succubi, Detective Williams?’

‘What?’ Mike blinked at Barry as
though surprised. ‘Oh, no, I’m still getting used to all this.
Trying to get a handle on who’s where and how many. Only so much
you can learn in the classroom.’

‘Huh, ain’t that the truth? Of
course, when I was born, you were lucky if you ever saw a
classroom. I’m sure what we’ve got now is an improvement.
Probably.’

~~~

‘How old is he?’ Mike asked as they
drove away in Dione’s sleek, black monster of a car.

‘Barry? Uh, just over the two
hundred mark, I think. Nice work with the valentines thing. Not
that you’re going to be able to use that “I’m still learning” line
for much longer, but I couldn’t have asked him directly without
giving it away.’

‘Kind of what I thought.
Besides, I am still learning. Really, I should know more
about who lives out here. My mom lives out this way.’

‘Georgina is quite safe. And you
don’t really need to know everyone in the city. I don’t. I
know the ones I need to, and I have people like Pat and Barry who
know more in their areas. I can introduce you to the Vicarius in
your mother’s area, if you like.’

Mike nodded. ‘Thanks, that might
be useful.’

‘I’ll arrange it. For now,
Newark.’

‘Is it just me or are these
places near airports?’

Dione favoured Mike with a
smile. ‘It’s not just you. The Candle is there mostly for the
resident population; the other two handle a lot of the transient
traffic. Vampires aren’t creative, but we handle organisation
pretty damn well.’

~~~

Carbon 14 was far more like the Black
Candle, but in a larger building and rather more obvious. Like the
Candle, Carbon 14 was a counterculture club, heavy on the Gothic,
but the Candle was fairly discreet, an ex-apartment building with
barely any signage to declare its existence. Carbon 14 occupied an
old industrial building of some sort and had the name of the club
in huge, neon-trimmed black letters over the door.

‘Tends to attract a different
class of clubgoer,’ Dione said as they walked around to a side
entrance. ‘Younger vampires, larger percentage of humans. Most of
the humans who do go to the Candle are supplicants, but the
percentage of those is lower here as well. The other difference is
that Donovan has rooms on the upper floors here for transient
vampires to stay in.’

‘It’s a hostel too?’ Mike
asked.

‘Basically. A lot of larger
cities have something like this. For some, it’s really
useful because they can’t easily show their face in public. Or in
the case of transylvanians, if they’re outside too long in
daylight, they’ll burn.’

Once again, the pascua was
underground, accessed via stairs right beside the entrance Dione
took them through. There was a guard at the bottom, who just nodded
to Dione in passing, and the usual registration desk.

‘Is this place bigger than the
Candle?’ Mike asked as they entered the waiting area, which seemed
pretty big and had several corridors leading off it. There were a
number of supplicants sitting around waiting.

‘About the same size,’ Dione
replied. ‘Twenty rooms, but the throughput is a little slower. They
get thirty minutes, mostly because sex is pretty much a given here.
Donovan sends the supplicants who won’t put out to the Candle.
Which works, because most supplicants will.’

‘Yeah, well, vampire sex is the
bomb, right?’

Dione laughed, and half the room
looked their way. ‘Well, Lisa keeps telling me it is and it would
seem rude to call her a liar. This way.’ She headed straight for an
office door which, somewhat to Mike’s surprise, did not lead into
the observation room.

Donovan Grant seemed to fit in
nicely with his club. He looked mid-twenties, handsome, carefully
groomed, and dressed in a black silk shirt and black jeans which
probably cost more to buy than Mike made in a week. He looked up
and the frown he had been about to offer became a broad grin.
‘Dione… Hey… What brings the Hunter to my little patch of
heaven?’

‘Information gathering,
Donovan,’ Dione replied. ‘This is my new partner, Michael
Williams.’

Donovan barely gave Mike a
glance. ‘Yeah, I got the memo. What d’you need?’

‘A list of transients through
your doors in the past two weeks.’

‘Someone been naughty?’

‘You ever known me to turn up to
present someone with a prize for model citizenship, Donovan?’

Donovan turned to his computer
and began to type. ‘Have it for you in a second.’

‘Maybe we should set up a good
citizenship award,’ Mike said while Donovan worked. ‘You know,
prize for escorting old vampires across the road, good fang
technique… supporting blood drives.’

‘I’ll put it in front of the
Concilium,’ Dione said, deadpan.

‘You don’t think they’d go for
it?’

Dione pursed her lips as a laser
printer began to hum. ‘Worryingly, some of them might.’

‘Coming through,’ Donovan said.
‘You’ve got Christmas in that list, so it’s not short. Most of them
definitely moved on though. So why don’t I see you in the club,
Dione? Come on, share some around, right?’

Pulling the sheets of paper from
the printer, Dione flashed Donovan a smile. ‘You know how it is.
How would it look if I was frequenting another club than the one I
own part of? It’s nothing personal.’

‘Sure…’

Mike waited until they were
heading back up the stairs before asking, ‘You don’t really stay
away because you own part of the Candle, right?’

‘Uh… no.’

‘Did he watch Saturday Night
Fever like a million times or something?’

‘Donovan was in that
movie. Just an extra, but he’s never got over it. And he only
updates his image about once a century anyway. He’s okay, but he
tries it on every time I’m here. You being here calmed him down.
Now, we get that list to Mary and she runs the names.’

‘Can’t he just use a different
name? I doubt John Dover is going to be on here.’

‘We’re not looking for specific
names. We’re looking for a valentine who didn’t leave. But…’

‘He probably didn’t come here
anyway. We’re just making sure all the tick boxes are covered.’

‘Yes. Tomorrow I’ll brief the
Concilium. I’m going to ask permission to go down to L.A. Both of
us. We’ll talk to the cops who covered this last year. Them, and
the L.A. Hunter. I’ll have to play kiss-ass with the Concilium down
there too…’

‘Sounds like a barrel of fun.
I’ll pack my sunglasses.’

17th February.

The portraits of past Conciliarum
seemed to look down in judgement from their places around the walls
of the Victorian drawing room the New York Concilium used for
meetings. Dione had never really paid much attention to those
disapproving looks: not one of them had lived as long as she had
and their opinions were certainly no longer a concern now that they
were, mostly, ended.

The opinions which did matter
were those of the nine individuals arrayed before her in
high-backed leather chairs, though Dione considered only one or two
of those as being really important.

‘You consider this man a serious
threat to the secret?’ George Nailer asked. Despite being well into
his fourth century of unlife, Nailer appeared to be a handsome, fit
young man with sandy-blonde hair and the startlingly blue eyes
which were not uncommon in carpathians. He had got where he was
because the richer vampires in the Hamptons set had pushed him
there.

‘If the police catch him, he
could be,’ Dione replied. ‘Here, in New York, the Agreement will
help us disguise his nature, but if he gets away from us here and
moves on to another region… L.A. managed to keep a lid on things,
but that was partially because he was never caught. I want him
stopped now, here, before human involvement becomes an issue. And
besides that, he’s killing women because he likes it. That’s enough
reason to end him.’

‘Damn right,’ Leo growled. The
big, black-skinned vampire was the youngest in the room, but that
had not stopped him becoming the Princeps, the leader of the
Concilium, because he was good at it. He ran two business empires,
one of them illegal, and vampire society in the New York region and
had more personal power than any of the others. And he was one of
Dione’s oldest friends. ‘You’ll have any resources you need to
track this one down, Dione. We do not need the press
associated with a vampire serial killer. Especially following the
Apollo incidents.’

‘Social media still has some
buzz about that,’ Yvonne Shannon said in her Irish-accented tones.
‘Mary has done a good job of tamping down the fires, but we’re
still seeing some noise. This murderer coming to light would make
things difficult.’ Yvonne ran an advertising company, as well as
keeping the books for the Concilium, and her finger was generally
on the pulse of public opinion.

‘Perhaps my task force could be
temporarily reassigned to searching out–’ Randall Cartwright began,
and was cut off.

‘No,’ Dione said. ‘I’ve been
hearing a number of things about the tactics your task force is
employing to root out Societas members and we don’t need that kind
of thing happening to valentines.’

‘They are just–’

‘So have I,’ Leo said. ‘Curb
them, Randall, or they’ll be disbanded. The exercise is already of
dubious benefit without alienating the loyal transylvanians and
driving them into Veld’s arms. You believe going to L.A. is the
best way to look into the murders there, Di?’

‘Personal interviews are always
better than dry reports,’ Dione replied. ‘I’m not just looking to
top up my tan.’

‘I’ll contact the Princeps in
L.A. and let them know you’re coming. You know you’ll need to talk
to them, of course.’

‘Not an issue. Catherine and I
go back… quite a way.’

‘Ah, of course.’

‘Mary’s taking care of the LAPD
liaison. If you’re happy with us going, me and Mike will fly out
tonight.’

‘Go,’ Leo said, ‘and let’s hope
this bastard doesn’t do anything else while you’re gone.’

Airborne, Westbound.

‘Leeanne was a little grumpy,’ Mike
commented.

Dione took a sip of the glass of
wine she was nursing. ‘Oh?’

‘Yeah, but I think it was mostly
because she couldn’t come. I mean, business-class seats to L.A.,
where it’s warm.’

‘Well, next time we have to go
spend time in a dimly lit room going over crime reports, I’ll send
the two of you instead. Hopefully by then she’ll be with SCU. One
case like this a year is quite enough.’

‘Huh, knowing my luck, the next
one will be in Nome, Alaska.’

‘Not impossible. Not a lot of
daylight up there in winter. Transylvanians find it quite
liberating. Of course, they hate the summer.’

‘Yeah…’ Mike frowned and then
perked up. ‘Hey, you know that business about people being abducted
by aliens up there? You don’t think–’

‘Oh, probably. One or two of
them anyway, but I doubt it’s many of them. Have you seen
that place? Lots of ways to die in the cold there and very few of
them are vampires. The population’s too small to support many of
us. There’s no Concilium for the region. I’d be surprised if anyone
lived up there permanently.’ Dione shrugged. ‘I guess you could do
it if you were straight. It’s mostly transients hiding out for a
while before they pick up a new identity.’

There was silence for a few
seconds and then Mike said, ‘You know, I should be thanking you for
this.’

‘Dragging you across a
continent?’

‘Working on a serial killer
case. Someone my age and experience wouldn’t normally see much
aside from the extreme periphery of a case like this, and here I
am, right in the middle.’

‘Well, we should make a good
team. You’ve got the youth and imagination, and I have the
experience. Oh so much experience.’

‘Twenty-five centuries will do
that. You’ve been to L.A. before, I take it?’

‘Once or twice. You?’

Mike laughed. ‘Furthest I’ve
ever been from New York is Boston.’

‘Ah. Well, try not to fall
asleep. Your body will think it’s about two thirty in the morning
when we get there, but it’ll be eleven thirty. If you make the
adjustment this way, you won’t notice it as much tomorrow.’

‘Okay.’

‘Going back is worse. And if we
ever have to go to Europe…’

‘Huh. You only sleep four hours
a night anyway.’

‘So? You’re a cop, so you should
be used to weird hours.’ Dione flashed Mike a grin. ‘And with where
we’re staying, all the hours are likely to be weird.’

Beverly Hills, CA, 18th
February.

Mike sat in the back of a huge, black
limousine feeling tired and bemused. The latter emotion might have
been something to do with the former: he had a feeling that things
would have been easier to take in if his brain was running on
something other than coffee fumes.

They had been met at the
arrivals gate by a pretty blonde girl wearing a grey suit, with a
black tie and high-heeled Mary Janes, and holding a sign which said
‘Hunter & Williams.’ She had seemed to recognise Dione as soon
as she saw her, waving her sign enthusiastically, and had
introduced herself as Ruth. Ruth had taken them out to the limo and
was now in the front, driving.

Mike had expected them to head
into central L.A., but instead the car had continued north and then
started winding its way along Sunset Boulevard. UCLA went by and
Mike had a vague feeling that Leeanne was going to be annoyed he
had not thought to take pictures. Well, he had several days, he
figured, and had then thought to send an SMS saying he had arrived
safely. That was assuming they were not being kidnapped, of
course.

‘You know the driver?’ Mike
asked. ‘She seemed to recognise you.’

‘Never met her before, but
Catherine said she would have us met by someone called Ruth.’

‘Catherine’s the Princeps around
here, right?’

‘Yes. I have met her
before, a number of times.’

‘And she lives in Beverly
Hills?’

‘She’s in movies. Casting, to be
exact, though it’s more of a hobby.’

Soon they were twisting up into
the hills and Mike found himself looking back to catch glimpses of
the lights of the city between the buildings. And then they found
themselves driving through a massive, metal gate and into a car
port set beside a sort of modernised hacienda-style house perched
on the side of a hill. Mike started to get up, but Dione held up a
hand to stop him, a half-smile playing over her lips.

The door closest to the house
opened and Dione slipped out. Mike followed, finding Ruth standing
to attention beside the door and trying really hard not to
grin. So the Princeps was putting on a little show and Dione was
happy to oblige. Mike turned his head to see where the Princeps had
got to… and found himself looking at Dione French kissing a
redhead.

Mike presumed that this was
Catherine. She was not the most beautiful woman he had ever seen –
she was locking lips with Dione – but she was certainly very
attractive. She was wearing a loose shirt and tight jeans, and
heeled sandals. The shirt was translucent enough to show a trim,
fit body beneath it with a respectable, though not huge, bust which
seemed very firm. She had very long legs, though Mike figured that,
without the heels, she was easily three inches shy of Dione’s
statuesque six feet. Catherine was a little more masculine than
Dione too, with quite angular features and a slightly cleft chin,
but she did have quite a pretty nose and a wide mouth with full
lips. Her hair fell to the middle of her back in copper waves and,
when she finally broke away from Dione and looked toward Mike, he
saw that she had vibrantly green eyes.

‘Mike,’ Dione said, ‘I’d like
you to meet Catherine, Princeps of the Los Angeles Concilium.
Catherine, this is Mike Williams, my new partner.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Catherine said,
holding out her hand, ‘I don’t greet everyone like that.’

Mike took Catherine’s hand and
he felt the warmth. ‘Hello. You’re a succubus?’

Catherine smiled. ‘This is a
bright one, Di.’

‘I am rather proud of him for
spotting that,’ Dione said. ‘How did you know?’

‘Uh, well, she’s a vampire. Um,
your skin is a little warmer than human and I could feel more
vampire than just Di when I got out of the car.’

‘And a sensitive,’
Catherine said.

‘And, pardon me for the crudity,
your breasts are unnaturally firm, your legs are very long, and
those are the kind of alterations the succubus strain of the virus
makes.’

‘Well reasoned. Yes, I’m a
succubus. Not as old as Di, but I’ve been around a while. Now, it’s
late and I’d imagine you’ve got an early start tomorrow.’

‘We’ll get Mike to bed,’ Dione
said. ‘I could stand a drink before I turn in.’

Catherine smiled. ‘Good. Mike,
Ruth will show you to your room and if you need anything’ – she
gave him a direct look – ‘anything at all, she’s
available.’

‘Mike is happily unmarried to
his girlfriend,’ Dione pointed out, and Ruth pouted.

~~~

‘I admit I was a little surprised to get
your request,’ Catherine said. They had settled in a lounge with a
view looking out over the city with a glass of whiskey each and the
lights out. Succubi were used to moonlight and the fire burning at
one side of the room provided perfectly adequate illumination.

‘Oh? A little surprised is…
specific.’

‘Addison is quite adamant that
the Valentine Killer was ended. He assured us that his information
was good and that the man was caught and executed.’

‘But?’

‘But I had my doubts. It seemed
too… convenient. The valentine they executed showed no indication
of aberrant behaviour prior to the claims that he was
responsible.’

Dione shrugged. ‘A lot of serial
killers seem quite normal to those around them.’

‘You’d know more about that than
me. It just seemed unlikely. If this is the same man in New
York, someone is going to have some explaining to do.’

‘Does that mean I’ve walked into
politics?’ Dione looked across at her friend and grimaced.

‘Possibly. If you uncover
anything, let me know and I’ll deal with it. I’m quite sure you can
handle anything direct which comes at you.’

‘Probably. How are things in
this great metropolis?’

Catherine chuckled. ‘The usual.
I don’t think it’s that much different to New York, just hotter,
drier, and a little more laid back. I was sorry to hear about
Kate.’

‘Yeah, thanks.’

‘You and Mike…?’

‘It’s a working relationship. He
gets the odd kiss, for health reasons. I wouldn’t want to get in
the way of his relationship and you know it’s not wise for us to
get involved with men.’

‘I know.’ There was a slight
pause and then Catherine said, ‘You do have someone else? Someone
to… Well, to replace the other side of your relationship with
Kate.’

‘There’s someone. I think you’d
like her. Blonde and pretty, vivacious, and a sensitive like Mike.
I’m sharing her with Pat.’

Catherine laughed. ‘The girl
must have stamina too.’

‘She’s… fit, yes. Ruth is your
latest?’

‘She’s my PA and she assists me
in a number of very personal matters, yes. She’s gorgeous,
physically and mentally, a total freak in the sack, and
she’s a damn good PA. However, she’s available to drive the two of
you around and handle whatever you need while you’re here. Will you
be needing a gift?’

Dione shook her head. ‘Not
unless this trip turns out to be a lot more dangerous than I
expected.’

~~~

Light flooded the room and Mike’s eyes
flicked open. He groaned and then went through the ‘where am I?’
moment before reality reasserted itself and he sat up.

‘Morning,’ Ruth said. Walking
back from the window, she picked up a tray and continued on to the
bed where she put the tray down over Mike’s lap and grinned at him.
‘You’ve an early start, so Catherine asked me to get you breakfast
in bed.’

‘Uh, thanks.’

Ruth was a pixie-like girl:
slim, fit, long in the leg, but not too tall. Her hair was an
almost feather-like cap, a mix of golden and paler blonde. She had
a small, cute sort of nose set amid wide cheekbones, quite large
blue eyes, and a small mouth with quite full lips. Right now, she
was wearing a large white shirt, unbuttoned to the navel, over a
pair of bright pink bikini bottoms and no bra.

‘Everything okay? Need anything
else?’

Mike’s eyes flicked up from the
tray, over Ruth’s unbuttoned shirt to her face. ‘Uh, this should do
fine.’

‘Cool. I need to get some
clothes on. I’m driving you into town.’

‘Oh, okay.’

Ruth turned on her heel and
strutted off toward the door. ‘And if you do change your
mind about that other thing, just yell.’

Los Angeles, CA.

Detectives Grant and Espinosa seemed
like solid enough cops, somewhat representative of the current
demographics of the LAPD. Grant was a middle-aged white guy with
sandy hair dotted with a little grey and hard blue-grey eyes who
was, in all probability, trying his best to make lieutenant.
Espinosa was a Hispanic in his late twenties, brown hair and eyes,
and he had a tendency to smile a lot. Right now, Espinosa’s smile
was a little puzzled, which matched the bemused look on Grant’s
face.

‘What exactly does the
Specialist Crimes Unit do?’ Grant asked.

‘We handle the weird stuff,’
Dione replied.

‘Weird stuff…’

‘Crimes with an unusually
aberrant psychological background, mostly, but also things that
involve a scientific basis which isn’t in the normal range the
police deal with, or anything that appears to involve the
supernatural.’

‘The last two big cases,’ Mike
said, ‘were the Harlem Vampire murders and the Apollo narcotic
incident.’

‘Detective Williams was
responsible for taking down the Harlem Vampire. That’s how he ended
up working with me.’

‘Uh, yeah,’ Grant said, looking
at Mike. ‘If you don’t mind me saying so, you seem a little young
to be working this kind of case, Detective.’

‘I said the same thing on the
flight over,’ Mike replied, shrugging.

‘Age is not a major factor in
the kind of cases we work,’ Dione said. ‘Imagination, flexibility,
a lack of cynicism… Experience with standard detective work
can actually be a disadvantage. When you’re dealing with a victim
who firmly believes that they’ve been held captive by a
vampire for three months, just to give an example, the last thing
they want is some detective scoffing at them.’

‘Kind of like sexual assault
victims,’ Espinosa suggested.

‘Similar kinds of trauma. So,
when we get a case where we seem to have a killer who thinks he’s a
vampire, SCU is called in because we understand the psychology
better than your average homicide detective.’

‘We think outside the box,’ Mike
said, ‘so everyone else doesn’t have to.’

‘Huh.’ Grant more or less
grunted the sound and then shrugged. ‘Well, this was certainly a
weird one, I’ll give you that. Five dead, all of them women between
twenty and thirty. Attractive blondes out on the town who seem to
have just wandered off with a stranger. In all five cases, there
was consensual sex and they were bitten on the inner left thigh. We
did a cast of a couple of the bites to confirm it was the same
guy.’

‘We’re getting the same done
with our victim,’ Mike said.

‘Should be pretty obvious if
it’s a match as our guy had fangs. “Pronounced development of the
canine teeth” was what the pathologist said, though the possibility
of veneers was mentioned and seemed likely.’

‘It’s not uncommon in
perpetrators with this kind of pathology,’ Dione said. ‘They often
believe quite strongly that they are vampires and go to some
lengths to enhance the delusion. The method of execution in this
case is telling. Broken neck, decapitation. He’s making sure they
don’t “turn” when he kills them.’

‘Early indications were that he
used drugs,’ Espinosa said. ‘A couple of witnesses to the second
victim’s pick-up suggested she looked sort of dazed and just
followed the guy. The first victim’s mother said it was just
ridiculous to think her daughter would go off with some man to have
sex. We never found anything odd in their blood work, though. It’s
like he hypnotised them.’

‘Our technician found some
chemical residue in the latest victim,’ Mike said. ‘Exactly what it
was from he couldn’t tell, but he suggested some form of
disinhibitor. Like Di said, we specialise in picking up on evidence
other people don’t look for.’

Grant nodded. ‘Okay. Well, the
Homicide Special Section of the LAPD is ready to cooperate with the
Specialist Crimes Unit of the NYPD in any way it can to get this
guy nailed to a post by his bat-wings. What do you need?’

‘We’d like to go through the
case files with you,’ Dione said, ‘but one question first. Why did
you decide to keep the bites secret?’

‘We didn’t want people screaming
“vampire” at the top of their lungs. And it’s always useful to keep
something back. Helps to detect copycats and eliminate the people
trying to falsely claim they’re the killer. The bites weren’t
especially obvious, considering how he posed the bodies, and the
details were pretty specific. Espinosa suggested it, I think.’

‘I thought you did,’ Espinosa
replied. ‘Don’t suppose it matters. It was a good choice.’

‘Yes,’ Dione agreed. ‘It was.
Let’s get started on the case files. I don’t want to keep you
gentlemen away from your other duties any longer than
necessary.’

Beverly Hills, CA.

‘Did we get anything useful out of all
that?’ Mike asked as he walked with Dione through Catherine’s
palatial residence. Ruth had collected them, delivered them, and
directed them, and then she had gone to put the limo away.

‘Details,’ Dione replied.
‘Personal impressions which don’t usually make it into case
reports. Tomorrow, I want you to go in and handle the last of the
files.’

‘Alone?’

‘I have to go meet the local
Concilium. If I wait any longer, they’ll get huffy about it.’

‘Okay. I guess I can handle…
that.’ They had walked into a large room at the back of the
building to discover themselves beside an indoor swimming pool with
a hot tub set off on one side and a number of loungers. Several of
the loungers were occupied by attractive young women in bikinis, or
in half a bikini. Catherine was lying in the hot tub with her eyes
closed, her arms resting on the sides. ‘I think I just found
Hollywood,’ Mike said.

‘Wood of some sort, I’m sure,’
Dione replied. ‘I’m sure Catherine’s just showing off.’

‘You think they’re all
supplicants?’

‘Almost certainly. She always
was a little over-sexed. I think it was growing up in Scotland. And
she’s a redhead, of course.’

‘I think… I’m gonna call
my redhead.’

‘You do that. I’m going to join
Catherine.’

‘You brought a bik– Never mind.
Forget I said anything. Cold shower before I make the call…’

New York, NY.

‘Yeah, we’re doing fine,’ Mike’s voice
said across the miles. ‘We got through most of the case files
today. I’m doing the last tomorrow while Di does politics.’

‘So, you’re almost finished?’
Leeanne asked.

‘Kind of. I guess we’ll make the
judgement when we have all the details. Di may want to do some
other investigation once we have the basics sorted out.’

‘Oh, yeah. That seems
likely.’

‘Missing me?’

‘Of course I’m missing you. And
I bet you’re surrounded by starlets with huge tits.’ Leeanne was
well aware of Mike’s preferences in the female form, and always
just a little worried that she did not have what it took.

‘Not interested,’ Mike said.
‘I’m saving up my fetish for your tits.’

Leeanne giggled. ‘Very romantic.
Oh, Lisa wants to know if Di is okay?’

‘Di’s fine. When is she not?
Turns out she has an old friend out here, so we’re staying at her
palace in Beverly Hills. Last I saw her, Di was headed for the hot
tub in the pool room.’

‘Right… Just keep remembering
my tits, yeah?’

‘Only thing on my mind. Love
you.’

Leeanne’s lips curled into a
smile. ‘Love you too.’ The connection died and Leeanne turned to
Lisa, sitting beside her in the break room. ‘Di’s fine. In a hot
tub.’

‘Oh. Well, I still have Pat
here…’ The blonde girl frowned a little and then perked up. ‘Hey,
if they aren’t back by Friday, want to go to the Candle? You can
stay over in Pat’s place. There’s a spare room. We won’t drag you
into a lesbian threesome. Promise.’

‘You spoil all my fun. Yeah,
sure. Why not?’

‘The club or the lesbian
threesome?’

Leeanne gave Lisa a look. ‘The
club. You’ll need to come up with some pretty good arguments for
the threesome.’

Lisa beamed. ‘I can do that,
sure.’

Beverly Hills, CA.

Mike sat down on the edge of the hot
tub and concentrated his attention on Dione’s face. ‘Lisa was
asking after you,’ he said.

‘Good to hear,’ Dione replied,
smiling. ‘You’re going to have to look down sooner or later.’

‘I was thinking of examining the
ceiling tiles next.’

Dione, Catherine, and Ruth burst
into laughter. ‘You’re not that much of a prude, Mike,’ Dione
pointed out, ‘and Leeanne is not going to complain about you
looking. It’s not like we’re trying to spare your blushes.’

‘It’s almost rude not to
look,’ Catherine said.

‘Somehow, I doubt that would
stand up in court,’ Mike responded, but he did let his eyes drift
down a little. ‘They’re all supplicants?’

‘Yes, but primarily they’re all
actresses. Even Ruth.’

‘And half the population of
Greater Los Angeles,’ Ruth added. ‘Come to L.A. to make your
fortune in movies, end up doing something else to make any money at
all. I really lucked out getting this job with
Catherine.’

‘How do you think your
investigation is going?’ Catherine asked, flashing Mike a
smile.

Mike shrugged. ‘Early stages.
Oh, did you influence the detectives on the case? Make them decide
to keep the bites secret, maybe?’ Catherine raised an eyebrow and
Mike felt he was supposed to explain the question. ‘They both
thought the bite should be kept out of the press, but they seemed
confused about why. They each thought the other had come up with
the idea. I know some carpathians can do hypnosis…’

‘Oh… He’s a good one, Di.
Did you pick up on that?’

‘I had a suspicion,’ Dione
replied blandly.

‘Hmm, yes. We arranged for them
to think it was a wise idea. Of course, they were called in with
the third death, when it became a serial case, but we were lucky up
to then and the detectives assigned previously had been letting out
as little detail as they could. We got a little lucky, but we also
have procedures in place for this kind of thing. We don’t have your
Agreement, so we have to make do with a little… subtle
suggestion.’

Mike nodded. ‘Just interested.
Nice to know my instinct was right. I guess the Agreement does make
things a little easier for us in New York.’

‘Considerably,’ Dione agreed.
‘I’d have trouble justifying a human partner for one thing.’

‘Oh yes,’ Catherine said.
‘Exceptionally useful.’ She smiled at Ruth.

Ruth smiled back but looked a
little surprised. ‘I didn’t realise we were that
useful.’

‘My dear, how often have I
bounced ideas off you until you came up with something just
perfect? Both for the business and in Concilium
matters?’

‘Oh! Uh… I guess you do kind
of…’

‘Vampire’s aren’t very
original,’ Mike said. ‘Di explained it to me. She relies on me to
come up with things she wouldn’t. I guess Catherine is the same
with you.’

‘Wow… And there I thought it was
just the sex.’

Los Angeles, CA, 19th
February.

‘Nice car you’re driving around in,’
Espinosa said as Mike sat down with a coffee.

‘Huh, yeah. It belongs to a
friend of Di’s. She’s in casting.’ Mike knew he was blushing a
little: cops in limos probably looked suspicious. There was
something else bothering him as well…

‘Gets around some, your
boss.’

‘She knows people. She’s been
with SCU for a while and she’s naturally pretty gregarious.’

‘And she looks like someone’s
idea of the perfect porn actress. You and her…’

‘Nope. I’ve got a girlfriend and
Di doesn’t poach. No need. She could have more or less anyone she
wanted so why take someone else’s man?’ The vague sensation of
vampire Mike had been feeling grew a little stronger and Mike
looked around. His eyes met the startlingly blue ones of a petite
blonde girl looking in his direction. She was clutching some sort
of file to her chest and her ID suggested a civilian worker. As
their eyes met, her lips curled a little, and she winked at him.
Well, that probably explained the influence on Espinosa and
Grant.

‘That’s Sally Coventry,’
Espinosa said. ‘She doesn’t have your boss’s morals.’

‘Well, I’m not here long enough
for it to matter.’

‘Good point. Shall we get
started? Grant’ll be here shortly.’

‘Sooner we start, the sooner
we’ll be done and I can get out of your hair.’

~~~

There were a couple of sour looks when
Dione and Catherine walked into the conference room the L.A.
Concilium met in. The cover for the real function of the building
was an investment brokerage, though it was less of a cover and more
of a very efficient way of making money: vampires were
really good at long-term investment.

Catherine proceeded down the
room to the end of the oval table while Dione was left to take the
seat at the other end, the ‘hot seat.’ She paused before sitting,
bowed her head, and said, ‘Dione, Hunter of New York. I present
myself before this Concilium in accordance with custom.’

‘Not exactly promptly.’ The
speaker was a man sitting midway down the table on Dione’s left. He
was tall, moderately handsome with blonde hair and a goatee beard,
and green eyes. Probably a carpathian, just from the look of his
eyes.

‘Hush, Derren,’ Catherine said,
her tone bland.

‘It’s proper for a visiting
Hunter to–’

Catherine’s voice hardened.
‘You’ll show some respect. Compared to Dione, you are little more
than a filius. Please proceed, Dione.’

Dione nodded down the table. ‘I
would have made an appearance earlier, but I’m required by the
Agreement we have with New York’s humans to work within police
protocols as well as ours. The police would have wondered what I
was up to if I had delayed speaking to them. Obviously, we have
more flexibility in our dealings since we are aware of the truth of
the situation.’

‘And what truth is that?’ Derren
asked. ‘The so-called Valentine Killer was executed last year.
Addison ended him personally.’

Dione looked to her immediate
right. On that side, there were five people rather than the four on
the other side, and the nearest was the Hunter of L.A. He was a
compact sort of man with a lot of firm muscle on a relatively small
frame. There was a hint of Asian in his features which made his
blue eyes seem out of place. Another carpathian.

‘And I’d like some time with
Addison to go over the evidence which condemned the valentine he
ended,’ Dione said, ‘because all the evidence we now have
suggests that the same killer is responsible for the recent death
in New York.’

Addison’s eyes narrowed. ‘What
do you have?’

‘Bite mark analysis suggests the
same person and the MO is identical. It’s not conclusive. Bite mark
analysis is subjective, but Winthrop is confident and says he’s
going for “convinced” when he’s had more time to compare details.
If it’s a copycat, it would have to be a valentine who was privy to
the crimes here and has moved to New York in the last year. I’ll
save you the trouble of checking. No valentines have made
that move in the last year.’

‘Transients–’

‘Have been checked and
cleared.’

‘You’re questioning a decision
of this Concilium?’ Derren asked. ‘The order to end Kellerman was
made with due consideration by all of us. You have no right–’

He stopped as Dione’s eyes met
his. ‘It is the duty of every Hunter to question any order
made by a Concilium, especially those which will result in
the ending of another vampire. Hunters work under the authority of
the Concilium, but they do not work for the Concilium. Their
duty is to all vampires.’

‘A fact we so often forget,’
Catherine said. She reached into her jacket and retrieved a sheet
of paper. ‘I have here a directive from the Summus Concilium. It
states that Dione is to be considered one of their agents for
purposes of investigating these murders.’ Dione looked down the
table and raised an eyebrow. ‘And this is the first Dione has heard
of it because I wanted to see the look on her face when she
heard.’

Dione frowned. ‘Well, this is my
“damn, more bloody paperwork” face. Satisfied?’

‘Moderately,’ Catherine replied,
smiling. ‘Now we’re going to put aside this frankly disgusting
display of partisan interest and cooperate with the High Council’s
agent. Is that understood?’

There were some mumbles from
around the table and a couple of louder confirmatory replies. Dione
was not pleased: having the backing of London was not going
to make people cooperate any more than they had to.

~~~

‘We did have suspects,’ Grant said, ‘but
we never got enough on them to make a case.’

‘And one of them only really
came up after the murders stopped,’ Espinosa added.

Grant nodded. ‘George Lorentz.
He was some sort of business manager type, lived up in Hollywood
Hills. Rolling in it. Had this gorgeous blonde named Mila Cooper
who lived with him. Both of them vanished around the time of the
murders. Cooper was the right type for the killer and there were a
few rumours floating around that Lorentz was into some weird
sadomasochistic stuff. But he was gone, never found, and it was all
circumstantial.’

‘The other main one was a Peter
Kellerman,’ Espinosa went on. ‘We got a tip on him. Someone said
they recognised him from the artist’s sketch and he did look
right.’

‘But?’ Mike asked.

‘Alibis for three of the
murders. Not rock solid, but good enough. He trailed out a
string of girlfriends to say he’d been banging them all night on
the dates the murders happened, and the fact he couldn’t
give alibis for some of the deaths kind of added to his
credibility.’

‘But the string of women fawning
over him did suggest he had the charisma our guy seemed to have,’
Grant said. ‘And maybe he could have convinced the others to
alibi him…’

‘Doesn’t sound too plausible,’
Mike said. ‘I mean, “your boyfriend snaps girls’ necks after or
during sex” is likely to make someone think twice.’

‘Agreed,’ Grant said. ‘I don’t
think he did it, to be honest. All the girls seemed genuine. I
didn’t get a vibe that they were lying. But he also vanished
right about the time the murders stopped.’

Mike raised an eyebrow. ‘Two
suspects vanish off the face of the Earth around the same
time?’

‘Huh, yeah. Don’t think that
didn’t raise some questions. After… some of the problems we’ve had
in the LAPD with over-enthusiastic policing, the suggestion of a
vigilante cop was made, but no one could pin anyone for it.’

Mike grimaced. ‘They looked at
you two?’

‘Let’s just say I may not make
detective three as fast as I thought,’ Espinosa said sourly.

‘Sorry. That sucks.’

‘Tell me about it.’

Beverly Hills, CA.

‘Yeah,’ Addison said, ‘the fact that
George went missing around the same time was weird, but he was not
the killer.’

‘You seem pretty sure,’ Mike
said.

‘He is, or he was, a
carpathian.’

Mike nodded. ‘That’s pretty good
evidence.’ He looked out the window of the office in Catherine’s
hacienda. It was at the front of the house and had a view out over
the city. ‘He lived out in Hollywood Hills, right?’

‘That’s right.’

‘That’s big, isolated houses?
For the rich people anyway.’

‘He had a pretty big place. The
neighbours were like, a block away or something. Big grounds,
security fences. I looked into it, but there was no evidence of
anything wrong there. He just decided to pick up and leave.’

‘Without mentioning it to
anyone.’

‘Okay, strange, but not unheard
of.’

Mike had decided that Addison
was not especially keen on discussing this stuff with a human, but
the order from the Summus Concilium had come with a note saying
that ‘those humans operating with Hunter Dione under the New York
Agreement’ were to be viewed as having the same authority as Dione.
Mike had decided to worry over that little surprise when he was
alone with Dione, or at least with Dione and Catherine.

‘And his supplicant, Cooper,
fits the type our killer likes. It’s a cop cliché, but I’m not that
fond of coincidences.’

‘Humans aren’t,’ Dione said.
‘They like to think that things happen for a reason. When you get
to my age, you’ve seen enough things happen out of sheer random
chance that your views change. However, it’s not going to stop us
looking into the matter. I’ll put Mary on it to start with.’ She
flashed Addison a smile. ‘Being able to do official searches on
people does have some advantages.’

‘Huh,’ Addison grunted. ‘I just
bet. We have to make do with subterfuge.’

‘Like Sally over at the HSS?’
Mike asked.

Addison’s eyebrows went up. ‘How
do you know about Sally?’

‘Well, the name came from one of
the detectives I was working with. I could sense vampire in the
room and she winked at me. Very bright blue eyes. I figure she’s
carpathian.’

‘She is. Quite an old one.’

Mike noticed the slight grin on
Dione’s face: another one who would not be underestimating him, in
her view. ‘What about Kellerman? The detectives said they got a
tip, but he was alibied for three of the murders.’

‘Yeah, well, Sally told us about
the tip and I looked into him. His alibies came from supplicants
and valentines are pretty good at manipulating people.’

‘Not especially,’ Dione said.
‘Carpathians are a lot better, if they bother to learn how. He
could have addicted them, but keeping three addicted,
probably more, isn’t that easy. He’d have to be a very busy
man.’

Addison paused and then shook
his head. ‘No, this guy was a manipulator. He moved out of San
Francisco after the pogrom and a couple of people indicated he’d
been poaching supplicants up there. The number he had here
suggested he liked the… prestige of having so many girls eating out
of his hand, so to speak. And I had a witness placing him near one
of the places a victim was taken from, on one of the nights he was
supposedly alibied for.’

‘I’d like to talk to your
information sources,’ Dione said. ‘And that witness,
obviously.’

‘Well…’ Addison gave a shrug. ‘I
guess you can talk to anyone you like. You’ve got the auctoritas
order.’

‘Yes… I’m still wondering what
provoked that.’ Dione looked to Mike. ‘Auctoritas is basically
“authority.” We’ve been given leave to act with the authority of
the Summus Concilium, so all vampires under the council system are
required to cooperate with our investigation. I’m just wondering
what they know that we don’t. I didn’t think this was that
much of a big deal.’

New York, NY.

‘So, this Summus Concilium… They’re the
most important vampires in the world?’ Juliana was watching Mary at
work on her keyboards; Mary had a lot of keyboards in her
office.

‘They like to think so,’ Mary
replied and then relented. ‘As far as vampires under the council
system are concerned, the Summus Concilium is the supreme
authority.’

‘But?’

‘But they’re all very old. I
think the oldest is about twelve hundred. With vampires, that isn’t
always a good thing.’

‘But Dione’s like twice
that.’

‘Yes, but Dione’s… I don’t know.
She’s more flexible than a lot of older vampires. To be fair, the
vampires over there know she’s got that, and that she works
well with humans, and they know their limitations. But they’re
still a bit… stiff. Even the ones who aren’t British.’

‘You’re British!’

‘Which means I know what I’m
talking about,’ Mary replied. ‘Anyway, I’ve spent more time in
America than I have in England. Boston, Seattle, here in New
York.’

‘Yes, I looked it up. Seattle
during the Gold Rush!’

‘Not as exciting as it sounds.
Still, there were a few wolves among the Suquamish and it was the
first time I’d ever met any of my own lineage I didn’t hate. Never
was very good at the language though. And I did spend some time
back in England in the Second World War. Dione was in Europe and
Leo was in the Pacific, and I thought I should help, somehow. That
was when I discovered I had a talent with computers.’

‘In World War Two?’

‘Little place called Bletchley
Park. There was this young man there. So imaginative. Anyway, I
felt I was helping keep Dione and Leo safe, decoding German
messages and such. Quite a good time, actually, but then they went
back to being stuffy prigs. How did we get onto this topic
anyway?’

Juliana frowned. ‘Uh, you were
explaining about the Summus Concilium and then you… said you
weren’t very British.’

‘Right. Of course, Americans
aren’t much better. I mean, you have no idea what Bletchley
Park was, do you?’

‘Uh… Did it have
rollercoasters?’

Beverly Hills, CA.

‘Of course, the big problem we’re going
to face in the next few years, the one no one seems to want to
really look at too closely, is the probability that the secret will
be revealed.’

They were sitting in Catherine’s
lounge, Catherine herself, Dione, Mike, and Ruth, each with a glass
of wine. No one felt like moving since the evening had decided to
be warm, as far as the people from New York were concerned, and a
little muggy. And the conversation had turned somewhat
philosophical, as conversations were inclined to do in those
circumstances.

‘I mean,’ Catherine went on, ‘I
think you guys are heading in the right direction. Your Agreement
is a step in the right direction. But I think we need to look at
this properly, start making plans. Because if it breaks without
warning…’

‘Mobs with pitchforks,’ Mike
said.

‘I’m maybe not the best person
to talk to about this,’ Dione said. ‘I’ve spent a long, long time
protecting the secret.’

‘You’re the perfect person,’
Catherine countered. ‘You have authority, and I don’t mean the kind
handed out by those stiff-necks in London. You’re probably the
oldest vampire in existence and you’ve got experience with working
closely alongside humans. Successfully, which is the important
part.’

‘And you’re one of the most
innovative vampires around,’ Mike said. ‘You’re more likely to
consider other possibilities than most.’

‘It does feel like just a matter
of time,’ Ruth said. ‘Social media. Almost everyone has a video
camera on them all the time. It has to be getting
harder to keep it all under wraps.’

‘Yes,’ Dione conceded. ‘The
problem is that it’s hard to come up with a way to handle the
transition. At some point, you have to tell people that there
really are such things as vampires who live by drinking the blood
of humans. I don’t think there’s a way to do that without ending up
with problems.’ She held up a hand. ‘But you’re right, the worst
way possible is the sudden revelation. Yes, Mike, mobs with
pitchforks, but what we’d really get is witch hunts and war.’

‘So we need to start sooner
rather than later,’ Catherine said. ‘We need some sort of…
committee. Humans and vampires working together to come up with a
plan to make it work.’

Dione sipped her wine. ‘I’ll
mention it to Leo. Would you be willing to come out to New York to
talk it over with him? It’s not going to be easy. Getting the
Summus Concilium on side will not be easy.’

‘I know. And of course I’ll
come. I’ll go to bloody China if I have to.’

‘Huh. Let’s hope we don’t need
to do that.’

20th February.

A day spent interviewing various
witnesses involved in the death of Peter Kellerman, one way or
another, had proven very little. Two of the supplicants who had
alibied him continued to be firm in their belief that they had been
with him and he had not been committing murder. Various others who
had testified to his tendency to poach supplicants in San Francisco
still said the same, but both Dione and Mike had got some odd vibes
from them. They had looked nervous, though having to speak to Dione
might have accounted for at least some of that. There were still
two people left to find, one of Kellerman’s supplicants and the
witness who had claimed to see Kellerman near one of the pick-up
sites: both seemed to have spent time making themselves hard to
find, but Catherine had put some of her contacts to work on that
problem.

Altogether, it had been a day of
mild frustration, so when Dione got a message from Mary saying that
they needed to set up a teleconference, hopes were somewhat high.
Of course, Catherine had all the equipment needed to project Mary
up on the lounge’s huge screen, patched through from the secure
laptop Mike had brought with him.

‘Afternoon, Catherine,’ Mary
said almost as soon as her face appeared on the screen. Mary was
not frowning, so she likely knew the Princeps.

‘Mary, good afternoon. Always a
pleasure to see you.’ Catherine turned and indicated Ruth who was
sitting on a sofa, a shirt hastily thrown over her half-bikini.
‘This is Ruth.’

‘It’s all right that we discuss
this with Catherine and her supplicant here?’ Dione asked.

‘There’s nothing a Princeps and
her favoured can’t know,’ Mary replied. Her lips twitched a little.
‘Just so long as you’re aware that we’re acting under Summus
Concilium auctoritas, so if you tell anyone else, Di will have to
torture you both to death.’

‘I could stand to be tortured by
Di,’ Ruth replied.

‘Good, then I’ll begin. Since
the big guys saw fit to drop that agent authority on you, Di, and
basically declare that SCU is working on the same basis… When’s the
last time you can remember them doing something like that?’

Dione frowned, took a second to
consider, and then said, ‘Never. But the Agreement may have
influenced the decision. I’m sure Mike would not have been included
without it.’ She glanced at Catherine. ‘Sometimes they can actually
handle a few modern thoughts.’

‘I was surprised too,’ Mary went
on. ‘So I used that authority and requested the reasoning.’

‘And they said auctoritas only
goes so far?’

‘Sort of. What I got back was
what they think this guy had been up to prior to the murders
last year. He’s been a busy man.’

‘We suspected this was not the
beginning.’

Mary nodded. ‘The trail they’ve
collected starts in Paris in two thousand and three. Six victims,
usual MO. The Hunter there tracked down the killer, who was using
the name Evan Harris, and almost ended him. Fairly spectacular
chase across the rooftops, apparently, but Evan got away. The
report indicates it was more luck than judgement, but the Hunter
indicated that Evan had skills. From scent, they figured he was not
that old, certainly less than a century.’

‘Someone trained him in evading
capture.’

‘Probably. One other aspect of
the MO. Evan had ended another vampire in the city, a fairly
wealthy one who had a pretty, young, blonde supplicant. He also had
the skill to basically brainwash the girl into being his slave and
used her to live in comfort in their house while he was on his
killing spree. She was a wreck when they got to her, sobbing her
lungs out because “Evan said he would take me with him when he
left.”’

‘Lorentz and Cooper,’ Mike said.
Dione gave a nod. ‘A vampire and his blonde supplicant went missing
around the time of the deaths here,’ Mike explained for Mary’s
benefit. ‘I’m guessing “Evan” pulled the same trick here with them.
Nice big house in Hollywood Hills with big grounds and a security
fence.’

‘Perfect,’ Mary agreed, nodding.
‘After Paris, Evan goes off the grid. European Hunters were
notified to keep an eye out for him, but it’s likely that he ran a
long way. Three deaths in Sydney, Australia, in two thousand
and ten. They were only noticed after the fact, however. When he
turned up in Rome, Italy, the following year, someone was tasked
with looking for other possible matches worldwide. It looks to me
like he got scared after the near miss in Paris because they
couldn’t find anything else before Sydney.’

‘Mary, get them to backtrack
from Paris and do the same sort of search,’ Dione said. ‘Or do it
yourself since we have the authority. I’m willing to bet no one
thought of looking for victims before Paris.’

‘Seems likely. Okay, four dead
in Rome and when the Hunter closes in, Evan just vanishes. He
obviously had an emergency escape plan worked out this time because
there was no trace of him. Three more victims in Mexico City in two
thousand thirteen. I think we’re missing a batch, possibly in South
America. They only located the Mexico City ones due to some reports
which came out of wolf contacts down there several months later,
and those reports indicated that he did his vanishing act when some
CIA types began poking their noses in. Not the usual CIA operatives
down there, imports. They turned up after the second death,
apparently with the sole purpose of tracking Evan.’

Catherine’s eyes narrowed. ‘We
had some unusual activity here last year which could have
been CIA. Sally reported some people talking to Grant and Espinosa
with government IDs and no record of the meeting being kept.’

‘Think that’s where Evan got his
training?’ Mike asked.

‘It’s possible,’ Dione replied.
‘We know the CIA knows about vampires and that they have used
valentine secretions in some of the drugs they’ve produced. They
could even be looking to get their source back.’

‘After Mexico City,’ Mary went
on, ‘we get L.A. and now New York. He always starts on Valentine’s
Day, which may be purely symbolic. He racks up as many kills as he
can before things get too hot, and then he leaves. And he seems to
have got very good at hiding between sprees, so we need to nail him
before he runs.’

‘We need to catch him
before he runs,’ Dione said. ‘I want him intact enough to talk. If
he’s CIA, or ex-CIA, I want to know what they’ve been up to.’

New York, NY.

Leeanne took a tentative sip of the
drink Pat had put in front of her. Her eyebrows went up. ‘That’s
nice. What did you say it was called?’

‘I didn’t,’ Pat replied, ‘but
you asked for cocktails with embarrassing names, so Lisa is having
a Quick Fuck, and you’re having an Orgasm.’

‘I think she got the better deal
there,’ Lisa said. ‘Not that I’d complain about a quick fuck, but
still…’

‘I always thought it was a
Screaming Orgasm,’ Leeanne said.

‘I don’t have any light cream
in, so you’ll just have to have a quiet one. The ingredients are a
little different.’ Pat looked down the bar and began to move. ‘Back
in a bit.’

Leeanne turned to Lisa. ‘How’s
yours?’

‘Kind of coffee and cream.’

‘I got more cream, I think.’

Lisa giggled. ‘Yeah, well,
orgasms are creamier, I guess.’

‘According to you, they’re
blissful light shows. Not that I’m jealous or anything. I see
lights too, even without the added biochemistry.’ Leeanne frowned.
‘I wonder what causes that.’

‘Virus. Uh, though I guess it’s
not actually the virus. It must be something the virus secretes or
causes the body to secrete. A morphine analogue?’

‘Something endorphin-related,
but that doesn’t explain the aphrodisiac effects or the heightened,
um, bliss during sex.’

‘Unless there’s a lot of
endorphins. Like a lot.’

‘Hmm…’ Leeanne sipped at her
cocktail until Pat returned and then got straight into it. ‘Do you
know what causes the numbing effect when you bite someone?’

‘Virus,’ Pat replied flatly.

‘No, it must be something the
virus produces, not just the virus itself.’

‘In that case, no, I don’t. Ask
Winthrop. I’m sure he knows.’

‘Yeah… Yeah, he probably
does.’

~~~

‘I wonder what it’s like?’

Lisa looked up at Leeanne, her
current cocktail glass poised at her lips. Pat was up the bar
serving. ‘What what’s like?’ Lisa asked.

‘Well… Being a vampire, I guess.
Drinking blood. Living, potentially, forever. The enhanced senses,
for some of them. I was almost converted and that was really
weird. Frightening, but kind of comfortable.’

‘That’s just the endorphins
kicking in. You’d just have been scared otherwise.’

‘Yeah… But most of them have to
go into it voluntarily. What’s it like for them? Are you really the
same person before and after? I mean, they all seem to say that you
change over time, but does some of that happen immediately?’

‘Well, we could ask Juliana.
She’s more likely to remember both sides. That said, she
doesn’t seem that different and she maybe has more reason to have
changed.’

‘True.’

Lisa frowned a little at her
friend. ‘You sound like you’d kind of like to find out in
person.’

‘What? No! No, I don’t… Okay, so
I could see a lot of upsides to it, eventually. Think of all the
time you’d have to learn stuff. But…’

‘You have to consider what you’d
lose,’ Pat said, appearing beside them as though through magic.
‘Why do you think Winthrop won’t do it? He’s worried, with good
reason, that he would lose his imagination and, with it, his
ability to do what he does. That’s one of the reasons anyway.’

‘I hadn’t thought of it like
that,’ Leeanne admitted.

‘You’d be amazed at how many
willing converts never considered that aspect of things when they
agreed to change.’

‘No,’ Leeanne replied. ‘I don’t
think I’d be surprised at all.’

21st February.

Leeanne turned onto her back and stared
up at the ceiling of Pat’s spare room. It was very dark
thanks to blackout curtains, which Leeanne figured were an
essential part of a vampire’s life, especially one who worked until
the early hours and therefore slept in. There was, therefore,
little to be seen of the ceiling, or of any other distraction. And
she needed the distraction to take her mind off the sounds.

Within an acceptable margin of
error, Leeanne was fairly sure the sounds were coming primarily
from Lisa. They were not intelligible sounds, but they spoke
volumes. Whenever Leeanne thought she might be drifting off,
Lisa would squeak, or moan, or something to yank her back into
reality. Pat seemed to like drawing out her torments, but the
frequency and volume of the sounds was growing which at least meant
they might stop soon.

Leeanne considered calling Mike.
She had never been the kind of girl who engaged in phone sex. Then
again, she had never been the kind of girl who got up to half the
things she had been getting up to recently. Mike had told her Dione
thought it was quite natural: Leeanne’s brush with near-death, or
near-undeath, had sparked a strong desire for life. Leeanne could
understand the psychological underpinning and thought Dione was
probably right, but that was not all of it. Ever since discovering
that vampires existed, that there was a world out there she had
thought she had a good handle on and did not, Leeanne had
felt like someone had let her out of a straightjacket. She reached
for her phone, and then thought better of it. It was very
late and Mike might well be in bed. Which was not an issue, but she
did not want to wake him.

‘Oh… G-God!’ Lisa’s voice came
through the wall, quite obvious this time. ‘Let me… Please let
me…’

Whatever Pat may have replied
was lost to the masonry, but Lisa let out a long moan, the pitch
rising at the end. Biting her lip, Leeanne slid a hand down between
her thighs and found herself embarrassingly aroused. The slightest
touch of her finger sent a shudder through her body.

‘Oh…’ Lisa’s voice again. ‘Oh…
Oh… Oh!’

Leeanne began to work her
fingers in earnest, and was again embarrassed at how quickly she
felt the tension rising through her body. Had listening to her
friends having sex really been that much of a turn-on?

‘Oh… Oh God! Oh…’

Clamping her eyes and her mouth
shut, Leeanne strummed fingers over her clitoris, increasing the
pace as Lisa approached her climax.

‘Oh… Oh… Oh, oh, oh. Yes!’

The last word, and anything else
which might have been heard, was lost in the light show of
Leeanne’s own orgasm. It was the most embarrassing thing she had
ever done on her own, and she did not care.

~~~

‘What’s the, um, active ingredient in a
vampire bite?’ Leeanne asked. It was Saturday morning, she was
off-duty and a little hung-over, and Mike was still on the opposite
coast, so Leeanne had decided that paying a visit to the SCU
offices to pester Winthrop seemed like a good idea. Winthrop did
not seem to mind being pestered by either of his young ‘students.’
Quite often, he seemed rather pleased about it.

‘Active ingredient?’ Winthrop
asked in reply. ‘You don’t, presumably, mean the virus?’

‘Uh, no. You get bitten by a
vampire, you tend to feel euphoric, and pain is deadened. I figured
it was an endorphin of–’

‘Ah, dermorphin.’

‘Dermorphin? Isn’t that an
amphibian–’

‘Produced by frogs of the genus
Phyllomedusa, yes. It is also produced by a number of
bacteria and molluscs. However, the Haemovirus actually codes for
creation of the peptide. It’s some thirty to forty times more
effective than morphine, producing an analgesic effect in quite low
doses.’

‘Wow…’

‘Indeed. That one we are quite
clear about since it can be detected quite easily in recent bite
subjects, and studying their blood chemistry is simple enough with
any vampire. Some of the other “payloads” are less well
understood.’

Leeanne frowned. ‘Such as?’

‘Well, we have some idea about
what produces the aphrodisiac effect of valentine breath and
succubus scent. I’ve suggested that the vampires look into
marketing it. It’s an MC-four-R agonist which is some fifteen times
more effective than the current pharmaceuticals, acts in vapour
form, and has no side effects. Aside from possible blood loss or
pregnancy, depending on who happens to be nearby when you get a
dose. Attempts to create drugs from it have, however, been rather
disastrous thus far, and they haven’t let me try.’

Giggling, Leeanne considered
what Winthrop was saying and jumped to a conclusion. ‘But you’re
not sure about why succubus bites are more euphoric than
normal bites?’

‘I have theories, but actually
proving any of them is… fraught with difficulty. I’ve got one
potential subject and, despite the fact that we’ve been friends for
years, she’s reluctant to let me experiment. Uh, understandably so,
I hasten to add. More than any of the species, the feeding
practices of succubi are intensely personal.’

‘Yeah… Yeah, they are.’ Leeanne
thought of Lisa and her descriptions of what it was like being
bitten by Dione. She had heard what sex was like with Pat
and it had got close to making her come through a wall. Dione was
supposed to be more intense than that… Yes, it was an intimate,
very personal experience. But… science!

Long Beach, CA.

Gillian Hives was a slim, almost
skinny, girl with very good muscle tone, a tightly trimmed cap of
black hair, and warm hazel eyes. Catherine’s people had tracked her
down in a gym in Long Beach where she was an aerobics instructor.
She was not exactly pleased to see Dione and Mike, but she led them
to an office, telling one of her colleagues that she needed a break
to talk to the police about the death of an ex-boyfriend, which was
true enough.

‘Look,’ Gillian said when the
door was shut, ‘I got out of the whole vampire scene after Peter. I
thought about finding another to gift to, but… It would never have
been the same.’

Dione nodded. ‘There were
suggestions that Peter… had undue influence over the three of you
who alibied him.’

‘Addiction? No way. He was
very strict about it. No one gifted him more than once a
month, even if we slept with him more often, which we did.’

‘You all knew about the other
supplicants?’ Mike asked.

A flicker of a grin crossed
Gillian’s face. ‘We called it the Kellerman Kitty Club. On our
birthdays, we’d all get together and just… do whatever came
naturally. I miss the other girls as much as I miss Peter.’

‘He sounds like quite a
guy.’

‘Oh, don’t get me wrong, he had
faults. He’d chase tail like no one I’ve ever seen, but he was
charming, a gentleman. Well, a roguish gentleman. He was gentle,
nice. He remembered our birthdays, bought us gifts which were for
us, not like lingerie or something. If one of us got sick,
he’d be there, visiting.’

‘Good in bed?’ Dione asked.

‘Phenomenal, but that wasn’t
what kept us with him. Not just that anyway.’

‘I’ve been told he poached
supplicants in San Francisco…’

Gillian waved the comment away.
‘That! That was a plain lie. I mean, okay, I only have Peter’s word
for it, and you can say I was in love with him and would believe
anything he said, but he was telling the truth. I know he
was telling the truth.’

‘Which was?’

‘Oh… Well, I guess he did
kind of poach one girl. He admitted it, but it was only
technically poaching. She was one of about twelve
supplicants this old carpathian had in his harem. And I mean harem.
He treated them like slaves. Peter didn’t even know the girl
belonged to this other guy when they met. She was just a human in a
club. He took her back to his place and they banged… Then she said
she knew he was a vampire and wanted him to bite her. One thing led
to another, and she left the carpathian for Peter. Her choice.
That’s how it’s supposed to work, right? We’re not supposed to be
cattle you guys brand and fence in.’

‘That’s how it’s supposed to
work, yes. Did this older carpathian have a name?’

Gillian frowned. ‘Um… Peter only
mentioned the name once, and just a first name. I mean you change
names a lot anyway, don’t you? Maybe Darren?’

Dione raised an eyebrow.
‘Derren?’

‘Huh, yeah. That sounds more
right. Derren. Yeah.’

~~~

‘You know who this Derren is?’ Mike
asked once they were outside and walking back to the limo.

‘There’s a Derren Norton on the
Concilium here,’ Dione replied.

‘On the Concilium? Shit.’

‘That would be my sentiment too.
I’ll call Catherine when we’re back in the car. He was
pretty adamant that they’d ended the right man last year.’

‘The words “potential political
clusterfuck” are springing to mind.’

‘Yes, they are.’ Dione looked
upwards at the sky through her almost opaque sunglasses. ‘Pick up
the pace, would you? I am really hating the sun here. I can
barely see a damn thing even with these glasses on.’

Mike followed her gaze. ‘I’m
from New York. It’s not exactly comfortable for me either. How the
Hell do vampires put up with it?’

‘Stoically.’

Anaheim, CA.

‘Yes,’ Catherine said over the
carphone’s speaker, ‘Derren did come down from San Francisco. I’d
prefer to check the dates before I say more than that.’

‘Fair,’ Dione replied. ‘I got
the impression you didn’t like him much.’

‘That’s also fair, but I’d
prefer to discuss it when you get back.’

‘Okay. We’re almost at the
address you gave us anyway. You’re sure this Oxeman guy is still
here?’

‘That’s what my contacts say. He
moved out there about six months ago. Bought the apartment
outright. He’s been gifting at a pascua in Anaheim for four
months.’

‘Bought the place?’ Mike asked.
‘Where did he get the money for that?’

‘Why don’t you ask him?’

Dione looked out through the
tinted windows as the limo pulled to a stop, grimaced, and reached
for her glasses. ‘We’ll do that. Why aren’t you blind?’

There was the sound of laughter
over the phone. ‘My next identity, I plan to live somewhere where
it’s always cloudy.’

‘Good plan. New York is nice.
See you in a couple of hours.’

Oxeman lived on the upper floor
of a two-storey building which was painted the same bland brownish
colour as all the other buildings on the block. It was accessed by
an iron staircase which led up from a scruffy, fenced-off yard.

‘Anaheim,’ Mike said as they
went through the gate, ‘home of Disneyland. They must bleach all
the colour out of it to pour into the park.’

‘Colours are a total washout in
this light, for me anyway.’ Dione moved quickly up the steps and
rapped on the door at the top. ‘This guy works in the adventure
park, according to Catherine’s people. Evening shift, so he
should be in…’

The door opened and a short man
with thinning, black hair appeared. He was holding a dressing gown
around himself and blinking at the light. The room behind him was
dark. ‘Yeah? What the fuck is it?’

Dione held up her SCU ID for
long enough that he could see something official and not long
enough for him to catch the details. ‘Police. You’re Roderick
Oxeman?’

‘Yeah. Crap. What d’you want,
lady?’

‘We’re reviewing a cold case.
The Valentine Killer murders. We’d like to talk to you about
them.’

Oxeman’s eyes widened a little.
‘I don’t know anything about that,’ he said and started to close
the door.

Dione pushed her arm out, and
the door back, carrying through to push Oxeman into the room as she
entered. ‘We’ve heard differently, and if you want to keep giving
blood down at that little place in the town centre, you’re going to
tell us what you know.’

Mike closed the door behind them
and the room fell into near darkness. Oxeman did not have blackout
curtains up, but the only light was what filtered through the
shades. ‘You told the L.A. Hunter that you saw Peter Kellerman on
the night of one of the murders,’ Mike said. ‘One he had an alibi
for.’

Oxeman backed away from Dione.
She took her glasses off and stared at him. ‘Yeah,’ Oxeman said. ‘I
did. See him.’

‘When?’ Mike asked. ‘Where? What
did he look like? What was he doing?’

‘It was a year ago! How do you
expect me to remember that stuff now?’

‘You don’t remember seeing a
murderer? One you managed to identify at the time. How did you know
Kellerman anyway?’

‘I… I’d seen him around. Talked
to him at a club once. Saw him at the place on South Central, the
blood place.’

‘The Skid Row pascua?’ Dione
asked. ‘You saw Peter Kellerman there?’

‘Yeah, sure. I used to go there
back then, and I’d see him coming in.’ Oxeman was getting back into
his stride now. ‘Went there quite a bit. Liked blondes, young ones.
So, I saw him at another club that night, and he was talking to a
blonde and I figured that was just his style, y’know? Thought
nothing of it ’til her picture showed up on the news. I told a guy,
he told the Hunter, Hunter talked to me.’

Dione stared at him for a
second. ‘Nice place you have here.’

‘Yeah. Won the lottery. Not real
big, but enough for this place and some savings, y’know?’

‘Yes, I think I do. Thank you
for your time, Mister Oxeman.’ Dione started for the door, slipping
her glasses back on.

‘My, uh, civic duty, right?’
Oxeman said.

Mike opened the door for Dione,
let her pass him, and then followed, waiting until they were at the
bottom of the steps before saying, ‘He was lying through his
badly-in-need-of-an-orthodontist teeth.’

‘But being good police persons,’
Dione said, ‘we will check out the most unlikely part of his story
before we decide that he’s full of shit. Very gentlemanly with the
door, by the way. Thank you.’

Smirking a little, Mike ran two
paces to open the door of the limo ahead of Dione. ‘Oh, it’s my
civic duty, ma’am.’

‘You’re not too old to spank,
young man,’ Dione said as she stepped into the car. ‘Ruth, we need
to go to the pascua in Skid Row.’

Ruth turned her head to look
through the window in the partition between driver and passengers.
‘What on Earth do you want to go there for?’

‘Police work,’ Mike said as he
climbed in beside Dione, ‘does not always take you to the best
places in the world.’

‘Huh. I’ll stick to being an
extra on cop shows.’

Beverly Hills, CA.

‘Unsurprisingly,’ Dione said, ‘no one
at the place in Skid Row had ever seen Peter Kellerman.’

‘I declare myself shocked,’
Catherine said. ‘Mostly because I can’t manage to actually be
shocked.’

Mike had decided he should be
shocked, but not about the lack of recognition from anyone they had
talked to. The Skid Row pascua was actually one of those places
where homeless people could go to get a hot meal and some money in
exchange for a pint of blood. There was a small homeless shelter
over the top of it. It was just that some of the people who went
there knew that, if you were discreet about it, you could also give
blood in the basement in a significantly more pleasurable way. The
place had been… Seedy was the best Mike could come up with, but it
was well run and the staff had known pretty much every vampire who
used the place as well as most of the supplicants by name.
Kellerman had never been there.

‘I checked and Derren did come
to L.A. from San Francisco about two months after Peter did,’
Catherine went on. ‘There were a few rumours that he was heavily
involved with the pogrom, but nothing substantial. Peter moved here
with a supplicant, a blonde, but he then paid for her to move east
after Derren came here. Derren is known to dislike valentines, but
it’s never been a problem.’

‘Addison has some interesting
ideas about them too,’ Dione said.

‘Addison is the city’s Hunter
because Derren pushed for him to get the position when the last one
retired. I’m not saying Addison is under Derren’s thumb, because
I’m sure he’s not, but there’s a degree of influence there.’

Dione gave a slight shrug. ‘I
suppose the same claim could be made about me and Leo.’

‘Ha!’ Catherine barked the word.
‘Leo is nothing like Derren Norton. If I had a complaint
about Leo, it would be that he’s too even-handed. And
there’s… another matter which I’m not sure I should bring up. It
may just cloud matters.’

‘Spill. I’ll decide whether it
clouds or illuminates.’

‘I’m… ninety per cent sure that
Derren is gathering support to replace me as Princeps.’

‘Hmm… You know Hunters are not
supposed to get involved with local politics. Especially
local politics outside their own region.’

Catherine nodded. ‘I know it.
That’s why I wasn’t going to mention it.’

‘This Derren guy doesn’t sound
like the kind of person you want running a Concilium,’ Mike put
in.

‘And you haven’t even met him,’
Dione said. ‘I’m going to need a car tonight.’

Catherine frowned. ‘Ruth
can–’

‘No, I need a car. I’m
not taking Mike with me either. This is likely to get ugly and it’s
got precious little to do with police work.’

‘Well then, I should–’ Catherine
stopped as Dione looked at her. ‘Ask whether you would like the
Ferrari or the Rolls?’

Anaheim, CA, 22nd
February.

Picking the lock on Oxeman’s door was
not exactly difficult and he had no chain on the door. Dione was
considering giving him a talk about personal security when she
stepped through into the lounge, but then she saw the room and
decided it was probably too late.

Someone had decided they did not
like the room layout. They had, it seemed, taken violent exception
to it. Chairs were overturned, and cushions had been pulled from
the sofa and tossed across the room. The general look was ‘we came
in here to search for something.’ It did not bode well.

The bed was empty. The bedroom
had been tossed. The mattress lay half off the bed, drawers had
been pulled out of the dresser, and the built-in wardrobe had been
opened up and its contents yanked out and thrown on the floor.
Dione looked around the room and saw either someone who was very
bad at searching a room or an attempt to set a scene.

Oxeman was in the bathroom.
Someone had rammed his head so far into the toilet bowl that it was
lodged there. Even after death, the weight of his body had been
unable to pull him free. He was naked, his ass thrust obscenely in
the air by the angle his body was stuck at. Dione figured the cause
of death would be ruled as drowning, though she wondered whether
the killer had factored in the strength needed to push someone’s
face that hard into porcelain. To her, it suggested a transylvanian
even if the scent of one had not been hanging in the air along with
the urine and excrement.

Dione backtracked, made sure the
door locked behind her, and headed for the Ferrari parked a couple
of blocks away while making a call to New York.

‘Mary, I didn’t wake you, did
I?’

‘I was just about to go to bed,’
Mary’s voice came back.

‘Well, could you delay that a
little? Oxeman’s dead.’

‘The supplicant you asked me to
run? Warrant isn’t through yet for more than the cursory
stuff.’

‘Yeah, well, he was killed by
someone who wanted it to look like something gang or crime related,
but I think it was someone covering his tracks. I need to know who
Oxeman’s called in the last twelve hours, and I can’t wait for a
warrant.’

‘Shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll
send you the list in… thirty minutes or so.’

Dione nodded to herself: that
would be enough time to get to where she thought she needed to be.
‘Thanks, Mary. Things should be wrapped up here pretty soon. I’ll
be back for Juliana’s trip to the Candle.’

‘Okay. I think she’s going to be
okay, but it’ll be good to have you around. See you soon.’

‘Night, Mary.’

Dione opened the door of the
Ferrari and stepped in, settling into the soft leather. She was
fairly sure who had arranged for Rod Oxeman to drown in his own
toilet and why they had done so. If she was right, the telephone
records would confirm it. If not, she might have to actually talk
to the creep before she ended him.

Los Angeles, CA.

Derren Norton lived in the corner
penthouse of a high-rise in Downtown. It was comfortable, very
comfortable, and also very secure. He had paid for the best
security he could find because when you were up to no good in the
vampire community, you naturally tended to the paranoid. So waking
up in the night with the distinct feeling that he was not alone in
the room had him on edge.

‘Who’s there?!’ he snapped. ‘I
can see you. There, in the shadows. I can see you. Now, come out
before I decide to come and get you.’

His eyes widened as Dione
stepped forward into more light. Dione was, and always had been, a
beautiful woman, but now she seemed to glow. She looked
so beautiful that all he could think of to do was bask in
the pleasure of it. He fell back onto the bed, smiling, as she
walked across the room to stand over him. He was being visited by a
goddess, a vampire goddess, and while some part of him knew this
was not a good thing, all he could think of now was the
overwhelming pleasure of seeing her.

‘Up you get,’ Dione said, and
Derren found himself climbing out of bed. The intense sensation of
pleasure was still there, making his mind drag, but his body had
developed a mind of its own. ‘Walk out onto the balcony.’ And he
set off toward the bedroom door.

Dione followed behind him. ‘You
had Roderick Oxeman killed,’ she said as he walked. ‘He called you
after I paid him a visit. I presume he told you we’d been there
asking about Peter Kellerman, maybe he suggested that he needed
more money to keep his mouth shut, or maybe you just figured
shutting it permanently would be for the best. I mean, what’s one
little human in the grand scheme of things, right?’

Derren stepped out through the
open window and onto the cold flags covering his balcony patio.
There was a cool breeze at this time in the morning and his skin
chilled.

‘Walk up to the rail,’ Dione
said, and his body proceeded to do as she told it. ‘That was your
mistake. Killing another vampire because one of your supplicants
decided to leave you for him? That I’d have to think hard about.
Trying to take the Princeps position from Catherine? Really none of
my business. Killing a human, though… Hunters are supposed to stop
that kind of thing. I wish… I really wish I could trust
Addison to handle this, but… You’re dangerous, Derren. Not because
you’re sadistic, intolerant, and ambitious, but because you’re
stupid.’

Derren found himself looking
down at the sixteen-storey drop. The feeling of elation was
starting to fade as the fear began to build.

‘Now,’ Dione said, her tone
becoming firm, ‘jump.’

‘No,’ Derren breathed, but he
was already moving. And a second later, he was looking down at the
ground as it rose up to meet him at gathering speed.

Beverly Hills, CA.

‘I had a call from Addison while you
were sleeping,’ Catherine said as Dione walked into the pool room.
It was still early and only Mike and Ruth were at the house, though
there would undoubtedly be a few more half-naked nymphs lying by
the pool soon enough.

‘Oh?’ Dione asked. She walked
over to the table the three were sitting at and poured herself a
cup of coffee before settling onto a chair.

‘It seems that Derren Norton
took a dive off the balcony of his penthouse early this
morning.’

‘Couldn’t have happened to a
nicer person. Suicide?’

‘The police are still scraping
his remains off the sidewalk, but they’re currently assuming
suicide. The point of impact suggests he jumped, no signs of a
struggle.’

‘How did you get him to do it?’
Mike asked.

Dione shrugged. ‘He got up,
walked out to the balcony, and jumped.’

‘I thought it was carpathians
that did mind control,’ Ruth said.

‘Hypnotism. Mesmerism. Not mind
control. They can be very effective at it and, as it happens, I’m
not bad myself, but I didn’t hypnotise Derren into jumping off a
building. It’s more or less impossible to do that. The instinct for
self-preservation is too strong and the mind rebels.’

Mike’s eyes narrowed. ‘Is this
one of those things we don’t mention to Leeanne because it looks a
lot more supernatural than we’ve told her vampires are?’

‘If I arranged for
Derren’s apparent suicide, then it might be one of those
things, yes. But he did jump and the police are going to find
nothing to suggest he didn’t simply kill himself out of remorse.
If, as I suspect they will, they discover that Roderick Oxeman
called him yesterday and was then murdered, they may connect the
two together and conclude that the two deaths are linked. Derren
killed, or had killed, Rod Oxeman, and then couldn’t live with
it.’

‘All neat and tidy,’ Catherine
said.

‘Uh, you didn’t kill Oxeman?’
Mike asked.

‘No, I didn’t,’ Dione replied.
‘I found him with his head stuffed down his toilet. I could smell
transylvanian over the piss and shit, so I think Derren hired one
to remove the inconvenience.’

Catherine pursed her lips. ‘I
have a suspicion I know who he would have used. If Addison tells me
the police have made the connection, I’ll get our Hunter to
deal with the matter.’

‘Good. I think we’re done here,
and it might be best if I left the city relatively quickly. Nothing
hasty, but definitely sooner rather than later. I’ll call Mary and
have her make arrangements.’

‘I hope you’ll at least stay for
lunch.’

Dione grinned. ‘Certainly. Mike
may have to put up with airline food, but I’d rather have something
here and avoid it. Speaking of which, could I borrow one of your
supplicants? I could use a little top-up.’

‘Of course. Ruth gifted me at
the start of the week, so no matter how much she pouts’ – and Ruth
pouted with a vengeance – ‘she’s not getting any today. Just take
whoever you fancy when the girls get here.’

‘Not fair,’ Ruth muttered. ‘Hey,
Mike, I don’t suppose you’ve–’

‘Sorry, still happily
unmarried.’

‘Huh. Leeanne is one lucky girl,
that’s all I’m saying. If Catherine does decide to move to
New York and takes me with her, you’re going to have a fight on
your hands.’

‘Oh, well… That sounds like
something to look forward to.’

‘Start preparing,’ Catherine
suggested. ‘Get yourself a kiddies’ paddling pool and start filling
it with mud. Oh, and start learning to use a video camera. I know a
couple of distributors who–’

‘Catherine,’ Dione interrupted,
‘stop corrupting my partner. That’s my job.’


Part Two: A Different Kind of
Spook

 New York,
NY, 24th February 2015.

The Black Candle was not especially
busy on a Tuesday morning, but that was how Mary had wanted it for
Juliana’s first visit to the place. There were a couple of
supplicants sitting on the dance floor outside the pascua door,
there to wait the required recovery period after gifting. Mary
ignored them and waved Juliana in and down.

At the bottom of the stairs,
they found Pat sitting quietly behind the registration desk. Mary
looked at her as they entered the room and raised an eyebrow,
receiving an almost imperceptible nod in reply: things had been
arranged.

‘All right,’ Mary said, ‘you
know what to do. Sign in and the receptionist will assign you a
room.’

Juliana looked nervous. She was
a pretty, slim girl, with skin the colour of milk chocolate and a
mop of red-brown hair which she tended to comb over her right eye.
Her eyes were emerald green, a fact which had horrified her when
she had first noticed since they had been brown before her
conversion. ‘I put my name, my lineage, I tick my preferences, and
sign,’ she said.

‘And what’s your name?’

‘Juliana Tebbit.’ Juliana was
still getting used to the new surname too.

‘And which preference boxes are
you ticking?’

‘Just the female one, because it
will reduce expectations on me.’ It was almost as though the new
vampire was reciting from a script. ‘Oh, and I should put “filia”
next to my lineage. And that’s carpathian.’

Mary gave her filia a smile.
‘You’re going to be fine, Juliana. You’ve done this before. Your
supplicant wants to gift you. There’s nothing to worry
about.’

‘Okay…’ Juliana turned and
walked over to the table, and Pat handed her a clipboard and pen.
Even prepared, Juliana almost wrote ‘Juliana Nails’ in the first
box, stopping herself as the pen hit the paper. Then there was the
moment of indecision when she got to the end and realised she had
never signed her new name before. Well, her old signature was more
or less a scribble, so she created a new scribble of the new
letters and handed the clipboard back to Pat.

Without even looking, Pat said,
‘Room three.’

‘Thank you,’ Juliana said and
looked around to find Mary pointing down one of the corridors. ‘Uh,
thank you,’ Juliana said, and she followed the finger.

Mary waited until Juliana had
found the door with the right number on it and had stepped through
into the room before heading for the observation room, quickly
followed by Pat who was being replaced at the reception desk.

‘She’s going to be fine, you
know?’ Pat said once the door was closed behind them. ‘I got one of
our more experienced supplicants, and she’s been told it’s
Juliana’s first time. We just about scripted it.’

‘I know,’ Mary replied, her eyes
on the two screens showing room three. ‘I just can’t help worrying
a little. She’s a nervous sort of vampire and I think it’s
catching.’

~~~

Juliana heard the locks engage on the
door behind her and stood there for a second, taking in her
situation and trying to gather her nerves. The room was white,
maybe ten feet on each side with all the surfaces whitewashed and a
white sheet occupying much of the floor. In the middle of the sheet
was a woman, a blonde who looked to Juliana to be in her early
thirties. She was naked, but Mary had warned Juliana that that
might be the case, and Juliana had seen naked women before.
Besides, the blonde’s hair covered her nipples and she was kneeling
with her hands in her lap so there was not much to see.

‘Hi,’ the blonde said,
smiling.

Juliana managed to smile back.
She had fifteen minutes in the room and she needed to be getting on
with business. ‘Hello.’ And she reached up to unbutton her blouse.
Mary had explained that it was usually better to be at least
partially undressed since there was always a little blood lost,
especially with the inexperienced. There was a whitewashed box
right beside the door to put your clothes in until you left, and
Juliana removed her blouse, skirt, and shoes to put them away
before turning to her supplicant.

‘Um,’ the blonde said, ‘I take
it we’re not going to get into anything… heavy, but would you mind
biting my neck? It just makes it a little more… well… personal, I
guess.’

‘I… can do that,’ Juliana said,
and she suddenly felt a little embarrassed that she was not
going to do anything more for this woman than bite her. Feeling
horribly self-conscious for two reasons, Juliana changed her mind
and unhooked her bra, adding that to the box before turning around
and seeing that the blonde’s smile had grown wider.

‘Thank you. I know it’s not
always easy, but it’s nice of you to accommodate me a little
more.’

Knowing her cheeks were
reddening, Juliana knelt down beside her supplicant. ‘Well, you’re
giving the gift so the least I can do is help you enjoy it
more.’

The blonde leaned toward
Juliana, tilting her head and pulling her hair away from her neck
on the left side. ‘It’s still nice. Not every vampire will meet you
halfway.’

Leaning over, Juliana met the
girl halfway. Breasts touched: Juliana felt hardening nipples press
against her flesh and reminded herself that there was nothing
really sinful going on… If you ignored the whole drinking
blood thing anyway. Gripping the girl’s waist and head, more for
balance than anything, Juliana leaned closer and the woman’s scent
filled her nostrils: she was not wearing perfume, and there was
just the natural musk of human female and mild arousal. Flesh…

Juliana pressed her lips to the
woman’s neck, shifting slightly until she felt a pulse. The woman
suppressed a slight moan. Juliana closed her eyes, opened her
mouth, and sank her fangs in. Blood welled up and into her mouth.
The blonde said, ‘Ah!’ Then the sound trailed into more of a sigh
as the virus began to take effect. Juliana pulled her fangs free
and tasted more blood, hot and metallic on her tongue. She needed
little of the vital fluid, unlike her feeding when she had first
woken. This time was just a top-up, a revitalisation of her
reserve. Just as Mary had suggested, Juliana sucked in once and
swallowed. Warmth seemed to spread through Juliana’s body in a
wave. Her skin tingled. Her supplicant let out a soft moan which
continued as Juliana ran her tongue over the wounds.

Now, Mary had said, it was all
about taking care of your supplicant. They had given you a gift,
the most vital gift a human could give to a vampire, and you looked
after them until they were recovered. Being a nurse, Juliana’s
first thought was to check the wounds. There was some blood welling
up, some trickling down the woman’s collarbone, but the bite was
clean: there were two neat holes where Juliana’s fangs had gone in
and no other marks. Moving a hand, Juliana capped the holes with
her fingers until the healing started and then looked into the
blonde’s eyes. Dilated pupils, slightly delirious, more or less
drunken expression: yes, all according to plan.

Self-consciousness fled: Juliana
the nurse had a patient who needed a little care. The method of
care and the reason for the need might have been outside what
Juliana Nails had ever encountered, but Juliana Tebbit pulled the
euphoric blonde into her arms and held her there while the virus
did its work.

~~~

‘You did that very well,’ Mary said as
Juliana joined her in the reception area.

Juliana noted that the
receptionist was now standing beside Mary and looking rather
pleased, and she came to the conclusion that someone had set her
up, just a little. ‘Thank you, but you, uh, arranged for me to get
a good supplicant, right?’

‘I asked Pat to make sure you
didn’t end up with someone as inexperienced as you are, yes.’

‘But you didn’t really need the
help,’ Pat added. She held out a hand. ‘I’m Patrice Lumiere, by the
way. I run this place. Everyone calls me Pat.’

Juliana took the offered hand.
‘I’ve heard of you, obviously. Thank you for arranging this.
Maybe I didn’t need the help, but it could have gone worse
with a less, um, sympathetic supplicant.’

As if on cue, the blonde woman
emerged from the side corridor and saw them gathered together. ‘Are
we giving away the secret?’ she asked.

‘Our young filia worked out we’d
arranged something special for her,’ Pat replied.

‘Oh, well, in that case’ – the
blonde looked Juliana in the eyes – ‘honey, you were great. I will
not be sorry to see you again if I’m lucky enough to get you, and
believe me when I say that I’ve gifted a few vampires I wouldn’t
say that about.’

Juliana blushed. ‘Thanks. I’d be
happy to get you again too.’

Flashing a grin, the supplicant
tripped off toward the steps. ‘Bleeding was stopped before I even
left the room. Beautiful.’

‘Now,’ Mary said, looking at
Juliana, ‘what was it you were worried about?’

‘Well, I…’ Juliana’s blush was
deepening. ‘Um… Well, now I’m worried I kind of enjoyed it.’
Mary rolled her eyes.

‘Filias,’ Pat said, grinning.
‘What do you do with them?’

~~~

‘Not that Pat would know what to
do with a filia,’ Dione said. ‘She’s never had one. Though I
suspect the Concilium would look kindly on a request if she made
one, even if she is still quite young.’

Juliana blinked. ‘How old is
she?’

‘Sixty-seven. Usually you have
to have shown some fairly good habits to be granted permission to
convert within your first century, but Pat’s been running the
Candle for fifteen years now, so it shows some responsibility.’

Juliana turned her gaze on Mary
working on her computers. ‘Okay, see… This is where you looking how
you do starts to make me a little crazy.’

‘You’ll get used to it,’ Mary
replied. ‘I may have to beat you a few times. Caning. My father was
very fond of the cane.’

‘Neither of you are kinky enough
to enjoy it,’ Dione stated, and Juliana blushed beetroot red. Mary
may have looked a very young sixteen, but it was still water off a
duck’s back to her.

‘I, um, have to admit,’ Juliana
said, ‘that I, um–’

‘Out with it or I get the cane,’
Mary ordered, never taking her eyes off the screen.

‘Well, it wasn’t terrible
cuddling up to a naked woman.’

‘Why should it be? When I was
brought up, homosexual men were somewhat akin to demons and the
only reason people didn’t think the same of lesbians was because
hardly anyone thought women were capable of enjoying sex, so
lesbians just couldn’t exist. If a hundred and forty-four years has
taught me anything–’

‘Might as well call it a hundred
and forty-five,’ Dione said. ‘It’s not even two weeks away.’

‘Whatever. If it’s taught me
anything, it’s that you take whatever pleasure in life, or unlife,
that you can and the opinions of others can go and get damned. And
if hugging a woman is a sin, then someone up there needs to rethink
their attitude. Now, I got the data on the Cooper woman from Los
Angeles, Dione.’

‘Do tell,’ Dione said.

‘Around the time she vanished,
her credit card was used to book two tickets to Chicago. It was
used there a few times, and then there’s a move to Atlanta. And
then nothing, from about four months after she left L.A. The last
thing she bought was a single bus ticket to Nashville.’

‘Do you think he killed her?’
Juliana asked.

‘I think a search on Jane Does
in Atlanta might yield something,’ Dione said, ‘but he seems to be
rather good at disposing of bodies. No one has ever found Lorentz’s
body.’

‘I’ll run the search,’ Mary
said, ‘though all it’s going to do is confirm she’s dead.’

‘It also confirms that “Evan”
went to Nashville. Oh, Juliana, Leeanne and Lisa will be coming
here later to interview you.’

‘Uh… Interview me?’ Juliana
looked perplexed.

‘Yes, they’re looking into the
reaction of vampires to feeding, supplicants to feeding, that kind
of thing. Since this was your first time for a “normal” feed, they
want your impressions of the experience. It’s for science,
apparently.’ Dione frowned. ‘I got the feeling “science” had a
capital letter and an exclamation mark. But I wouldn’t worry over
that too much.’

Juliana grimaced. ‘I’m not sure
I want to have science done on me, especially with an
exclamation mark.’

‘You’re Winthrop’s housekeeper
and nurse. It was bound to happen sooner or later.’

~~~

‘Thinking about it,’ Juliana said,
‘there was the same, um, rush when I did it the first time.’

‘When you’d just woken up?’
Leeanne prompted.

‘Yes. I was so focused on not
taking too much out of anyone that I wasn’t really thinking about
how I was feeling, but the first swallow… It’s like you’ve drunk
something that’s warming through your whole body. And my skin
tingles a little. Not much. It’s not unpleasant or anything. Um,
quite the opposite.’

‘No need to be embarrassed,’
Lisa stated, smiling. ‘We’re doctors, you’re a nurse, and this is
just a clinical study.’

Juliana looked around the lab to
where Mike and Dione were standing, watching the proceedings. ‘Mike
and Dione are not doctors.’

‘Interested party,’ Mike
said.

‘Moral support and fellow
vampire,’ Dione said. ‘I’m representing your vampire rights and
ensuring these humans don’t violate them.’

‘We have a union?’ Juliana
asked.

‘Would you prefer “you are a
filia and should have a responsible adult present during
questioning?”’

‘Uh, I prefer the union
idea.’

Lisa giggled. ‘Okay, compare and
contrast… Is it the same sort of feeling when you feed, Di?’

Dione pursed her lips and
considered. ‘The general quality of the thing would be similar, I
suppose. Succubi and valentines are a little different,
however.’ She looked at Juliana. ‘From your blushes, I’d assume
you’d agree the sensation has a mildly erotic quality?’

Juliana blushed more. ‘Well… I
guess. Sensual might be better.’

‘For succubi, it’s
definitely erotic. Valentines aren’t affected so badly, so I
assume it’s not as strong. You’d have to ask Pat. For me… That heat
you mentioned settles in right between my legs. The urge to give in
and… rut is more or less uncontrollable. Don’t get me wrong, I
enjoy sex, but this is uncontrolled, animal. Even with someone I
have an attachment to’ – and she flashed a quick smile at Lisa –
‘it’s not the way I want to behave.’

‘So this is why so many vampires
tend to mix sex and feeding?’ Mike asked.

‘I think,’ Juliana said, ‘I can
see why it happens. I feel like it’s going to happen to me and I’m
not really sure I want to go that way. I mean, I was saving myself
and I don’t think I’m going to be walking down the aisle any time
soon, but…’

‘You don’t have to go that way
if you don’t want to,’ Dione told her. ‘It’s a choice, like any
other, and many vampires don’t mix sex and food. Or, do it, get it
out of your system, and be done with it or keep it for special
occasions. When you’re no longer a filia, you may prefer to go
straight, feed exclusively from one supplicant, which is at least a
form of civil partnership, and you could save yourself for that.
You’re young, Juliana, and you have many options which you don’t
need to decide upon right now.’

‘But for next month,’ Leeanne
said, ‘I’d like you to get your gift from me or Lisa, here, so we
can get some infrared cameras on you. I want to know whether that
heating effect is actually physical or just a neurological
effect.’

‘For Science!’ Lisa exulted,
smiling brightly.

‘You’re right,’ Juliana said to
Dione. ‘It does sound like it has a capital and exclamation
mark.’

27th February.

Friday night in a strange city, with
jetlag. Peri Grover from Godalming, Kent, England did not exactly
feel at her best having arrived in New York City, New York, America
that afternoon, but everyone said the best way to beat the feeling
of unbearable fatigue which was setting in was to ride it out. So
she sat in the bar in her hotel and considered whether she should
try one of the clubs nearby. New York was the city that never
sleeps, right? The only problem was that Peri wanted to sleep and
was very much afraid that she might do just that, in someone’s lap,
if she tried clubbing.

Peri was not much for clubs
anyway. She had been to a few since joining Moresham, White, and
Goldsacks in June. Some of the other girls in the office had
dragged her out, telling her it would be fun, and it had been, for
a given value of fun. Her work friends seemed to like getting blind
drunk and shagging men they had just met in the toilets, which was
not exactly Peri’s cup of Earl Grey. It had been more fun than the
actual work was: accountancy was a living, not a vocation. But she
had joined the firm because they had suggested she might get the
opportunity to travel. Well, the pay had been good and she had had
this romantic notion that she might get to jet off to see clients
in exotic locations. Okay, so she had figured they might send her
to Glasgow or somewhere like that, and that was as exotic as it
would get, but no, here she was handling some tax issues for a
client in New York. Hopefully she would be awake on Monday when she
had to work.

She checked the time: quarter
after nine but it felt like two in the morning. No, clubbing was
out. She would finish her drink and slink off to bed, and–

‘Hello.’

Peri looked up into a pair of
deep blue eyes. Her attention widened a little to the handsome face
around them, the ash-blonde hair. He was smiling a little
timidly.

‘A beautiful woman like you
shouldn’t be drinking alone,’ the man added.

It might have been the corniest
line Peri had ever heard, but it went right past her critical
thinking functions and dived into the primitive bits of her brain
that wanted food, warmth, sex… Peri shifted forward slightly and
pushed her chest out, even though she was not aware of doing it.
‘Uh, well, I don’t have anyone to drink with.’

‘That is practically a crime.
Might I join you?’

No, Peri thought, take me
somewhere and fuck my brains out! ‘Sure, why not. I’m Peri.’

He sat down beside her, still
smiling. ‘Hello, Peri. I’m Evan.’

28th February.

‘Somehow I didn’t think we’d make it
through the month before he got another one,’ Mike said.

‘Slight change in MO this time,’
Dione said, not commenting on the remark. ‘Her room instead of one
he’s booked. Peri Grover, British national.’

‘Business trip,’ Mike said.
‘She’s got a couple of casual outfits here, but mostly it’s
business clothes. Three suits, low heels.’

‘She was an accountant. There
are a couple of letters on her desk from her company. I think she
was alone, but I’ll get Mary to call and check. This is going to
cause issues.’

‘Foreign national?’

‘Yes. The British will take an
interest, and it’s more likely that the FBI will poke their noses
in. I’ve been expecting them to take an interest anyway.
Cross-state fugitive with an international aspect… Dealing with the
FBI is never much fun.’

‘Never had to before. I guess
there’s a first time for everything.’

~~~

‘If we get a visit from the
feds,’ Dione said as they headed back to the office, ‘you and I
will handle it in the precinct office. They don’t go
downstairs.’

‘Okay,’ Mike said, nodding.
‘That seems reasonable. Mary wouldn’t let them in anyway.’

‘There is that. Did you get
anything from the bar staff?’

‘No one there was on duty last
night. Miss Grover charged a drink to her room about eight
forty-five. Nothing after that. The evening staff will be on about
six. I figured I could drop back there on the way home and ask some
questions.’

Dione nodded, her eyes flicking
between the wing mirrors and the rear-view. ‘Good plan. We should
have Winthrop’s autopsy results by then, which probably won’t help
with the questions, but you never know.’

‘Something wrong?’

‘The same silver sedan has been
following us, three cars back, since we left the hotel. Two
occupants.’

‘You think we’re being tailed?’
Mike frowned. ‘There was a guy in the hotel bar seemed to be paying
a lot of attention when I was asking the staff about Miss Grover,
but… Well, a cop asking people about a murder victim is
eavesdrop-worthy.’

‘Description?’

‘Uh, white, brown and brown,
maybe five-eleven, slim. Dark blue suit and glasses.’

‘Difficult to tell at this
distance, but the suit, hair, and glasses match one of them.’

‘You want to lose them?’

‘No point. We’re just going to
the precinct. Just be aware of possible tails. So long as we’re not
doing anything interesting, they can do it all they like.’ Dione
frowned. ‘But a few additional security measures might be in
order.’

~~~

‘So… What does it do?’ Leeanne asked,
looking at the box with the blinking lights which was resting on
the coffee table in the lounge.

‘It’s an electromagnetic
disturbance detector,’ Mike replied. ‘It’ll pick up EM variations
anywhere within about a hundred yards and it records them for later
analysis. SCU uses them when they get asked to look into
hauntings.’

‘This place isn’t old enough to
have ghosts.’

‘Actually, Winthrop says the age
of a building has nothing to do with it. A lot of newer buildings
develop a reputation for haunting due to construction faults, weird
geological conditions that go undetected, all sorts of odd reasons.
That thing cracked one case where a new-build apartment block had
these strange electrical problems. TVs with weird reception
problems, lights flickered for no reason. Turned out one of the
residents was doing some weird experiments with high-powered radio
equipment. Unlicensed.’

‘Oh,’ Leeanne said, and she
looked around the room, frowning.

‘But we’re looking for a
different kind of spook. Dione thinks someone governmental might be
interested in the Valentine Killer case. That little box will
detect radio bugs. Even the burst transmission types.’

‘We’re being bugged?!’

‘Well, probably not, but we’re
being cautious. No mentioning the v-word in unsecured
locations.’

Leeanne opened her mouth to
protest the very idea of someone bugging her home, and then closed
it again. She was in on one of the biggest secrets in the world and
she knew there were people out there who wanted to know more about
it. ‘So, no mentioning Voldemort?’ Widening her eyes, she gasped
and put her hand in front of her mouth.

‘Now you’ve done it,’ Mike said,
trying not to grin.

‘Do you think he heard?’

‘Well, if you wake up a frog or
something… You know how hard it is to find a prince willing
to kiss one.’

‘I know… I should be punished.
Thoroughly.’

Mike raised an eyebrow. ‘I
thought you were on call tonight?’

‘Yeah, but I just said
“Voldemort” out loud. I believe in living dangerously.’

1st March.

Mike put a carton of milk and a loaf of
bread down on the counter of Eddy Ross’s grocery store and Delia
shook her head, slowly. ‘You shouldn’t be eating this plastic bread
crap,’ she said. ‘It’s unhealthy. Seriously, white and pre-sliced?’
She was a pretty sort of girl, looked both quite young and the kind
of person who might be into health food, but her idea of ‘health
food’ probably involved drinking blood from bodybuilders.

‘It makes good toast,’ Mike
replied defensively.

‘That’s about all it’s good for.
I’m amazed Leeanne lets you consume the stuff.’

‘Doctors are amazing at not
heeding their own advice. Uh, is there a guy hanging about outside?
White T-shirt under a leather jacket. Denim jeans and running
shoes.’

Delia glanced toward the door.
‘Hang on…’ Leaning back, she looked under the counter and then
reached down and Mike heard a click as she fiddled with something.
‘Yeah, there he is. He’s standing across the street about a hundred
yards down. We’ve got a few cameras set up to watch the street,
just in case.’

‘Useful.’ Mike counted out money
as he considered. ‘You got a back door in this place?’

‘Want to lose him?’ Delia asked,
grinning. ‘What is he?’

‘Not sure. FBI or CIA,
probably.’

‘Naughty. The spooks aren’t
supposed to get involved in domestic activities. Through the
storeroom. You can get through to a back alley and head home that
way.’

‘Thanks. I really just feel like
annoying him, which is probably a bit petty.’

‘Oh, take it from someone a
little older. Annoying bureaucracy is never petty. It can be
counterproductive, but never petty.’

~~~

‘I spotted another one on the subway,’
Mike said. ‘They seem pretty determined.’ He was in the office,
having gone in to report to Dione and hear whether there was
anything new from Winthrop.

‘They’ve set up a post across
the street from my apartment,’ Mary said. ‘They’ve got a couple of
cameras and, I think, a laser microphone. I think we can assume
that the phones are being tapped, but all our internal
communications are encrypted. Just be careful about talking to
anyone outside the unit.’

‘It’s an indignity,’ Winthrop
grumbled. ‘Even if they can’t see in my windows directly.’

Dione sighed. ‘I had to lose one
of them on the way to see Pat and Lisa this morning. Well, decided
I wanted to. Do you want me to do anything about the crew across
the street, Mary?’

Mary shook her head and smiled
rather maliciously. ‘No. I have a plan for them.’

‘All right… Mike, what did the
hotel staff say?’

‘They said that they saw Miss
Grover with a man, both at one of the tables and then leaving with
him. They weren’t paying a lot of attention, but he was fairly
tall, blonde and blue, good-looking. It’s vague, but it sounds like
Evan, or whatever he’s calling himself now, and they agreed he
looked like the sketch we have. He left with Miss Grover between
nine forty and nine forty-five.’

‘Which fits with the time of
death,’ Winthrop said, ‘though it’s a little tight. He doesn’t take
much time for intercourse before he kills them. No more than thirty
minutes.’

‘I rather think he does it
during intercourse,’ Dione said.

Winthrop nodded. ‘That would be
consistent with the evidence, though, obviously, it’s not something
I can precisely determine. Anyway, this victim shows he has some
flexibility. He is not wedded to the exact process. He has
taken her to her own room to kill her, so the setting is not
important to him. The victim, the bite, the sex, and the execution
are the same, however. I have now confirmed the presence of
valentine viral material and the bite mark matches the previous
cases.’

‘Doesn’t put us closer to
nailing him down,’ Mike said.

‘No,’ Dione agreed. ‘But let’s
assume he’s following the same pattern as L.A. and Paris. That
means he’s found himself somewhere to stay with a supplicant he’s
taken from another vampire. Mary, put around word that we’re
interested in hearing from anyone who knows of a vampire, wealthy
and straight, with their own private house and a blonde supplicant
who’s gone quiet recently. In fact, see if you can get us a list of
anyone matching that kind of description in the area.’

‘It’s likely to be a big list,’
Mary replied.

‘Yes, but we can get the regular
NYPD to assist in narrowing it down. I think it’s our best shot at
the moment.’

2nd March.

Mike led two men in suits into the
little office in the Midtown South precinct, which was the official
home of the Specialist Crimes Unit. It had a pair of desks, facing
each other, in the middle of the room, with basic computers and a
couple of phones on them. Off to one side at the back, there were
two filing cabinets and a table with a coffee machine which was
gurgling as it brewed that most life-giving of drinks, at least as
far as cops were concerned. There was also Dione, sitting at her
desk in a black blouse that was slightly translucent and showed the
lacy bra under it, which she was wearing because of the two
suits.

‘Special Agents Adams and
Gallows,’ Mike said. He was trying his best to look nonchalant and
hoping he was pulling it off: Dione had, after all, handled
FBI-involved cases before. ‘You guys want some coffee?’

‘We’ll be fine,’ Adams said. He
was the senior partner: late thirties, with a bulky frame,
carefully cropped blonde hair, and blue eyes. J. Edgar Hoover would
likely have been proud of his look, though he seemed the more
easy-going of the pair, and he was smiling as Dione got to her
feet.

‘Special Agent Adams,’ Dione
said, holding out a hand. Her skirt was mid-thigh and tight in
black-and-chalk pinstripe. Standing up showed off her legs, but it
also revealed that she was maybe an inch taller than either of the
two agents. ‘You remember me? We consulted on that terrorism case
in twenty twelve.’

‘I remember,’ Adams replied,
taking the offered hand. Mike wondered what form of heterosexual
male it took to ever forget meeting Dione. ‘This is my
partner, Kirk Gallows. He wasn’t with the New York office back
then.’

Gallows was also a blonde, but
his hair was a little paler than Adams’s and his eyes had an icy
quality to them. He was younger, a little better-looking, and had
less sheer bulk than Adams, but there was a wiry quality to him and
his handshake was firm, if of short duration. ‘You’re this Diana
Hunter I’ve been hearing about?’ Gallows asked.

‘That would be me,’ Dione
replied, still smiling. She indicated a couple of chairs pushed up
against the wall near the door. ‘Grab a seat. You’re here about the
Valentine Killer case, obviously.’ She settled back into her chair
as they got theirs, pushing it back, leaning back in it, and
crossing her legs. Mike took his own chair, coffee mug in hand, and
sat down, trying to take his lead from Dione.

‘And, obviously, there’s a
federal interest in that case,’ Adams said. ‘They missed him in
L.A. and now he’s killing again in a different state. His latest
victim being a British national makes matters more delicate.’

Dione nodded. ‘The international
aspect is not relevant. The British Embassy has been informed. They
contacted Miss Grover’s family yesterday and we’ve agreed to
provide updates on progress when we can without prejudicing the
case. That’s all in hand. As for the cross-state aspect… Well, Mike
and I flew to L.A. and spoke to the case detectives in the LAPD. We
have all the information they have and there’s no suspect, so
there’s no actual fugitive…’

‘The FBI has a lot more
experience with this kind of case,’ Gallows said. ‘Our labs and
profilers–’

Dione shifted her gaze to the
younger agent. ‘SCU has access to all the facilities required to
handle a case like this. That’s one of the reasons we are
handling it and not regular homicide detectives. Our staff have
decades of experience in forensic analysis and criminal profiling.
If we do require further advice, I’ll look to the FBI
without hesitation, but that is not currently required.’

‘Winthrop still handling your
forensic work?’ Adams asked.

‘Getting him to stop would
require a presidential order or something.’

Adams nodded. ‘He’s good. You’re
handling the profiling?’

‘Along with Winthrop. The
problem is not evidence collection or working out the psychology.
We’re confident we have everything he’s left us and we know as much
as he’s let us see about how he operates and thinks. The problem is
that this one has training.’

Gallows frowned. He had,
presumably, read the case files from L.A. at the very least and
formed his own opinions. ‘Training? What training? Where do you get
that?’

‘A number of things. The method
of execution is one of them. Do you have any idea how much it takes
to snap someone’s neck the way he does it, Special Agent?’

‘Uh…’

‘The usual method is the way you
see it in the movies. Get your opponent in a head lock, apply a lot
of force. It’s brutal. You’d find it a lot harder to do than you’d
think. This man has learned to use the minimum of force applied in
just the right way. He faces his victim when he does it. Grips
their skull and jaw with his hands, and it’s likely the victim has
no idea what he’s doing until they’re dead. It’s unlikely they feel
anything. It’s almost loving.’

‘Like he’s putting them out of
their misery,’ Mike put in.

‘Yes… Then there are the other
elements. He’s a meticulous planner, but he adapts well when the
situation changes. He uses evasion techniques, possibly
brainwashing.’

‘Brainwashing?!’ Gallows
protested.

‘He sets up a base of operations
in the area he wishes to work in. To do this, he finds a suitable
couple with a private house and secure grounds. The primary victim
requirements there are a young, blonde woman, and a stuffed bank
account. Having killed the male partner, he then manages to
persuade the woman to bankroll him for several months after the
murders stop in an area. In L.A., her name was Mila Cooper. She
went with her partner’s killer to Chicago and then Atlanta, where
he almost certainly killed her too before moving on to Nashville.
Threats don’t cut it. Miss Cooper was willingly cooperating with a
man who murdered her lover.’

‘You have a single instance of
that behaviour and you’re making a pattern of it?’

‘You’re not aware of the deaths
in Paris in two thousand and three?’

Adams was smirking a little. ‘I
believe that the NYPD has this in hand,’ he said.

‘You can’t just–’ Gallows
began.

‘The FBI stands ready to provide
any assistance required,’ Adams said firmly. ‘You have my number,
Diana. It hasn’t changed.’

‘I have it, Andrew. We’ll keep
you up to date with developments anyway. It’s always useful to have
a fresh pair of eyes on a problem.’

Adams nodded. ‘Nice meeting you
again.’ He turned to Mike, rising to his feet as he did so. ‘Nice
making your acquaintance, Detective Williams. We can see ourselves
out.’

Gallows could be heard starting
an argument before the door closed behind them, and Dione got up,
starting for the closet door at the back of the room with a frown
on her face. ‘Gallows may be a problem,’ she said. ‘Did you see his
tie?’ She opened the closet door to reveal the elevator hidden
behind it.

‘Red. Power tie.’ At the sound
of Mike’s voice, the elevator doors opened.

Dione stepped into the car and
put her eyes to the retina scanner, speaking as she did so. ‘Power,
individuality in this case. Adams is more of a team player. And his
tie was a better match for his suit, just speaking on an aesthetic
basis. Gallows will press for involvement. They’re based out of the
New York office so he may decide to poke his nose in on his
off-time if he’s that kind of man.’

Mike frowned. ‘So, what do we
do?’

‘Well, first thing is me
changing into something more practical than this silly outfit.
Beyond that, let’s see if Adams can rein his partner in. If we have
to do anything more complicated, it’ll be annoying.’

‘Uh, what kind of complicated?’
Mike had visions of vampires sneaking into the agent’s apartment
with menacing intentions, though he somehow doubted that was what
Dione meant… Probably.

‘Getting the commissioner
involved. The paperwork will drive me crazy.’

~~~

Juliana was more or less settled into
her life in one of Winthrop’s spare rooms. The old man she was
meant to look after, despite his general protestations that he did
not need looking after, had made it clear that this was her
space and she could do what she liked with it. She had no idea what
to do with it, given that her entire life had gone up in smoke, or
down in blood, but she was considering redecorating and maybe
putting up a few pictures… or something. The thing was that it was
still Winthrop’s apartment and she was not used to it, and
sometimes she needed to be somewhere a little younger.

Mary’s apartment was just across
the hall. It was not exactly younger in feel: Mary had been
born a Victorian and she had eclectic tastes for a teenager. It did
sort of feel younger, especially when you walked into the
lounge and saw the entertainment centre with an array of media and
gaming equipment that would have made hardened geeks weep. So when
Juliana wanted to feel more her age, she went across to visit her
mentor in vampirism. Both apartments occupied a single floor with
no access to the rest of the block they were in, so the doors were
rarely locked when there was an occupant and Juliana could just
trip between the two more or less whenever she wished.

This evening, however, Juliana
walked into the lounge and came to a grinding halt when she found
Mary sitting, cross-legged, in the middle of the floor, casually
slaughtering some innocent monsters in her latest game.

‘Just give me a minute,’ Mary
said, not taking her eyes off the screen. She was a true master of
video gaming, manipulating the controls with an economy of movement
and calmness which belied the explosive action on the big screen,
but that was not what was stopping Juliana in her tracks.

Mary was a pretty girl. She was
stick-thin and a little gangly, having had her physical development
cut off abruptly by a vampire attack, but she was fit and there was
muscle tone there, and her face was a picture. She still had some
of the softness of youth about her features, and there were a few
freckles across her cheeks, either side of a cute little nose. Her
eyes were big and brown, and her auburn hair fell to the middle of
her back but was always in a plait. Her chosen mode of dress
generally ran to T-shirts and jeans or shorts, and running shoes,
but tonight she was wearing a rather girlish satin bra, a pleated
skirt, block-heeled Mary Janes, and knee socks in white
fishnet.

Battle music changed to general
background and the cries of monsters died away and Mary looked up.
‘What? You look like someone ate your cat.’

‘What are you wearing?’
Juliana managed.

‘Huh?’ Mary looked down at
herself. ‘Oh… There are some CIA… operatives in the apartment
across the street with all sorts of expensive surveillance
equipment.’

‘Yeah…’

‘So I’m getting them used to me
wandering around in not that much so I can nail them later. They’re
men.’

Juliana closed her eyes and
shook her head, but Mary was still sitting there when she opened
them again. ‘Why do you even have an outfit like that?’

Mary’s cheeks coloured a little.
‘Well… Pat bought me the bra for Christmas about five years ago.
Don’t think I’ve ever worn it. It’s, um, not like I need a
bra.’ It was true that her small breasts were barely deforming the
fabric. ‘And the rest was from a boyfriend I had in the eighties.
He would go absolutely crazy for the schoolgirl look. I was
considering going straight with him.’

‘Really? What happened?’

‘A year in Rikers for
distributing child pornography.’

‘Oh.’

‘And when he got out, Dione had
a quiet word with him and he moved out of the area. To New Mexico,
I think.’

‘That’s terrible!’

Mary gave a shrug. ‘He wasn’t
distributing pictures of me. Apparently, I was a little too
old for his tastes. I think if he’d done that, Dione would have
arranged for him to vanish entirely. Mind you, when I found out
what he’d been doing, he was lucky he’d already been arrested. I
was banned from holidaying in the south-west until nineteen
ninety-six.’ She seemed quite calm and matter-of-fact about it, but
Juliana could see the emotions boiling in her eyes. ‘Did you want
something?’

‘Just to hang. I felt like… I
dunno.’

‘Okay. You pour the wine. We’ll
watch something moronic and chat.’

‘I don’t really drink that–’

‘You brought up my ex.
You will sit on the sofa with me and drink alcohol until I
have suppressed the urge to buy a ticket to Phoenix.’

‘I guess the booze isn’t going
to get me drunk,’ Juliana said as she headed for the kitchen.

‘And don’t remind me of that
either,’ Mary shouted after her.

3rd March.

Mary took one, long, steadying breath
and checked everything was in place before she reached up and
pulled the drapes aside. Then she picked up a coffee mug from the
little table she had placed beside the window, just out of sight,
and began to drink, contemplating the morning in nothing but a pair
of panties.

After just over half a minute,
she saw movement in the window opposite and the glint of light on
coated optics. Then she stepped back a little, put her mug down,
and picked up the waiting camera with its 250-millimetre telephoto
lens. Through the viewfinder, as she snapped off a stream of
pictures, she saw binoculars, the face which was rapidly revealed
from behind them with its shocked expression, and then just the
window with its array of recording equipment. And then there was
the frantic movement of video cameras and the like as the spooks
tried to shift their gear.

Smiling to herself, Mary put
down her camera and taped the little sign she had made, just in
case they did not leave immediately, to the window before closing
the drapes again. Carefully written in thick black marker on a
sheet of white paper was the word: PERVERTS!

~~~

‘Of course,’ Mary said, ‘the sign was
just icing and petty revenge. They left because they knew they’d
been blown.’

‘And in something of a hurry,’
Dione said. She had just returned from checking the apartment they
had been using with a couple of burglary detectives from the
precinct. ‘I left the forensics to the regular police, but they
definitely arranged for the owner to be out of town so they could
use the place, and they probably meant to do a better job of
cleaning up after themselves.’

Mike frowned. ‘Doesn’t that
imply they’ve had plans to use that place to watch us prior to Evan
coming here? I mean, wouldn’t it take time to set up something like
that?’

‘It’s the CIA, they have
resources. However, I wouldn’t be surprised if they had plans in
place to set up a surveillance operation if they needed to. But…
These aren’t regular CIA we’re dealing with. The CIA doesn’t go
around breaking the law if they can avoid it. They might go by the
letter when the spirit might have said something different, but
they don’t generally snap it like a twig.’

‘I don’t think they are. They
have that provision for “protecting assets.” If Evan is, or was, a
CIA operative, then this would be legal under those regulations. A
little dubious, maybe, but I’m sure they could wriggle out of
it.’

‘Further evidence that he’s
CIA-trained. I suspect they’ll withdraw the more overt surveillance
now. As Mary said, they know they’ve been made.’

‘But they’ll still have
electronic methods of keeping tabs on us,’ Mary said. ‘We still
need to be careful.’

‘Meanwhile, Evan is out there
winding himself up for the next kill. Mike, we’re going to start
running through that list of potential hideouts.’

‘I have eighteen in Manhattan
alone,’ Mary said.

‘Then we had better get
started.’







Interlude

 New York,
NY, 5th March 2015.

Connie really had her strut on today.
It was bright outside, warm for early in March, and Mama’s Genuine
Ice Cream Parlour was doing quite brisk business. That all
contributed to Connie’s good mood, which lifted her chin and
straightened her back. The crazy high-heeled pumps she had to wear
for work did not bother her, nor did the silly 50s-style farm girl
outfit, or the pigtails, or the excessive make-up. Everything was
right with the world and Connie’s attitude seemed to rub off on the
customers she served: they went away happier than when they
came.

Mama’s Genuine Ice Cream Parlour
was no longer run by Mama Brunetti. She had died, happily in her
sleep at the age of ninety-three, and passed her shop on to her
son, Orlando. The place had been doing badly for a few years, but
Orlando had an idea. Capitalising on the fact that his mother had
never modernised, Orlando had redecorated, shined up the chrome,
and got himself an all-female staff who he dressed up in costumes
out of 1950s pin-up pictures. Somehow, the place still managed a
sort of family feel to it, maybe because nostalgia had a way of
dulling the misogyny, but fathers seemed far more keen on bringing
their kids in for ice cream now and business had picked up.

Connie had been there for five
years now. She liked it because she got to meet all sorts of
people, and people liked Connie. Orlando, who always stayed back of
shop when he could because there was no way he was ‘Mama,’ had
tried to pick Connie up on more than one occasion. She had told him
no every time, but he had never got mad about it. It was not like
she seemed to date much at all, which was kind of odd considering
she had looks. Connie was just a pretty, really likeable sort of
girl who also liked time to herself. And she was a real asset to
the shop.

The bell over the door jingled
and Connie glanced around to see who had walked in. Her mood
shifted toward dark almost immediately, but it was not until she
got closer and caught the man’s scent that she knew for sure. He
was tall, moderately good-looking, with blonde hair and piercing
blue eyes, and he was a vampire. A carpathian who was, in Connie’s
estimations, not good news. Still, he was a customer since he had
taken a seat at one of the small tables, so he would be treated
like one.

‘Welcome to Mama’s Genuine Ice
Cream Parlour. What can I get you?’ Connie had perfected smiling
without showing her own fangs quite a while ago. Getting it just
right for the perky attitude required at Mama’s had been more
difficult, but she had mastered it.

The man looked her up and down,
taking extra time over long legs made longer by the heels on her
white, open-toe pumps. ‘A scoop,’ he said. ‘Tutti frutti.’

‘Anything to drink?’

‘No, the ice cream will be
fine.’

‘I’ll have that for you in a
moment, sir.’ Connie spun on her heels and started for the counter.
She could feel the man’s eyes on her behind as she walked away, but
that was just about normal.

What was not normal was that,
when Connie turned around from giving the order to the girl behind
the counter, she heard the bell ring again. Mr Tutti Frutti had,
apparently, decided not to wait for his ice cream.

‘Cancel that order. He’s
gone.’

The eyes of several of the other
girls looked around to the door. ‘That’s weird,’ one of them
offered. ‘Your customers usually stick around for seconds.’

Connie shrugged. ‘Some people
just don’t appreciate good ice cream.’

~~~

Something about Mr Tutti Frutti had
bothered Connie for most of the rest of the day, taking the spring
out of her step. It was not until she got back to her apartment
that she knew her instincts were right: Mr Tutti Frutti was waiting
outside her door with a couple of friends.

‘Concetta Bergen?’ Mr Tutti
Frutti asked.

‘That’s right.’

‘We need to talk to you. It’s a
council matter.’

Connie looked them over for a
second. They did not look like representatives of the Concilium,
but they had her at something of a disadvantage. ‘You’d better come
in then,’ she said.

Her apartment was not a large
one, but it did for her. It had a separate kitchen and a spare
bedroom. The shower over the bath actually worked pretty well. She
had made it hers, started almost from scratch, keeping little from
her life before and building up a collection of furniture she
liked, the odd picture. It was only about two blocks from Mama’s
too, and the journey uptown to the pascua at the Black Candle was
not exactly onerous. She liked it, but she rarely had visitors,
especially vampire visitors, and she could have done without the
ones she had.

‘You’re aware of the recent
incident with the drug Apollo?’ Tutti Frutti said before she could
even take her coat off.

‘Of course I am,’ Connie
replied. ‘Everyone is. It was all over the news.’

‘What wasn’t in the news is that
it was a Societas Draconistarum operation. The Concilium appointed
a special task force to hunt out any remaining members in New
York.’

‘Oh.’ Connie hung up her coat
and pulled the ties out of her hair. This was normally the point
where she lost the stupid costume and put on normal clothes, but
she was not undressing in front of this lot. She settled for
sitting down to take off her pumps.

‘We’re part of that task force,’
Tutti Frutti said when that seemed to be all the response he was
getting.

‘Well, what are you talking to
me for? I’m a daimyo, not a transylvanian.’

‘And we all know that daimyo are
an accident waiting to happen, just like the trannys. So here’s the
deal: you tell us about your Societas contacts and the Concilium
might just go easy on you. We can arrange that. Otherwise, when the
hammer falls…’

He was glaring at her, trying to
sell the threat, but if there was one thing her foster creatrix had
drummed into her, it was the basic laws of vampire society. In
fact, the old woman had taught her little else: she had been
way big on the discipline aspect of the creatrix–filia
relationship. ‘If I was a member of Societas, nothing you
said could save me from being beheaded. It’s an edict from the
Summus Concilium. I’d be burned, but I happen to know that the
Hunter doesn’t do that.’

‘You seem to know a lot about
how they punish Societas members,’ one of the others said. He had
an accent so thick with Brooklyn you could have cut it with a
knife.

‘I had a creatrix who was big on
the rules.’

‘So why aren’t you in Japan with
her?’

‘I’ve never been to
Japan. She lives in L.A. and I was born in Lake Placid. I don’t
know anyone in Societas. I don’t know many vampires.’

‘I’d imagine not,’ Tutti Frutti
said. ‘Who’d want to associate with a daimyo aside from outcasts
and other daimyo?’ Which was true enough; the majority of vampire
society thought of daimyo in a similar light to transylvanians:
they were likely to go off the reservation at any time, just for
different reasons. ‘Why’d they even let you back into New York?
Who’d want–’

‘You don’t know the story?’
Connie interrupted. ‘They told me it was big news for a while.
Winter Olympics of nineteen eighty and Connie Barrett, big skating
fan, vanishes without a trace.’ She was aware that there was a
bitter edge entering her voice, but she was still pretty bitter
about it. ‘They never found her, not even a body. That was because
I got bitten and drained, and left for dead. The Concilium did
their best for me. The Hunter tried to find the bastard who did it,
but he was probably back in Japan by the time she started looking.
So, they paid to have me fostered on the West Coast and, when I
wanted to come back, they helped me get set up. Mister Darius said
it was the least they could do since they never got justice for
me.’

‘You know Leo Darius?’ The tone
was scoffing, with just a little nervousness around his eyes. And
there was a change of scent too, a hint of fear seeping through the
testosterone.

‘He doesn’t seem to think I’m
“an accident waiting to happen.”’

‘Right.’ He was on the back foot
now; they all were. ‘If you hear anything about Societas, you
report it to the Concilium.’

‘Of course.’

‘And if you hear anything about
this valentine that’s murdering women, you report that too.’

Connie frowned. ‘The Valentine
Killer? He’s a valentine?’ All she got was narrowed eyes from Tutti
Frutti, which was no kind of answer at all. ‘The only valentine I
know is Pat at the pascua, and I don’t really know her. I don’t
know many vampires.’

‘Just Leo Darius and the
Hunter.’

Pressing that button seemed like
a good idea. They did not like that. ‘And a couple of the other
Conciliarum. To say hello to.’ It was not actually untrue…

‘You be careful, daimyo,’ Tutti
Frutti said, trying to make it into a threatening growl and not
quite managing it. ‘We’ll be watching you.’

The men started for the door and
Connie followed to make sure they left more than anything else. She
had no idea why the Concilium was sending petty thugs out to pester
anyone they thought might be dangerous, but she had enough street
smarts to smell a fishing expedition when it visited her at home.
She would mention it to her local Vicarius, except that he might
have been the one who sent them her way: old-school carpathians
could be real prigs.

No, as she closed the door
behind them, Connie decided that she would deal with this in the
same way she dealt with much of vampire society: she would ignore
it and get on with the life she had been thrust into. At least
humans liked her.


Part Three: Ghouls

 New York,
NY, 6th March 2015.

Pat watched the traffic flowing into
and out of the pascua, trying to keep the worried feeling from
showing on her face. She had been hearing mutterings for the last
couple of days in the bar. Takings were down: people were staying
away, or not drinking as much or staying as long. Someone had let
slip that a valentine was responsible for the recent deaths.

So far, she had been unable to
find an original source for the rumours. She had spoken to Dione
and had got the news that Mary was monitoring, and trying to
counter, some chat on the Sanguine Net. That was more
worrying than local gossip since it could spread wider than New
York, but it seemed to be reporting rumours heard on the street
rather than originating anything. Without a source, it was all
pretty difficult to counter. Gossip was a hard thing to fight
anyway.

Absorbed as she was by worries
about a repeat of San Francisco, she barely noticed the red-haired
man who walked in and stepped up to the desk. He had filled in the
form and walked off toward his assigned room before her conscious
brain recognised who she was seeing.

‘Can’t be,’ she muttered, and
stepped up to the desk, picking up the clipboard to check the last
entry. Silas Tarrant, valentine… Of course, he had ticked
for sex as an option. But there was no way it could be him. Could
it? She bolted for the observation room.

Scanning over the screens, she
spotted him. Give or take a whisker, he looked exactly the same as
he had done when he had picked her up at Woodstock. Red hair pulled
into a ponytail, sharply angled brows set over brown eyes, a slim
face with just a hint of ruggedness, accentuated by the beard of
stubble he never seemed to be without. He was slim, fit,
attractive, actually a little shorter than she was, but Pat was a
tall woman. Thinking about it, he was still the scrawny hippy he
had been then and she had filled out a little; clearly, Silas had
never developed a greater desire for exercise while she had. More
than anything, that suggested he was really her creator: he was
still stubbornly lazy.

‘You know that guy?’ Tony, the
vampire on watch, asked.

Pat watched the screen as Silas
began to work his magic on the brunette supplicant he had been
assigned. ‘Yeah, I know him. That’s Silas, my creator.’

Tony frowned. ‘I thought he was
ended in the pogrom.’

‘Yeah, so did I. So where the
fuck’s he been for the last thirty years?’
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‘Silas.’

Silas turned at the sound of a
woman’s voice as he put his hand on the door out of the Black
Candle. His eyes widened. ‘Pat? Jesus Christ on a unicycle! What
are you doing here? You here for the gifts?’

 

‘I run the place,’ Pat replied,
smirking.

‘You run the Black Candle?’ He
stepped closer, grinning.

‘Uh-huh. I’m a respected member
of the community.’

‘Well, that makes one of
us.’

‘Come upstairs, have a drink. I
have questions, old man.’

Silas sagged a little. ‘Yeah…
Yeah, I guess you would have. And I never say no to free
booze.’

‘That hasn’t changed then.’

Pat took him up to her
apartment. Lisa was out so it would just be the two of them, and it
was private. Silas looked like he recognised a few of the objects
that decorated Pat’s home. Which was reasonable since they had
decorated her apartment in San Francisco, but it was nice to see
that he remembered.

‘So,’ Pat asked, ‘what
happened?’

‘I got a visit in the night from
a bunch of carpies with stakes, axes, and cans of petrol,’ Silas
replied. ‘I got out, panicked. I figured leading them back to you
would just get us both ended, so I ran. Hawaii first. Spent a
decade bumming around out there. Then Europe. Spain, Greece,
France. About a month ago, I decided to give the homeland another
try. Seems like I picked a bad time.’

‘Oh?’

‘I’m staying at the hostel.
Carbon Fourteen. I’ve been hearing some rumours.’

‘Oh.’

‘Yeah… I was thinking of
petitioning for a patch around here. That’s why I came here for a
gift. Wanted to see what the domestic supply was like. Now… Maybe
Chicago.’ Pat made a grunting noise. ‘Or Florida. I could get a job
at Disneyland, or World, or whatever it is they got there.’

‘Are you turning into an aging
vampire stereotype?’

‘Hey, Spring Break is still
supposed to be great for free-range hunting.’

Pat rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, if
you have no self-respect.’

‘Well, New York isn’t exactly
looking welcoming. I’ve had a few funny looks.’

‘Our Hunter is the best in the
business, Silas. She’ll nail this guy soon and it’ll be done
with.’

‘They said that about San
Francisco.’

‘This isn’t San
Francisco. Dione won’t put up with any shit and Leo, our Princeps,
will clamp down on trouble so hard the city’ll squeak.’

‘Dione? That’s your Hunter?’ Pat
nodded in reply. ‘I think I heard of Dione. She’s an old one.’

‘She’s the old one. Now,
tell me about Hawaii? Did you learn to hula?’

Silas grinned his rather languid
grin. ‘Got the grass skirt an’ everything.’

‘I can see you in a grass skirt
and a coconut bra.’

‘Don’t sass your creator,
girly.’

‘My creator vanished for a
couple of decades without a word. I thought you’d been ended. I’ll
sass you all I want.’

~~~

Dione moved through the Candle at a
slower pace than usual. Listening, especially on the ground floor,
was useless, but she was paying attention to body language,
watching the people out for a Friday night in a club. Things were
far from sanguine. The numbers seemed down for one thing. The
ground floor was still fairly full, but not quite as full as on a
typical weekend. The staff on the middle floor, where the more
respectable vampires tended to make camp, were looking bored.

Up at the top, there were more
empty tables than usual, but what caught Dione’s attention was the
way Lisa was sitting. The blonde doctor was perched on her usual
stool, dressed in a dress with about enough fabric to respectably
cover a doll. That was all as usual, but her back was straight,
tense, and her shoulders a little hunched. She was clutching her
wine glass in front of her chest and her expression was… a fixed
smile masking nervousness.

On the stool beside hers was a
scrawny-looking man with red hair yanked back into a ponytail.
Dione recognised vampire almost immediately. As she got closer, her
nose picked up too much valentine scent for just Pat. And Pat
seemed to know him, chatting easily over the bar while Lisa smiled
that sickly, nervous smile…

‘Evening,’ Dione said. She
planted a kiss on Lisa’s cheek and took her customary stool, and
Lisa noticeably relaxed.

‘Di!’ Pat was obviously not in
low spirits. ‘Surprise visitor. I’d like you to meet Silas,
my–’

‘Your creator? I was under the
impression–’

‘I get that a lot,’ Silas said.
Dione looked around Lisa at him and noticed that his posture
had stiffened now. ‘Tales of my demise were greatly
exaggerated.’

‘He was in Hawaii,’ Pat said.
‘Then Europe. Did he even think to send me a postcard?’

‘In my defence, I had no idea
where you were.’

‘Excuses, excuses…’

‘Well, it’s nice to see that
you’re only as dead as you were,’ Dione said. ‘What brings you to
New York?’

Silas flashed her a quick
glance. For whatever reason, he was not the laid-back figure he had
been when she had walked in. ‘I plan to settle back in the US. The
way things are here, though… Maybe Los Angeles. I heard they’d
legalised weed over there.’

‘I was there recently. Frankly,
the light was enough to make me stay away, though I have a good
friend out there. You’ve been hearing rumours about our serial
killer?’

‘Yeah…’ Silas frowned and looked
around before sinking the remainder of his drink. ‘Uh, look, I’ve
still got things to take care of so I’m going to–’

‘On a Friday night?’ Pat
interrupted, frowning. ‘You only just got here.’

‘I know. I’m just feeling… I
have things to do. Later, kid.’ And he slipped off his stool and
started for the door.

‘Damn,’ Pat muttered, placing a
glass of whiskey in front of Dione. ‘I think he was nervous meeting
you. He always was a bit anti-authoritarian.’

‘Perhaps,’ Dione replied, but
that did not explain why Lisa had been so wound up with him there.
‘I’m sure he’ll get used to his once-filia turning
respectable.’

‘I hope so. I’d like him to
settle here. I’m sure the Concilium would agree and New York is
safe. It, uh, is safe here, isn’t it?’

‘I intend to make sure it is,
yes. Things seem a little quiet here tonight.’

‘Uh-huh, they do. I’m sure the
fact that the owner is a valentine has nothing to do with it.’

Dione shrugged. ‘The pogrom in
San Francisco caused trouble for more than just the valentines. It
was chaos. The Concilium there lost control of the situation and
the community factionalised. People will be worrying about the same
thing happening here, but it won’t happen.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, because they didn’t have
Leo and me in San Francisco. We’ll both stamp down on trouble
pretty hard if it comes up. Quit worrying about it, Pat. You know
I’ll keep you safe.’

Pat gave a shrug. ‘I know. Maybe
it’s not me I’m worried about.’

7th March.

It was long after midnight before Dione
got Lisa alone. Lisa had decided to spend the night with Dione, or
what was left of it, so asking about Silas was delayed until they
were both naked on one of the lounge sofas after the first round of
lovemaking.

‘I don’t know what it was about
him,’ Lisa said when asked, ‘but he just creeped me out. I was all
happy for Pat and everything, but…’

‘I trust your instincts, Lisa,’
Dione told her. ‘Tell me what you felt.’

‘Well, I felt vampire,
obviously, but in the Candle, that’s like a constant buzz. Can’t
get away from it. Wouldn’t want to. Silas seemed nice enough, and
then Pat told him I was her favourite and that I lived with her,
and he smiled at me. He made some cute comment, but his smile made
my skin crawl. I felt like… It was like he was just waiting. He
knew he was going to get between my legs, like it was just a matter
of time.’

‘Predatory.’

‘Yeah. That’s a good word for
it.’

Lisa had closed in while she
spoke, curling up against Dione’s stomach. Dione opened her back up
with tender fingers, stroking and teasing until Lisa was nothing
but a whimpering mass of nerves. ‘Don’t worry about him,’ Dione
whispered. ‘If he hurts you, they’ll never find the body.’

~~~

‘I need you to check someone out for
me.’ Dione did not come up to Mary’s apartment often, and generally
not on a weekend, but there she was.

‘Someone is a little vague,’
Mary suggested.

‘He was called Silas Tarrant
when he was in San Francisco.’

‘We’re talking Pat’s creator.
He’s supposed to have been ended in–’

‘And yet there he was, last
night, at the bar in the Candle.’

‘You’re not suspecting him of
being “Evan”?’

‘Evan’s blonde. I suppose it
could be a wig, but… No. I just want to know where he’s been for
the last three decades. He said Hawaii and then Europe, or that’s
what he told Pat.’

‘All right, I’ll look him up.
How’s Pat taking it?’

‘Very well. Lisa isn’t. She
claims he’s creepy.’

Mary narrowed her eyes. ‘And
you?’

‘Do you think I’d be asking you
to check on him if I thought he was entirely kosher?’

‘I’ll see what I can find
out.’

9th March.

Pat smiled as she saw Silas walking
into the pascua, and then the smile faded as she took in his
expression. He looked serious, and if there was one thing Silas
rarely appeared to be, it was serious. He was also carrying a
rucksack, which did not bode well.

‘What’s up?’ Pat asked as he
closed the distance to the reception desk.

‘I, uh, just stopped by to let
you know I’m moving on,’ Silas said. ‘Not sure where to yet, but
I’ll drop you a card, let you know where I end up.’

‘So soon?’

‘Things have been a little tense
at the hostel. I can tell when I’m not wanted and I’d prefer not to
have to do another moonlight skip ahead of a murder squad.’

Pat frowned. ‘It’s really that
bad?’

There was a small shrug. ‘Maybe
I’m a little paranoid, but…’

‘You can stay here a few days.
At least until you’ve thought this through better.’

Silas smiled at her, but it was
a thin sort of smile. ‘Oh, I can’t do that, girl. I can’t
impose–’

‘Since when?’

‘Your little blonde friend won’t
like it, Pat. She doesn’t like me. Don’t think the Hunter does
either.’

‘Lisa will be fine with it. She
just doesn’t know you. Neither of them do. Come on. You can’t just
set off with no idea of where you’re going.’

Silas sighed. ‘Okay… I guess I
could… Just a couple of days. You’re sure Lisa will be okay
with it?’

‘Yeah,’ Pat said. ‘I’m
sure.’

~~~

Pat watched in exasperated horror as
Lisa stuffed clothes into a bag. ‘Lisa…’

‘No,’ Lisa stated flatly.

‘But… If you just take the time
to–’

Lisa paused and looked around at
Pat. ‘Look, I understand he’s your creator and you’re worried about
him. That’s great, but I don’t want to get to know him. He
gives me the creeps.’

‘Where will you go?’

‘If he’s really only staying a
few days, then I can stay with Di. I’ll be quite safe there.’

‘If it’s because he’s a
valentine–’

‘Don’t be stupid. You are
a valentine. No, it’s him. I don’t know what it is, but he twists
my guts up the way no other vampire ever has.’

‘But–’

‘No, Pat. While he’s here, I
won’t be.’

~~~

Dione opened the door at the top of the
flight of stairs which led to her apartment and raised an eyebrow.
‘Have you had a falling out with Pat?’

‘No,’ Lisa replied and then she
sagged a little. ‘Yes. Not exactly. Maybe.’

Dione took Lisa’s case from her
and turned toward the bedroom. ‘That was certainly a precise
answer.’

‘She invited Silas to stay with
her.’

‘Oh, really.’

Lisa closed the door behind her
and followed Dione. ‘He came to her with some sob story about
feeling threatened at Carbon Fourteen and she invited him to stay
“for a few days” while he sorts out where he’s going to go. I am
not staying under the same roof as him, Di.’

Dione dropped Lisa’s bag in a
corner of the room and turned around. ‘Very well.’

‘Pat says I just need to get to
know him, but he makes me nauseous.’

‘We can’t have that.’

Lisa pursed her lips. ‘Do you
think I’m being silly?’

‘Often, dear,’ Dione replied,
smiling. ‘It’s one of your many endearing features. About Silas,
however, I’m not sure that’s the case.’

‘Huh. I thought this year was
supposed to be quiet. Peaceful. What else can go wrong?’

‘Oh… Don’t say things like that.
It’s never wise to tempt the Moirai.’

10th March.

Night-shift maintenance was one of the
things that was necessary, but not always pleasant. Graham Folds
had been working it for four years and could not wait to get
promoted out of it. He was taking classes in management.
That was how eager he was. Graham had always considered
managers to be the spawn of Satan and here he was trying to become
one. He had joked about it, but he did sort of wonder whether
having your humanity surgically removed was painful.

Tonight, it was something of an
important job, however. Graham could see why it needed handling,
and early, before the rush-hour traffic was delayed by it. Someone
had reported some sort of obstruction on the tracks between Herald
Square and Times Square. A driver had reported seeing
something in his headlights and the sound of the car
scraping over something. Not an immediate danger, but since no one
knew what it was, no one knew whether it might be something which
could cause a more serious accident, like a derailment.
Consequently, Graham was down in the tunnel, walking along the side
with his three colleagues, looking for whatever it was the train
had hit. Graham’s money was on a gopher, or a drunk stupid enough
to wander down the tunnels. One of the guys had suggested that one
of the sewer alligators had got lost. Big laughs.

‘There.’ Bernie, at the front of
the column, flashed his light over something in the track. ‘What is
that?’

‘Let’s go look,’ Graham
suggested. ‘Line’s clear, right?’

‘Line’s clear.’

Graham stepped down and headed
for the lump. That was the best way he could describe it right now:
there was a lump between the rails. As he got closer, the first
impression remained, but clarified. If anything, it looked like a
really big mole had dug its way up into the tunnel, leaving
a molehill. You could see where it had been taller and the train
had sliced off the top of it, spraying dirt and concrete down the
line.

‘You ever do any gardening,
Bernie?’ Graham asked.

‘I live in a fifth-floor
apartment.’

‘Oh, yeah, good point. I was
wondering whether you knew what was good for moles.’

‘If that’s a molehill, I don’t
want to meet the critter that made it.’

‘That’s a damn good point.’
Graham turned, panning his light around the tunnel. ‘It’s gotta be
the size of a–’ He stopped as his light flashed over something, but
when he moved back, there was nothing there. ‘I’m seeing
things.’

Bernie sniffed. ‘What the Hell
is that smell? Maybe the sewers are backing up. We should–’

Something grey, about the size
of a man but on all fours, was caught briefly in the flashlight
beams as it hit Bernie, dragging him down and out of sight. His
screams, however, indicated that whatever it was, the thing was not
giving him a loving hug.

‘What the–’ Graham began,
turning his flashlight. The beam caught another greyish creature as
it leapt at him and Graham got a partial answer to his surgery
question: having your ‘humanity’ removed by teeth and claws
definitely was painful.

~~~

‘There’s something of a rush on this
one,’ Dione said as she was led, alongside Mike, to the crime scene
they had been asked to examine.

‘No kidding,’ Mike replied.
‘This entire section of track has been out of service for
hours.’

‘Hasn’t helped that the cops
decided to call you lot in,’ their guide pointed out.

‘If they’ve called us in,
there’s a reason for it,’ Dione replied. ‘They said they’d found
“body parts?”’

‘Yeah. Work crew went missing
sometime around two a.m. Another crew went looking for them when no
one had seen them by end of shift and they found a hand.’

‘And being hit by a train isn’t
in the running?’

‘Trains weren’t running this
section. Possible obstruction on the tracks. Derailment
hazard.’

‘And did they find the
obstruction?’

‘They found something…’

What they had found was, indeed,
a hand, sticking out of a mound of earth between the rails. There
was an ME on hand, peering at it through plastic goggles and
pointedly not moving it. ‘That’s just where we found it,’ the ME
explained. ‘They found a foot thirty or so feet down the track. Not
from the same person.’

‘How can you tell?’ Mike
asked.

‘The hand’s white. Thing is,
there were four people on the team and we’ve got one hand and one
foot.’

‘Have you got some gloves I
could borrow?’ Dione asked the ME. ‘Can you smell anything, Mike?’
she asked while the ME found her some.

Mike sniffed. ‘Decay? Vague
smell of decay, maybe.’

‘Probably the arm,’ the ME
suggested.

‘Maybe,’ Dione replied and, with
gloves on her hands, she carefully pulled the arm free of the dirt.
There was about four inches of arm and wrist attached to it, and
then it ended in a ragged edge.

‘Shit!’ the ME said. ‘It looks…
chewed.’

‘Yes, it does. What about the
foot?’

‘That was torn off. Ligaments
are ripped through.’

‘Right.’ Dione placed the limb
back on the mound of dirt, lifted her head, and raised her voice.
‘Please, everyone, I need your attention. I need you all to
leave this area. My colleague here will accompany you to Herald
Square. Do not leave once you get there. We have a potential
biohazard situation. You’ll all need to be given medication as a
precaution.’ There was a lot of rumbling from the gathered cops and
workers, but Dione ignored it and turned to Mike. ‘You head out
with them and call Mary. You tell her we have a possible “Protocol
G” situation, and then you wait for Winthrop to turn up. Keep
everyone away from anyone else up there.’

‘Protocol G?’

‘Yeah. You’ll hear all about it
soon enough.’

~~~

‘Ghouls,’ Mike said, and he shuddered
inside his plastic biohazard suit.

‘And for those of us who haven’t
been training in everything vampire as long?’ Juliana asked. Her
next question was going to be why she had not got a suit,
but she suspected she knew the answer and was saving it for
later.

‘Mike,’ Dione said, ‘demonstrate
you’ve learned something.’

‘Huh,’ Mike grunted. ‘I’m not
going to forget ghouls. I had nightmares after that lesson. Uh,
well, ghouls are basically a degenerate form of vampire. Which is
not to say that vampires can degenerate into ghouls. It’s more like
some strain mutated and started making ghouls instead of
vampires.’

‘One theory suggests they could
have come from the necros strain,’ Dione said. ‘Another suggests
they are an offshoot of the original strain, the ortus, like all
the other lineages. Yet another suggests that ghouls are the
ortus and modern vampires actually evolved as a more successful
version of ghouls. Honestly, I’m not sure which is the least
unpleasant.’

‘Anyway,’ Mike went on, ‘they
regenerate damage fast, but various bits of them don’t come through
the conversion process, like their whole frontal lobe. They’re
animals. Smart animals, but still animals. Semi-upright, claws and
fangs, grey skin, constant smell of decay. Oh, and they don’t drink
blood. They need living human flesh the way vampires need
blood.’

‘That doesn’t explain the
biohazard gear,’ Juliana pointed out.

‘They’re infectious. They grow
viral spores in their skin which can be breathed in or absorbed
through a cut. Once they infect a human, when that human dies, they
turn into a ghoul. And the spores are like anthrax. They’ll sit
around dormant in soil for years until the soil is disturbed. They
often turn up in graveyards because they’ll eat just about
anything, including corpses, most of the time, and graveyards are
great places for the spores to settle.’

‘Modern funerary practices have
reduced their numbers significantly,’ Dione said, ‘but they turn up
now and again. I’ve just never heard of them frequenting
subways.’

‘They are diggers,’ Mike
pointed out.

‘Yes, but… Well, never mind that
for now.’

‘I take it vampires are immune
to these spores?’ Juliana asked.

‘And ghouls are immune to your
bite and my scent,’ Dione said. ‘Normally, I’d find that annoying,
but I don’t believe I want a ghoul trying to hump my
leg.’

‘That’s going to be some more
nightmares,’ Mike muttered.

‘Okay, what am I doing?’ Juliana
asked.

‘You are collecting evidence.
Anything which looks out of place, starting with the severed
limbs, goes in a sealed container. We also need samples of soil
from that mound. All of us are going to go over this place on our
hands and knees if necessary. We need to be absolutely sure that it
was ghouls before we declare full Protocol G.’

The ex-nurse sighed. ‘Okay, I’ll
handle the body parts and the soil, and then I’ll join you on the
floor.’

‘Good. Be careful of the live
rail. It might not kill you, but it really stings.’

‘Why aren’t you warning me about
that?’ Mike asked.

‘Well, you’re almost certainly
wearing enough insulation that it won’t affect you. Don’t test that
just for the fun of it, obviously.’

‘Obviously.’

Juliana sighed as she picked up
the severed hand and prepared to move it into what looked a lot
like a beer cooler. ‘And I’m back to wondering why I didn’t get a
suit.’

~~~

‘No spores at all?’ Dione was looking
perplexed, but Winthrop was looking confident.

‘None,’ Winthrop said. Actually,
he was looking confident and a little puzzled. ‘All the
other evidence points to ghouls, but I found no spores in any of
the samples.’ They were in Winthrop’s lab, all of SCU except Mike,
as Dione had sent him home for a decent meal. Winthrop had spent
the entire afternoon and most of the evening analysing the evidence
brought back from the subway.

‘That’s good, isn’t it?’ Juliana
asked. ‘I mean, no spores means no one infected and no more
ghouls.’

‘Ghouls, my dear, produce spores
when they feed on live flesh. These ghouls have just fed, ergo they
should be producing spores. That they are not is perplexing.
However, there is sufficient evidence to indicate that
ghouls killed these men. I’m just not sure whether we need to move
to full Protocol G if they aren’t infectious.’

‘Hmm…’ Dione mused. ‘Mary? What
do you have for me?’

‘I have,’ Mary replied, ‘a sewer
tunnel which runs more or less right under that subway line. They
could have dug up from there.’

‘There wasn’t much scent of them
outside the immediate area, so I suspect they went back down the
way they came.’ Dione gave a nod. ‘Okay, we’ll hold the Protocol G
until Mike and I have surveyed that sewer. Tonight.’

‘Better you than me,’ Mary
commented.

‘I’d love an extra nose for
tracking…’

‘Like either of us is going to
get much down there.’

Dione flashed a grin. ‘I know.
I’ll get Mike and come back for protective gear. Plot us a route to
that area from the nearest surface access.’

‘Poor Mike,’ Juliana said.

Dione shrugged. ‘I’m sure he
secretly knew that taking on this job would end up with a hunt
through the sewers. Maybe he figured we’d be hunting giant albino
alligators rather than ghouls, but the sewers were inevitable.’

~~~

‘Are there actually alligators down
here?’ Mike asked as they trudged through a sewer which was,
mercifully, only about ankle deep in dirty water and had a walkway
along the edge anyway.

‘Damned if I know,’ Dione
replied. ‘I rather doubt it, but I don’t actually know.’

‘I guess ghouls are better
suited to this environment than reptiles. I mean, ghouls can
survive on just about anything, right? Aside from the need for live
flesh once a month.’

‘Basically, yes. Though I think
even they would be hard-pressed to survive on just the stuff down
here.’

Grinning inside a filter mask
proved fairly pointless. ‘Maybe they’ll starve to death before we
find them,’ Mike said, hoping the humour would carry.

‘Unlikely. I just hope we find
them.’

Suffolk County, NY, 11th
March.

Andrew Quarry was fairly old for a
valentine. Born at the turn of the century, he had come through the
Depression with his fortunes relatively intact and a fairly
conservative attitude to money. It had served him well enough and
he now lived in a sprawling, ranch-style house near East Hampton
where he lived a quiet life with his supplicant of sixteen years.
Quarry was not the kind of valentine who used his powers to sleep
with a different woman every night: he was conservative about that
too.

As with many large houses in the
Hamptons, Quarry’s house had excellent security. It came as
something of a surprise then when he was awoken from a sound sleep
as four men dragged him and his partner out of their bed in the
middle of the night. He knew he was dealing with vampires as soon
as his sleep-addled senses came together: carpathians and a nubian.
The latter was dragging Sandy out of the room.

‘Take what you want,’ Quarry
said. ‘Leave Sandy out of this.’

A face hidden behind a balaclava
loomed in front of him. ‘We’ll take what we want all right,
valentine.’

Quarry was slammed up against
his bedroom wall by two of the carpathians. He heard Sandy
screaming and began struggling, but there was nothing much he could
do as the third carpathian advanced on him with a hammer and what
looked a lot like a railroad spike.

New York, NY.

Mike and Dione continued on in silence
for much of the trek. Their filter masks eliminated most of the
smell, but Dione would pause occasionally to remove her mask and
try to scent ghoul through the other smells. She generally looked
disgusted and disappointed after doing so, and they moved
on. GPS was useless in the tunnel, but they had some form of
inertial navigation gadget to follow. The sniffing was just a
precaution, or maybe a case of over-optimism. It was, in fact,
right on the spot below the subway tunnel above them that they
found the hole dug through the side wall of the sewer.

‘There’s blood here,’ Mike said,
shining a light into the dig site. ‘Looks like it goes in about…
three or four feet and then stops.’

‘They backfill as they go. This
is probably the part that collapsed out since it’s loose.’ Dione
had taken her mask off and was sniffing at the ground. ‘Oh, I’m
going to need my nasal cavities cleaned out with a scrubbing brush
after this. I think they came from further up the tunnel, but it’s
definitely them.’ She pulled her mask back in place with a distinct
look of relief.

‘Well, nothing attacked us on
the way here so it seems reasonable. You think they dug up toward
the sound of the trains?’

‘Probably. What bothers me more
is what they were doing down here in the first place.’ She took a
shotgun like the one Mike used from its place over her shoulder.
‘All right, we don’t know exactly where they are, but they probably
won’t have come too far. If we find them and they don’t spot us,
it’s incendiary grenades. If they do… Well, shoot the fuckers. They
go down about the same as vampires.’

‘So blow them apart?’

‘Blow them apart, yeah.’

They had gone barely a hundred
feet when Mike spotted something in the water, jammed up against a
length of wood which had managed to get washed down. He bent and
pulled it free. ‘Uh… shit. Another hand. I think we’re going the
right way. Do we bag it?’

‘Put it on the walkway. If we
have time, we’ll pick it up on the way back. Someone’s family might
get to bury part of him.’

A quarter of a mile further on,
they found some sort of overflow pipe heading off to the west and
Dione stopped. There was basically a wall of concrete set higher
than the walkway with an opening above it. If the main sewer filled
up high enough, water and waste would flow off down the side
passage, presumably relieving some of the stress. Turning to Mike,
Dione placed a finger over where her mouth would be and waved him
back down the tunnel a little. When they were far enough away, she
spoke in a low voice.

‘They’ve got more sensitive
noses than I have. If I were them, I’d want to be out of the main
sewer. I figure that side branch could even be dry unless there’s a
storm surge.’

Mike nodded. ‘Yeah. Bet it still
stinks, but it might be better than in here.’

‘Okay, we go back. You hoist me
up and I’ll take a look over the wall.’

‘Yeah, but… Hold on a second…’
Mike produced the navigation unit and checked their position, then
scanned over its small screen to the intersection. Then he slid the
display over a short way and stopped. ‘There. There’s some sort of
trap or something about… hundred and twenty feet down. More space
and maybe even some dry areas even if the tunnel has liquid in it.
I’m betting they’re in there.’

‘Okay. It sounds good, and I
hope so because we’ll have a fair way to track back. And, in my
defence, when I learned tactics, they didn’t have gadgets like
this.’

‘Uh-huh.’

There was no sign of the ghouls
directly over the wall. Dione helped Mike up beside her and he was
pleased to note that the tunnel on the far side was dry, and also
at a higher level than the main sewer. Getting back would be
easier. Dione stopped twenty feet down the tunnel and pulled her
mask off. Her nose wrinkled, but Mike got the impression it was not
from the general smell. She gave him a nod and pulled her mask back
on. Then she pulled a metal canister from her belt: a white
phosphorous grenade.

They made it to within thirty
feet of the widened chamber where they suspected the ghouls were
nesting before they got definitive proof. Mike came to a stop as he
saw something moving, but he was not sure what it was until it
suddenly reared up, climbing up into the tunnel.

Once, Mike guessed, it had been
a human, a man. Now it was something out of a zombie horror movie,
one of the ones where Milla Jovovich kicked butt using various
random superpowers maybe: a virus was responsible for these things
too. Its skin was grey, mottled by decaying fats beneath it, and
its limbs were thin, but the muscles stood out strongly, denuded of
any spare flesh. It moved, it seemed, on all fours, but as it
spotted the two figures in the tunnel ahead of it, it reared up,
standing on two legs and letting out a scream of rage. Sharp teeth,
full rows of them instead of vampiric fangs, glinted in the light
from Mike’s and Dione’s flashlights.

Mike lifted his shotgun as the
thing charged at them. Dione pulled the pin on her grenade and
threw it just as Mike fired. The heavy slug punched through the
ghoul’s back and then exploded. Dark blood splashed over concrete,
but the thing was still moving, still trying to get to its next
meal. Mike fired again, twice, and the creature’s torso was torn
apart by the twin explosions, and this time it stopped moving.

By now, however, another of the
ghouls was climbing what had to be a ladder at the end of the
tunnel and clawed hands were scrabbling on the concrete beside it.
Dione tossed a second grenade after the first and lifted her
shotgun. Mike fired at the head of one of the ghouls as it started
to rise over the edge, but missed. It was Dione’s first round which
dissolved the creature’s skull into fragments, and a second
explosion almost drowned out that detonation as her first grenade
went off. There were howls from the ghouls as burning fragments of
phosphor hit them, and then thick white smoke began to fill the
chamber.

The ghoul scrabbling its way up
managed to get there. White smoke was pouring from three burning
holes in its skin, but it seemed not to care. It took a step
forward and then both Mike and Dione hit it in the chest and it was
blown apart by the twin detonations.

‘I’m out,’ Mike said, reaching
for more ammo.

‘Throw your grenades in first,’
Dione said. ‘I’ve got this covered.’ Her suggestion was punctuated
by the detonation of her second grenade and there were more howls
from the pit ahead of them.

Mike pulled a canister from his
belt and yanked the pin. ‘What next?’ he asked as he threw. ‘We
can’t see them through the smoke and there is another way out on
the other side of the chamber.’

‘We let the grenades do their
stuff anyway. We do not want to be in there with them. We’ll
go in when the smoke’s cleared and track down the outlet pipe.’ A
ghoul poked its head up over the edge and out of the smoke and
Dione took aim, blowing its head off, literally, before it could
gain its footing. ‘Assuming they don’t all just come at us one at a
time to get shot.’

Mike threw his second grenade.
‘I need to put in more time at the range. I’d never have made that
shot.’

‘I do have a couple of
centuries’ more practice than you.’

‘I guess when you put it like
that…’

They waited, crouched down as
Mike’s grenades exploded and the smoke thickened. In the narrow
confines of the tunnel system, the smoke took several minutes to
disperse and left a haze in the air even afterward. Mike was very
glad of his mask. Then, shotguns ready, they moved in to find out
what was left of the ghouls.

‘Seven of them,’ Mike said as he
surveyed the carnage. Those that had not made it over the edge into
the inlet tunnel had died as the phosphor fragments burned into
their bodies.

Dione looked around and started
for the outlet pipe. ‘One or two may have made it out this side.
We’ll take a look.’ She had to duck a little to walk in the tunnel,
but she did not have to walk very far. Maybe fifteen feet in, there
was another fallen ghoul. ‘And no sign of anything going further,’
Dione said. ‘See how its claws have left scratches in the muck? No
sign of more beyond here.’

‘It must’ve staggered out before
the burns got to it,’ Mike said. ‘I’m no tracker, but there are a
lot of scratches and they look kind of random.’

‘You may not be a tracker, but
you are a good detective. Yes, I’d say it was going on
through grim determination.’ Her eyes scanned over the
still-smoking corpse. ‘Even for a ghoul, that must have hurt like
Hell.’

‘Not feeling sympathetic toward
them now, are we?’

‘Oh… probably never. And when
we’ve hauled these out for analysis and disposal, I’ll feel less.
Get that magic map out and see whether we’d be faster taking them
out this way or back the way we came.’

Mike grinned. ‘Magic map it
is.’

Suffolk County, NY.

‘The maid found them this morning about
nine,’ the man in the East Hampton Town PD uniform said. Dione and
Mike were looking over the bedroom of a large house in the Hamptons
where the body of a man seemed to have been nailed to the wall. His
head was lying on the blood-soaked carpet near his feet. ‘Don’t
know if you want to talk to her. We took her into town to get
medical treatment. Shock.’

‘Unsurprising,’ Dione commented.
‘I don’t think we’ll need to interview her. Thank you for calling
us in, chief.’

The chief of police gave a
shrug. ‘We’ve an arrangement about this kind of weird stuff, and it
also happens that this guy sort of matches that advisory you sent
out. His partner’s a blonde. Little older than your age range
though, which is why we hadn’t checked up on them before now.’

‘We’ll take this one if you’re
happy to hand it over. Either way, we’d like to take the autopsies.
Our specialist has a few techniques up his sleeve even the MEs in
New York don’t have.’

‘To me, this looks like a home
invasion. That kind of case can stick on your books for a long
time. I’m fine with handing it off to you guys, but if you do nail
someone for it, let us know.’

‘Have you had anything else like
this in the area?’ Mike asked.

‘Not recently. What gets me
about this one is that whoever did it got in without tripping any
alarms. Place is wired up like Fort Knox and nothing went off.
We’ve fingerprinted everything we could find. I’ll get any results
sent over to your lab.’

‘Thank you, chief,’ Dione said
and the man wandered away. He looked like he would be treating his
own shock with alcohol later and Dione could not blame him. ‘He,’
Dione said to Mike, pointing at the body on the wall, ‘was Andrew
Quarry and he was a valentine.’ She looked around at the rest of
the room briefly. ‘If we don’t get out of here soon, we may have a
Concilium member popping in to see how we’re doing.’

‘Should I get Juliana?’

‘Uh-huh. Just warn her about
what’s in the lounge. I know she was a nurse, but…’

‘Yeah…’ Mike turned and headed
out through the house. That meant passing what was in the lounge:
the body of Sandra Wallow. Someone, probably more than one someone,
had spent some considerable time making sure Sandra’s death was not
a nice one.

Juliana was waiting in the van,
clad in a blue boiler suit with ‘FORENSICS’ printed across the back
and with an NYPD baseball cap pulled down over her eyes. She looked
a little nervous as Mike walked over to get her. ‘You know I’ve had
hardly any training in evidence collection,’ she said.

‘Local crime scene people have
handled most of that,’ Mike said. ‘You just need to take a few
pictures, and we’ll tell you what to take, and help bag the
bodies.’

‘I wish Doctor Winthrop was
here.’

‘He’s busy with… other
stuff.’

‘I know…’

‘Okay, grab two body bags and
let’s get going. Uh… this might be unsettling.’

Juliana’s eyebrows went up a
little. ‘Seriously? I’m going into a house where two people were
murdered and you think I haven’t figured that out?’

‘The woman wasn’t just murdered.
It, uh, looks like they took some time over killing her.’

‘Oh. Oh!’ Juliana stepped out of
the van, biting her lips shut. Then she pulled in a deep breath and
straightened her back. ‘Well, it might not be the right reasons,
but she was the human, right?’ Mike nodded. ‘So from what Mary told
me, she gets the men who did this an automatic death
sentence. The man they might get away with, but not her.’

‘Yeah,’ Mike agreed. ‘I can’t
think of a way they can wriggle out of what they did to her.
When Dione finds them, she’ll end them.’

Mike was waiting for Juliana to
get the body bags when a man in a white polo-neck sweater and
carefully pressed slacks walked up. Having Juliana nearby dampened
Mike’s ability to detect other vampires a little, but the
strikingly blue eyes suggested carpathian, along with the confident
manner in which the blonde man walked over to a police van. Of
course, a lot of people who lived in the Hamptons probably had a
confident manner about them.

‘Excuse me,’ the man said, ‘but
are you people here with Detective Hunter? You’re SCU?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Mike replied. Behind
him, Juliana emerged, looking curious. ‘This is an active crime
scene and I’ll have to ask you–’

The man drew in a breath through
his nose and smiled. ‘Ah yes.’ His eyes fixed on Juliana. ‘You’re
the carpathian filia they just took on. Juliana?’

Juliana frowned, but she said,
‘Yes, sir.’

‘Excellent. You seem to be
settling in. My name is George Nailer’ – he noted the shift in
Mike’s posture – ‘and I see that Dione has mentioned my name.’

‘In passing, sir,’ Mike said.
‘Juliana, Mister Nailer is a Conciliarum.’

‘Oh!’ Juliana said, eyes
widening. She bobbed a little curtsey. ‘Pleased to meet you,
sir.’

Nailer grinned. ‘The courtesy is
appreciated, my dear, but not necessary. I assume, young man, that
you are Michael Williams? Would you be so kind as to ask Dione to
join me here? I have enough sway locally to get past the outer
cordon, but entering the building would, I think, be unseemly.’

‘Of course,’ Mike said. Juliana
was all too keen to follow him into the house, even if she stalled
for a second at the sight of the body sprawled on the lounge
carpet. ‘Give me a second to get Di, then I’ll come help you with
her.’

‘Sure,’ Juliana said. ‘It’ll
take me a second to be ready.’

Mike went on to find Dione
looking around the bedroom, checking the drawers in an absent
manner. ‘George Nailer’s outside,’ Mike said. ‘He’d like a
word.’

‘Told you,’ Dione replied.
‘Okay, you can handle things with Juliana for a while?’

‘We’re starting with the female
victim.’

‘Juliana’s okay?’

‘Kind of determined to see
justice done, actually. And she knows what kind of justice will be
done too.’

Juliana was, in fact, standing
with her head bowed in what looked like prayer when Dione walked
past her. She looked up and gave her boss a slightly embarrassed
smile and Dione returned the smile before carrying on outside to
meet Nailer.

‘George,’ Dione said as she
walked up to the Conciliarum, ‘I was kind of expecting you to turn
up.’

‘I didn’t know Andrew well,’
Nailer replied, ‘but I knew him, and his supplicant. They’re both
gone?’

Dione nodded. ‘He was nailed to
the wall and beheaded. An axe of some sort. She died… in a rather
more long-winded and unpleasant manner.’

‘Ah… He was a valentine. Do you
think he was ended because he was a valentine?’

‘I don’t know, but it seems
likely. The Concilium needs to act on this or we’ll have more of
them.’

‘I’ll speak to Leo.’

‘Good. When I find these
bastards, I’m going to end them. I hope I’ll have your support on
that, George.’

‘I liked Sandra,’ Nailer said,
his eyes on the house. ‘She was a nice woman. Open, pleasant to
talk to. She enjoyed life. You’ll have the support of the whole
Concilium.’

~~~

‘You prayed for Sandra Wallow,’ Dione
said as they were all riding back to New York in the van. ‘That’s
nice.’

‘Well, I…’ Juliana trailed off,
looking a little uncomfortable.

‘Worried your God isn’t
listening?’

Rather than answer, Juliana
asked, ‘Are you religious at all?’ Or maybe that was an answer of
sorts.

‘Yes, though not perhaps in a
way you would call religion. Back in the day, I was a priestess of
Aphrodite and I still keep the faith. I suppose you would call me a
pagan.’

‘Oh… I suppose I would. Except
I’m not even sure what that really means. I, uh, guess I figured
you’d be an atheist.’

‘Perhaps I am. I’m not sure I
really believe in anything. After all this time, I couldn’t say
that any religion has really… come up with any answers. Religions,
all of them, no exception, are constructs of the human mind.’

‘Are you saying no vampire has
ever played the god card and started a religion?’ Mike asked.

‘Oh, well… Not in recorded
history. A couple of cults, yes, but never a full-on religion.
That’s not the point, however. Religions are made by people. Even
if some powerful being did actually come down and start
them, and I’ve no evidence to call it either way, the
religion was made by the people who saw that event. If Jesus
existed and was the Son of God, he told his stories and gave
his sermons, but the religion which resulted really began when no
one who ever heard him was left alive to tell the tale. People
bring their own prejudices and needs to the table. I think that if
people could just learn not to be assholes to each other, they
wouldn’t need religions to tell them how they should behave.’

‘The Bill and Ted philosophy,’
Mike said, grinning.

‘Hated that movie. Neither
Socrates nor Jeanne were anything like that.’

‘Uh… Jeanne.’

‘The English pronounced it
Joan.’

‘You met Joan of Arc?!’
Juliana squeaked. It was probably a good thing that Dione was
driving.

‘She had been captured by the
Burgundians and transferred to the custody of the English. The
Summus Concilium requested that I look in on her. There were some
suspicions that she might be a vampire, possibly a very old but
unknown one. So, I walked into where she was being held in Rouen
and had a chat. She was a bright girl, very religious, obviously.
Also not a vampire and I had to let her go unaided. I was rather
displeased about what happened to her, but we are generally
disinclined to mess with that level of politics.’

‘But… You met Joan of
Arc!’

Dione smirked. ‘I slept with
Socrates, Plato, and Xenophon, but I don’t suppose that’s
quite as exciting.’ Juliana made a little strangled squeaking
sound. ‘Oh, not at the same time…’

New York, NY.

‘Very well,’ Winthrop said, shuffling
notes. ‘Let us begin with recent events. I shall not list the range
of insults and injuries to Miss Wallow. If you have some desire to
read them, they will be in my final report. Suffice to say that her
death was undignified, unnecessary, and abhorrent.’

‘We got that impression at the
scene,’ Dione said. They were in Winthrop’s lab, everyone except
Mary, who was not in the office.

‘Quite. Andrew Quarry was ended
by decapitation. A bladed, heavy weapon. Likely a fire axe wielded
by a relatively incompetent user. It took at least two blows to
sever the spine. Michael could have done better, I have no doubt,
without a vampire’s enhanced strength. Quarry was, however,
unconscious at the time since his heart had been pierced by a large
metal spike which was driven through his chest and into the wall
behind him. It is something of a shame that these… people did not
perform the same courtesy on Miss Wallow; however, their… zeal in
mistreating her has given me good viral samples. I’ve identified
three carpathians and one nubian. Slight variations in the virus
genome allow me to give numbers, if not any clues to the
individuals.’

‘It’s more information than we
had.’

‘Yes… I suppose it is.’

‘Won’t she convert?’ Juliana
asked. ‘I was killed by a vampire and I converted.’

‘You were drained and abandoned,
dear girl,’ Winthrop said, smiling. ‘Unfortunate and not what any
of us would have wished, but here we are. Miss Wallow was violently
abused by four vampires. Her spine was severed in three places
before they finished with her. She was actually dead when they
broke her neck to be sure. The virus can do a lot, but it has
limits.’

‘Oh.’

‘I’m not sure that I’ve given
you much to find the men who did it, Dione, but on to another,
rather more pleasant, nest of ghouls. Uh, having said that, the
ones you pulled out of the sewer brought some rather unsettling
information with them.’

‘Not sure how you can describe
them as more pleasant,’ Mike commented.

‘Ghouls, Michael, do what they
do because it is all they know to do. They are little more
than animals as a result of biology. The men who killed Mister
Quarry and Miss Wallow descended to animal behaviour of their own
volition.’

‘Okay. Good point.’

‘However, these ghouls were
made into ghouls, and not traditional ghouls either.’

Mike frowned. ‘Dione is going to
look stoically at you and wait for you to explain, but I need to
say “huh?” at this point.’

‘I sequenced the active virus in
the ghouls and it matches no other minor substrain of ghoul or
vampire virus. It shows signs of genetic tampering.’

‘Someone altered the ghoul virus
and deliberately infected people with it?’

‘The latter is conjecture, but
it seems likely. The results were… interesting. The changes stopped
the normal fruiting process which produces spores. That section of
gene coding was simply deleted. However, I believe that an unwanted
side effect of that was a… destabilisation of the resulting ghoul.
If you had not ended them, they would have done so naturally,
probably in less than a month. There were early signs of systemic
organ failure in all of them.’

‘And you’re quite sure that this
is not some natural mutation?’ Dione asked.

‘For two reasons. First, it’s
highly unlikely. Genes are not normally cut out; they are
deactivated. And this mutation is clearly not advantageous. It’s
difficult to see how it could even happen. The second thing is the
package of electronics I found embedded in the creatures’
necks.’

Dione gave Winthrop a mild
scowl. ‘I think you might have started with that one.’

Winthrop gave her a big grin.
‘Where is your sense of drama, my goddess? I’m afraid the exact
nature of the gadgets will have to wait for Mary to examine one of
them, but they were connected into the spine in a fairly simple
manner. I suspect they caused pain under certain
circumstances.’

‘A training mechanism,’ Mike
said. ‘Something like those electronic collars you can get for
dogs.’

‘Quite likely,’ Winthrop agreed,
nodding. ‘Is Mary going to be available to do that analysis
soon?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Dione replied.
‘She’s doing something… important which needed to be done away from
the office. She’ll be back when she finds what she’s looking
for.’

‘Mysterious, but very well.’

‘You know,’ Mike said, frowning
again, ‘this kind of sounds like Apollo.’

‘That thought had not escaped
me,’ Winthrop agreed.

‘Nor me,’ Dione said. ‘This
sounds like someone with a lot of sophisticated bioscience behind
them has come up with a way of weaponising ghouls. The short
lifespan might even be an advantage. Let them loose and come back
when they’re dead. Apollo was a designed anti-vampire
biological weapon.’

‘And we’ve got some weird CIA
group in town hunting for Evan,’ Mike said.

‘Ah! Yes. That was a
connection I hadn’t made. I believe that suggests that we should
get back to doing what someone seems to be trying to keep us
from.’

‘Catching Evan.’

~~~

‘So,’ Lisa said, ‘how are things going
with our newest vampire?’

Juliana’s eyebrows rose a
little. ‘Fine. Or I thought they were, but then I find I can’t be
trusted to spend a few nights on my own without a chaperone.’

‘Trust is not the issue,’ Dione
replied blandly. She was sitting on the sofa in Mary’s lounge since
she and Lisa had moved there while Mary was away. ‘Personally, I do
not believe there would be any problems. And if you were actually
alone, this would be less necessary. However, since you’re here
with Winthrop, and there are obligations we have during your filia
period, especially so soon after your conversion… Basically,
someone would get quite irate with Mary if you were left alone for
several days with a human and no supervision.’

‘Not with you?’

‘The people being irate would
likely be more civil to me. Age has its benefits. I could probably
stop them taking you away from Mary, but it would not look good for
her if she ever decides to take on another filia or filius.’

‘Oh,’ Juliana said. ‘Oh, well, I
guess… I wouldn’t want to leave Mary.’

‘You say that now. See what you
think in a decade.’

‘Huh, yes, maybe. She stayed
with you a lot longer.’

‘Yes, she did. That was another
time and her circumstances after her conversion were rather less
pleasant.’ Dione gave a shrug. ‘You may find you prefer to stay
here, you may not.’

‘I know I’m irritating
sometimes…’

‘So was Mary. And patience is
not one of her greater virtues. Unless she’s stalking someone in
one of those games she likes. I’ve seen her spend ages
patiently waiting for her next headshot victim to enter her sights.
If one of her computers doesn’t respond as fast as she expected,
there can be violence.’ Both Juliana and Lisa giggled. ‘I believe
she got the idea that hitting them made them work better during the
war. The computers back then were rather more mechanical.’

‘She did code-breaking stuff?’
Juliana asked.

‘In England. You were amazed
about my meeting Jeanne. Mary got her love of computing from Turing
and the other people at Bletchley Park.’

‘You probably aren’t going to
tell me she slept with him though.’

‘Unlikely. He preferred
different sorts of partners. She speaks very fondly of him. And I
should point out that my bedroom behaviour in Athens was
professional.’

‘You were a… um, sex
worker?’

Dione smirked. ‘Unlike today,
certain classes of “sex worker” were highly thought of in Athens.
Frankly, it was the only way I could get any respect. Sparta
was far more enlightened, but I’d been exiled from there. Times,
and morals, change. Another reason I’ve never really found a
religion that works better than the one I chose all those centuries
ago.’ She frowned. ‘Which reminds me, Lisa. Make sure you’re free
around dawn on July fourth. There’s a small ceremony I conduct then
and I would very much like you to assist me with it.’

‘Does it involve me being
sacrificed on an altar?’ Lisa asked.

‘There is a sacrifice, but not
of anything living, and I think you’ll find you enjoy it.’

‘Okay. Well, Leeanne and I will
have finished our residencies by then, so we should be full-time
with SCU. You can have me at your beck and call, any time you
like.’

‘Perfect.’

‘So is this a ceremony for
Aphrodite?’ Juliana asked.

‘The Aphrodisia,’ Dione replied.
‘It’s my annual devotion to her.’

‘Oh, right… So does that mean it
involves–’

‘Oh yes. It is a
celebration of fertility.’

‘I’m not that kind of girl, but
even to me that sounds more fun than listening to the priest at
harvest festival.’

‘And that,’ Dione said, smiling,
‘is another reason I’ve never seen fit to break from my
goddess.’

12th March.

Pat looked up as her creator wandered
into the lounge. It was eleven a.m.: Silas’s habits had not changed
much in thirty years. ‘There’s coffee in the kitchen,’ she
said.

‘Thanks,’ Silas replied, rubbing
at his eyes with the heels of his hands.

‘The Concilium issued an edict
last night.’

‘Oh?’

‘Anyone abusing valentines is
considered to be threatening the secret. Dione is authorised to end
them immediately. I told you they could be trusted.’

There was silence for a second
or two, and then Silas returned with a mug of coffee. ‘Not like
they had that much choice.’

‘How do you figure that?’

‘Some valentine out in the
Hamptons got beheaded yesterday morning.’

Pat frowned. ‘Andrew Quarry,
yeah. He’d come to the Candle every once in a while if his partner
was sick. Quiet. Never caused problems.’

‘And a bunch of thugs broke into
his house and murdered him.’

‘And his supplicant, yeah.’

‘The point,’ Silas said a little
forcefully, ‘is that it’s started. The Concilium have issued an
edict, sure, but what are they really doing about it?’

‘Di is probably–’

‘Yeah, yeah. The Hunter is
looking for them. They said that in San Francisco.’

Pat’s eyes narrowed. ‘This isn’t
San Francisco, and Di isn’t just any Hunter.’

‘If I just knew… Look,
she’s your friend. Maybe you could just ask. You know? Get a little
more detail. Just to put my mind at ease. You say she’s different,
that the Concilium here is different, but I don’t know any
of them.’

‘Maybe you could trust me
on this, huh?’ Pat pushed her annoyance aside. She had had plenty
of trouble getting over the pogrom, had never entirely done so.
Silas clearly never had. ‘I’ll give her a call. I wouldn’t mind
knowing a little more myself.’

‘Thanks, kid. You’re the best
filia a vampire ever had. Let’s hope your Hunter friend finds this
guy before he kills another one.’

~~~

Laughter burst up around the table and
Isla Quillan joined in. The joke had not been that funny, but you
had to join in the laughter since the person telling the joke was
on their way out the office door for good. A leaving do at the
company’s favourite watering hole with forced laughter and an
attempt to look like seeing them go was a tragedy was required
behaviour. Isla was not especially sorry to see them go, but
appearing at shindigs like this was a must for her.

Isla had been clawing her way up
through management for the last six years. Advertising was a
cut-throat business and she had cut her fair share of throats. This
time, she could just watch one of her rivals leave for ‘greener
pastures.’ Isla enjoyed the thrill of corporate battle, but an easy
win was an easy win. The party was, however, an opportunity to
impress her bosses. Isla had never considered any of them her
superiors, but they were the gatekeepers of her inevitable rise to
the board, and they were, all of them, at least ten years older
than her and male. So Isla dressed in one of her shorter black
dresses and her tallest pumps, did her make-up carefully, and
avoided drinking too much. All that effort would see more use when
the party spread out to a less formal structure and she could
schmooze. Right now, her best features, her legs, were hidden away
under the table.

There was another five minutes
of boring speeches about how their colleague would be sorely
missed, and one with the same sentiment backed up by a ‘joke’ about
crushing them when it came to the next contract both companies
competed for. Isla found that one more humorous, but was mostly
inclined to higher spirits because it represented the end of this
phase of the evening. Soon after, people were climbing to their
feet and heading for the bar. Isla got up, straightened her skirt,
and prepared herself for what was to come.

‘Hi.’ Isla turned at the male
voice from behind her. It was a little hesitant and she was about
to tell whoever it was to get lost when he spoke again. ‘I’m, uh,
Evan. It’s a real pleasure to meet you.’

Isla’s mouth opened but nothing
came out. For a brief, indeterminate period of time, she
experienced something new: Isla Quillan was speechless. The sudden
shock of the heat which bloomed between her legs left her mind
reeling. She swallowed. ‘I don’t… Do I know you?’

‘Oh… no. I just saw you there
and I… Well, I had to come and say hello. You… You’re a powerful
woman.’

Isla’s eyes flicked over his
face. Blonde, blue eyes. Gorgeous blue eyes. He was…
beautiful. His eyes dipped away from hers as though he felt he was
unworthy to meet her gaze. ‘Well… Hello, Evan. I’m Isla. I’m not
really that power–’

His eyes flicked up again,
burning with passion. ‘Oh, you are. I can tell. I just want to… to
fall down and worship you.’ Isla’s back, already perfectly upright,
tried to straighten more. ‘You’re beautiful, powerful… amazing. A
goddess.’

Isla tore her gaze away from
Evan and toward the bar. Her chance at making more of an impression
was slipping away. ‘My friends, I–’

‘Friends?’ Evan said. ‘They
don’t understand you like I do. Just say it and I’ll kiss your feet
right here.’

The burning in Isla’s sex was
growing unbearable. She turned back to this man who seemed
determined to be her slave. ‘Not here. Such behaviour is
unseemly.’

‘I’m sorry… mistress.’ Isla’s
pulse jumped at the word. ‘I’ve a room nearby…’

13th March.

‘Friday the thirteenth,’ Mike said.
‘Unlucky for some.’

‘ME says she died yesterday
night,’ Rolls replied.

‘I was referring to me. Last
thing I wanted today was this.’

‘Good point. Her name was Isla
Quillan. She was out last night for a colleague’s leaving party.
Witnesses, and there are several, saw her leaving with a man around
nine fifteen. Time of death is eleven p.m.’

Dione was examining the bite
mark on the victim’s thigh. ‘If the message wasn’t enough of a
giveaway, the bite looks right. We’ll have her shipped to our lab
for the autopsy.’

‘Sure thing,’ Rolls said. ‘Two
of them on my patch. Bastard’s making this almost personal.’

‘We’ll get him for you, Horace.
I’d like Mike to interview these witnesses.’

‘Shouldn’t be a problem. They’re
all from her company and they all felt her death so deeply that
they’re all working today.’

‘Obviously a well-loved
woman.’

‘A little on the old side for
our guy,’ Mike suggested.

Rolls checked his notes. ‘She’d
have been thirty in three weeks.’

‘Huh, just inside his normal age
range. Blonde and attractive, certainly. Maybe a little thinner
than usual. And the others looked more…’

‘Innocent,’ Dione supplied.
‘Miss Quillan was, I think, somewhat more dominant than his usual
victims. The tightly bound hair, rather severe features, and there
are handcuffs in her purse.’

‘I, uh, noticed that,’ Rolls
said, colouring a little. ‘Didn’t get used.’

‘No. Put a rush on those
interviews, Mike. Maybe we can get a better impression of him this
time. If anyone’s seen him properly, I want them with a police
artist today.’

~~~

‘The pathology is, unsurprisingly,
identical to the other two victims,’ Winthrop said. ‘I have
confirmed the same bite pattern. This is definitely the work of our
putative Evan.’

‘No differences at all?’ Dione
asked.

‘The perimortem intercourse was
somewhat more vigorous than usual, but I do not think she was
raped.’

‘I suspect Miss Quillan was
something of a dominatrix.’

‘That kind of came out of the
interviews,’ Mike agreed. ‘Dominant certainly. Some people
suggested she was a little sadistic. Under all the “not wishing to
speak ill of the dead,” I couldn’t find anyone I thought liked her.
She was ambitious. Most of them thought she was trying to get onto
the board and a lot of them thought she would succeed.’

‘Evan would appear to be a good
reader of people,’ Dione said. ‘Picking up a woman like that
requires a different technique to the more… submissive types he’s
gone for previously. He must have been observing her for a while,
but I can’t believe he picks these women out far ahead. He goes
looking on the day and adapts to the circumstances he finds them
in.’

‘The party had been going for an
hour or so before they broke up to mingle. He could have been
watching her for most of that time. The witnesses suggested he
moved in as soon as the victim was on her own. I’ve got two people
working with an artist, and I also got really lucky. It’s
not great, but someone caught Evan with Quillan in the back of a
picture they took.’

‘Right.’ Dione developed a
slightly malicious smile. ‘When the artist is finished, get both of
those impressions and the picture out to NYPD and the police
out in Suffolk County. Someone has to have seen him.’

~~~

Dione spotted Silas at the bar, right
where she usually sat, as soon as she walked up the stairs. For a
Friday night, the crowd at the Black Candle was thin. The dance
floor was empty in comparison to a usual night, though there had
still been plenty of people there. The middle floor was far emptier
than usual. The older vampires were staying away, except for some
of the ones who commonly frequented the top-floor bar. They were
the ones who knew Pat more personally and they were rallying in
support, it seemed. So was her creator, perhaps.

Silas did not move as Dione
walked over, so she took the next stool along and waited for Pat to
become free. Silas got a nod of greeting.

‘I wasn’t sure you’d come
tonight,’ Silas said. ‘Pat was sure you would, but…’

‘It’s a habit, and not a bad
one,’ Dione replied. ‘Pat and I catch up on a Friday if we haven’t
spoken much during the week.’

‘I’ve been doing a lot of that
myself. So, I heard there was another body?’

Dione nodded. ‘It’s been
reported fairly heavily.’

‘And it’s definitely the same
guy? No leads yet?’

Dione looked around at the
scrawny man. ‘I can’t discuss an ongoing case.’

Silas looked away. ‘Oh. O-of
course. Right. It’s just… After San Francisco–’

‘This is not San Francisco,
Silas. This is not San Francisco thirty years ago. When the
pogrom tried to get started in New York, I put a stop to it
back then, and I’ll put a stop to it now. That’s all you need to
know.’

‘Yeah… Yeah. I’m sure you’ll do
your job. They say you’re the best there is.’

‘I’ve heard that.’

‘You were the Princeps Venator
at one point. You have to be pretty–’

‘It’s not something I talk
about.’

‘You don’t talk about much.’

Dione turned and looked at
Silas. ‘I talk about a lot of things… When I trust the person I’m
talking to. Tell Pat I’ll catch up with her later.’ And then she
slipped off her stool and started for the door.

~~~

Pat saw Dione walking out and frowned,
looking back toward Silas. She headed for the end of the bar,
leaning over it to talk to her creator. ‘Why’s she leaving?’

‘She, uh, got a call,’ Silas
replied. ‘Had to leave. And she doesn’t like me much.’

‘I told you not to ask about the
case.’

‘I’m worried, Pat. I’m worried
and–’

‘And if you’d shut up and
listened, she might’ve told me how they were doing and set your
mind at ease. Damn it, Silas, she’s my friend.’

Silas shook his head slowly.
‘Hunters don’t have friends, kid. They can’t allow themselves to
have friends, someone they might care about and then have to end.
No way they can do their job working like that.’

‘You don’t know Di. She’s not
just any Hunter.’

‘I know. The once Princeps
Venator. The woman who killed half the Summus Concilium and saved
vampire society.’

‘Oh, God. You didn’t bring that
up, did you? Look, just stay out of her way, okay? You’re my
creator, but she’s my… She’s more than just a friend to me.
Don’t make me choose between you.’

Silas held up his hands. ‘I’m
just trying to find a place to call home, kid. I’d like it to be
here. I just want to know it’s safe.’

‘It is. Unless you’ve got Dione
pissed at you.’

14th March.

The call had come in from the Black
Candle around ten a.m., from Tony, who had been on the door the
night before when an informant had come looking for Dione. Tony had
been disinclined to allow him into the building and had had the
best excuse of all: Dione was not there. He had, however, agreed to
pass on the message. The message was that…

‘Marty came looking for you?’
Mike asked as they drove across the bridge toward Queens. Marty
had, apparently, found somewhere to squat not far from the Elysium
Fields pascua.

‘That’s what Tony said,’ Dione
replied. ‘Marty went to the Candle last night and said he had
“vital information.”’

‘And you weren’t there?’

‘I left early. Silas was asking
a lot of questions I didn’t want to answer.’

‘Generally or in front of
Silas?’

‘The latter. I don’t trust him.
I don’t trust him turning up out of nowhere just when we have a
valentine killing people in the city. I don’t like the timing.’

Mike shrugged. ‘Well, I haven’t
met him yet so I can’t really pass judgement. Didn’t you have Mary
checking on him?’

‘She still is.’

‘Out of the office, in an
unknown location.’

‘Yes.’ Dione’s tone suggested
asking more questions would be fruitless. Mike had heard that tone
before. He would be told what was going on when he needed to
know.

‘Well then, I guess we wait, and
in the meantime, there’s Marty.’

‘Yes… I wonder what the little
pervert thinks is so vital.’

~~~

The area looked far too upmarket
for the likes of Marty, but Dione pulled to a stop outside the
address she had been given and climbed out of the car. Mike
followed, peering up at the single-storey building with its
shuttered windows and small front garden. ‘Doesn’t look
occupied.’

‘No, it doesn’t,’ Dione agreed.
‘Let’s ring the bell.’

Mike took a few quick strides to
get ahead of her, climbed onto the porch, and dutifully pressed the
button beside the door. There was a muffled sound from within, but
no one came to the door. Mike turned to Dione and shrugged.

Dione nodded and set off down
the side of the house without a word.

‘But–’ Mike began.

‘Marty is not exactly the most
honest of people,’ Dione said before he could continue. ‘And in the
time he’s been alive, he’s learned a few things.’ She got to the
back of the house, where there was a larger garden, mostly grass,
and walked up to the back door, bending to examine the lock. ‘One
of those things is picking locks.’ Reaching down, she pressed the
handle and pushed the door open. ‘I believe we have cause for
entry,’ she said, grinning, and slipped inside.

Before they had made it out of
the kitchen, there was the sound of feet scurrying on a wooden
floor, and then Marty appeared in all his… lack of glory. He might
have been living in a suburban house, but he was still the scruffy
individual Mike had last encountered on a warehouse rooftop. He was
still dressed in a coat which had seen better days. He still looked
vaguely like a rat which had let itself go. He was clearly not
taking advantage of the bathroom in his new home.

‘Hey, Hunter! You’re a hard lady
to find. I’ve been looking for you.’

‘And now you’ve found me,’ Dione
replied. ‘What are you doing here, Marty?’

‘I–’

‘Stop lying.’

‘I haven’t said anything!’ Marty
whined.

‘You were going to and it was
going to be a lie.’

‘Okay, so I heard that this
place belonged to an old guy that died and it’s in probate, right?
No one’s using it…’

Dione shook her head and then
held a hand out, palm facing the short vampire. ‘Stay right where
you are. You told Tony you had some information and I’d much rather
you were in one piece to tell me what it is.’

Marty’s expression became
pleading, and his hands began to twist in front of him. ‘I wasn’t
going to–’

‘I told you to stop lying. You
are constitutionally incapable of keeping your hands to yourself.
What’ve you got, Marty?’

‘I was hoping for a little
compensation…’

‘And you’ll get some. For
example, if your information turns out to be as valuable as you
claim, I won’t decide to inform the police of this break-in.’

Marty sagged a little more; he
had remarkably poor posture at the best of times, but now it got
worse. ‘I heard someone talking.’

‘That seems to be a theme,’ Mike
commented.

‘I got good ears, okay, Poodle
Boy?’

‘Marty…’ Dione said, her tone
carrying a warning edge.

‘Yeah, right. Not just talking,
bragging. Seems him and three buddies went out to the Hamptons
recently and nailed a valentine. Literally. Like, to a wall. Seems
this guy fitted the valentine’s security system so they could just
walk right in.’

‘This guy have a name?’

‘Yeah…’

Dione reached into her coat and
pulled five bills off a roll of them. ‘A hundred. If it turns out
you’re lying to me, I will find you and I will extract this back,
with interest.’

‘Trey Kott. He’s in the
phonebook under–’

‘I know Kott.’ Dione tossed the
notes down at Marty’s feet. ‘Good work, Marty. That was useful. I’m
going to turn around and leave now. If you take a step toward me,
you’ll be wearing your teeth on your nose.’

‘You know me, Dione. I’d never…
Well, almost never…’

‘Uh-huh.’

Mike turned to leave and took
two steps forward before he heard the sound of someone being
punched in the jaw. He grinned. ‘How’s your nose taste, Rat
Man?’

~~~

Trey Kott ran a small security business
out of his home, a house on Farrington Street in Flushing. Dione
had made a couple of calls before they headed out to question the
man and it was, Mike realised, the first time they had done this
kind of thing since he joined the unit.

‘So, uh, what’s the procedure?’
Mike asked. ‘I mean, this isn’t going to be a regular interview, is
it? The guy’s a vampire accused of killing a human. We aren’t going
to take him down to the precinct and grill him for several
hours.’

‘No,’ Dione said, ‘we aren’t.
Back in the day, this kind of thing tended to get ugly.’

‘Back in the day, taking someone
into the precinct could get ugly.’

‘Point taken, but vampires react
to pain differently to humans. Beating a confession out of a
vampire is an exercise in taking the skin off your knuckles. With
this particular crime, there’s no possibility of a plea bargain.
This is murder, straight and simple. There’s no way Kott can
justify it. Generally, we used to get out the branding irons. Burns
hurt. Or we’d start cutting off fingers and toes, and work our way
in.’ Mike winced. ‘I have an alternative, however, but you’ll have
to trust me.’

‘Uh, how?’

‘You can’t be in the room when I
do it.’

‘Well… Would you mind telling me
why?’

‘Sure. This is one of those
things we don’t tell Leeanne about and it isn’t targeted. Anyone
who sees me is going to be just as affected as Kott and the after
effects can be… unpredictable. You could just find yourself waking
up after a few seconds wondering what happened. You could develop a
fixation, probably on me. You could end up with serious personality
alterations. I used it on Derren Norton in Los Angeles.’

‘And he jumped off a
building.’

‘You see my point then.’

‘I see your point.’ Mike looked
up as a dark van pulled up across the street. It was unmarked, but
the driver was wearing what looked like an NYPD uniform.

‘Okay,’ Dione said, ‘we’re good
to go. Remember, he may have a good idea why we’re here and may not
be pleased. I’d like him alive, but if he comes at you, shoot to
kill.’

Mike slipped his pistol from its
holster as they walked up to the house, holding it down, behind his
leg, but ready. There was a screen door and Dione pulled it open
before knocking, hard, on the door behind it. A second or two
later, a figure appeared in the corridor beyond. Apparently, Kott
did not know, or could not quite see, who was knocking, because he
opened the door with a vague smile on his face and then froze.

‘Hello, Trey,’ Dione said,
smiling. ‘We need to have a little chat.’

Kott was a tall, dark-skinned
man, African American though he had a somewhat narrow, high-bridged
nose and eyes on the paler side of brown. He did have a fair bulk
of muscle on his frame and he used that now to try to slam the door
in Dione’s face. It slammed into her boot, bouncing back, and she
was moving even before Kott had finished turning around. Her leg
snaked between his and a second later, he was crashing into the
table set under the staircase.

‘Cuffs,’ Dione said as she
dropped one knee into the middle of Kott’s back and grabbed his
wrists. She was a strong woman, but it still took both of them to
get the cuffs on and then manhandle Kott into the lounge. They
dumped him onto an over-stuffed sofa and Mike stood over him,
covering him with his pistol, while Dione sat down on the chair
opposite, crossed her legs, and smiled.

‘What’s this about?’ Kott asked,
going for affronted innocence.

‘It’s a little late to be trying
that defence, don’t you think, Trey?’ Dione said. ‘You could save
me a lot of time and effort by just coming clean and telling me who
your friends were.’

‘I have no idea what you’re
talking about.’

‘Seriously?’ Mike asked. ‘You
make a bolt for it and then you want us to believe you
aren’t guilty of something?’

‘Trey is fairly young,’ Dione
said. ‘What is it? Twenty-five years since your conversion?’

‘Twenty-seven,’ Kott
mumbled.

‘Twenty-seven. He’s not even old
enough to have known what went on during the pogrom. He was alive
back then, unaware that vampires even existed. Of course, he’ll
have heard stories, but he doesn’t know. Which leaves me
with two theories. One, someone older and too stupid to know
different came up with the idea to end Andrew Quarry. Two, Trey did
the security work for an old, wealthy valentine with a hot
supplicant, and Trey thought “that bastard has it all and I’m gonna
get me some.”’

‘Does it matter?’ Mike asked. ‘I
mean, the outcome will be the same either way.’

‘It might make the difference
between a quick end and a protracted one. Sword or bonfire,
basically.’

‘I didn’t do anything!’ Kott
exclaimed.

‘I guess it’s the hard way
then,’ Mike said.

‘It seems,’ Dione replied,
nodding sadly. ‘Would you step outside, Mike?’

‘Sure. Just… try not to make too
much mess. I’ll probably have to clean it up.’

‘I’ll try.’ Dione watched as
Mike left the lounge, closing the door behind him, and then she
stood and took off her coat. Beneath it was a black blouse and
slacks, nothing special.

Kott looked at her, pulling back
as far as he could manage against the sofa. ‘What are you going to
do?’

‘I’m going to show you what a
real vampire is.’

Kott’s eyes widened as some sort
of transformation took place before them. Dione was a stunning
woman normally, but now… now she was a goddess. Faced with what he
was seeing, Kott’s senses submerged in a sea of ecstatic bliss and
he was still smiling when his vision returned and Dione asked,
‘Tell me, Trey, who went with you to help you end Andrew
Quarry?’

15th March.

‘I got the names of his accomplices
from Trey,’ Dione said. ‘All of them were transported here via the
usual unmarked van.’

‘I looked in on them earlier,’
Leo said. He was the Princeps of New York today, sitting in his
chair in the Concilium’s meeting room along with his fellow
Conciliarum. ‘You could have just executed them on the spot.’

‘That was unnecessary. They came
quietly, or mostly quietly. The Concilium can pass official justice
and the verdict can be publicised to deter more of the same.’

‘Yeah… That’s probably wise. But
it means I’m actually going to have to talk to them.’

‘Delegate,’ Bella Tivoli
suggested. ‘I know I’d love to have a little chat with them.
I’m thinking of taking up smoking again, just for the
occasion.’

‘Leave me enough to execute,
Bella,’ Dione said.

‘I’ll try.’

‘Thank you. We also distributed
a photograph and two new artist’s impressions of the Valentine
Killer yesterday. His last victim was taken in a rather public
manner. A number of people saw him leave with her.’

‘Does this mean we can expect
results on that case soon?’ Randall Cartwright asked.

‘I’m more hopeful. There has
been interference, we think from the CIA. The ghouls we destroyed
in the sewers were not natural.’ Dione frowned. ‘If you can call
anything about ghouls natural. Frankly, I’m worried. We suspected
someone assisted with the Societas incident. Apollo was not
something they could have come up with on their own. Now we have
genetically altered ghouls. Someone does not wish us to be spending
as much time as we should on Evan, and we know that the CIA are
hunting him.’

‘You really expect us to believe
that the Central Intelligence Agency is working with a bunch of
fools like Societas?’

‘I don’t care what you believe,
Randall. The facts suggest it, though the evidence is
circumstantial. Whatever the case, SCU should be able to devote all
its resources to catching Evan now. Unless something else is thrown
at us.’

‘Very good,’ Leo said before
Cartwright could respond. ‘Keep us informed. We will examine the
four ghouls we have in the basement and I’ll deliver our verdict as
soon as we’ve decided.’

Dione nodded. ‘Try not to take
too long, or we could have more of them to hunt down and
dispatch.’


Part Four: Judas

 New York,
NY, 17th March 2015.

Lisa yawned. It was a substantial and
quite loud yawn which produced a raised eyebrow from Dione. ‘You
know,’ the vampire said, ‘you didn’t have to get up with me.’

‘I’ll take a nap later. Why are
you up so early anyway?’

Dione considered a small lie,
but Lisa knew what Dione’s job entailed. ‘Because formal executions
are traditionally carried out at dawn. I have four to do, but it’s
the general thought that counts.’

‘Oh. The men who killed that
supplicant in the Hamptons?’

‘The Concilium ruled on it
yesterday.’

‘I’m opposed to the death
penalty, generally, but in this case… It’s a cliché, but death’s
too good for them.’

‘Quite possibly, but–’ Dione
stopped and lifted her head. ‘It’s mandatory under the
circumstances,’ she finished just as a rather weary-looking Mary
walked into the lounge and dumped a small bag on the floor.

‘Is the coffee fresh?’ Mary
asked.

‘Just made,’ Dione replied, ‘but
you look like you’d be better off in bed.’

‘After I’ve told you what I
found. Some of it anyway. I’m not writing any of this down.’
Mary headed for the kitchen, returning a few seconds later with a
mug. ‘Juliana hasn’t been a problem?’

‘As good as gold,’ Dione
replied. ‘Which is what I expected.’

‘Yeah…’ Mary slumped onto the
sofa opposite the other two women and sighed. ‘Okay… You asked me
to look into Silas and I was getting nowhere the conventional way.
He just didn’t exist in any records after San Francisco.’

‘So you went looking by
unconventional means.’

‘Yeah, I hacked Langley.’

Lisa let out a little squeak.
‘Should I go hide in the bedroom or something?’

Mary waved the question away.
‘You may not be on the payroll, but you’re basically SCU and this
affects you. We were right: the CIA is attempting to use vampires
in espionage and warfare. The whole thing seems to be being run
under a Project Stabledoor. There are various sub-projects under
that headline and I wasn’t able to get details on all of them. The
security on this thing is tight, but it has a fairly large,
off-the-books budget and a reasonably large personnel count.’ She
took a sip of her coffee and sighed thankfully. ‘As far as I could
tell, they were formed in nineteen eighty-one. They started out
trying to collect data on vampires, but in eighty-three, they
decided to step things up. During the chaos in San Francisco, they
were able to capture several vampires without anyone noticing.’

‘Silas,’ Lisa said.

‘Was one of them. I think they
got three valentines, a couple of carpathians, and a han. Some of
them didn’t survive for long; Silas was one of the ones who did. I
don’t think he cooperated immediately, but by eighty-eight, there
were memos sent by him suggesting that valentines would make
excellent infiltration agents. They’d tried creating a drug by
then, Eros, so they listened. Project Black Carp was set up to find
suitable candidates, train them in what to expect, convert them,
and then train them in using their powers. Silas was the creator in
all cases.’

‘And Evan was one of the
candidates?’ Dione asked.

Mary nodded. ‘November nineteen
eighty-eight. He was sent to Russia in ninety-nine. I found memos
from Silas suggesting that the man was unstable, and internal memos
suggesting that all vampires are unstable so Silas should be
ignored. Evan was supposed to be just gathering information,
seducing some secretary or something. Instead, he killed his target
and went off the grid. In February and March of the following year,
Evan killed three women in Moscow, and the pattern was set from
there.’

‘So Silas is here looking for
Evan?’ Lisa asked.

‘And they must be worried to be
sending him out like this,’ Dione added. ‘They’ve kept him locked
up for thirty years and now they’re sending him out to gather
information.’

‘They’re worried that we’ll
catch Evan,’ Mary said. ‘I found a few emails saying as much, and
they have some fairly detailed files on SCU. Their history of you,
Di, is far from complete and they don’t know half of what
you can do.’

‘Do they have files on me?’ Lisa
asked. ‘Leeanne?’

‘Cursory stuff. You’re noted as
a friend of Leeanne, who is the girlfriend of Mike. That’s about
it. I suspect that will be updated soon, however. Maybe it has
been. Stabledoor doesn’t operate out of Langley. They have a
facility in New Mexico somewhere, but the electronic data gets
copied and archived in Langley. I was just looking at the
copies.’

Dione nodded. ‘The ghouls we
encountered? They seemed to have been modified by someone.’

‘Project Cerberus. That’s still
operating. They aren’t happy with the results yet. I found the
projects which created Eros and Apollo. Both closed down. The
latter was linked to a follow-up project, but I could find very
little on that. Just a name, Project Flashfire.’

‘All right. You get some sleep.
I have four executions to perform in a short while. I’ll be back
after that’s done. Lisa, you get a couple more hours too.’

‘What about Silas?’ Lisa asked.
‘I mean, he’s living in Pat’s apartment. She’s–’

‘Quite safe while they don’t
know we know what he’s doing. And Pat can take care of herself.
We’ll deal with Silas when the time is right. Now, bed, both of
you.’

Lisa managed a grin; you could
tell it took some effort, but it got into her eyes. ‘Well, okay.
I’m happy to cuddle up if Mary is.’

‘I don’t think she meant–’ Mary
began, and then she stopped and gave a shrug. ‘I’ve spent most of
the week not seeing anyone else. I could probably use the
company.’

~~~

‘We have confirmation of Evan at all
three murder sites,’ Mary said, her eyes scanning over reports on
one of her screens. ‘One enterprising officer also managed to find
a nearby hair salon where Evan had his hair trimmed before the last
murder.’

‘Interesting, but not entirely
useful,’ Dione commented.

‘This might be more useful. A
shopkeeper in Bridgehampton recognised Evan’s picture. He thinks
Evan stopped off for some groceries late last week, maybe late on
Thursday, which would tie in with the last death.’

‘Bridgehampton… Who’s on the
candidate list for that area?’

Mary shifted her attention to
another screen and pulled a keyboard forward, typing rapidly. ‘I’ve
got four in East Hampton.’

‘Send the list to my phone. Mike
and I will go take a look.’

East Hampton, Suffolk County, NY.

‘Two down, two to go,’ Mike said. ‘And
might I just say that if I ever live to be a hundred and seventy,
I’d like a house with two swimming pools and its own
observatory.’

‘Do you want a blonde who takes
a double-D bra too?’ Dione asked as she settled into her car.

‘I would be perfectly happy with
my B-cup redhead, thank you.’

‘Well, I would be too. If I were
you, obviously.’

Mike smirked. ‘Obviously.’

Dione started the engine, an act
which seemed to barely raise the sound level in the car, and then
pulled away down the drive from the large house they had just
visited. ‘Actually, if you get eaten by a crazed transylvanian, can
I have her?’

‘I guess so. So long as you
tried to stop the vampire.’

‘I’d say something like “that
will only happen over my dead body,” but that’s not really saying
much in my case.’

‘Huh. Who’s next?’

Dione absently checked her phone
while steering left at the end of the drive. ‘Harry. Harrison
Paris. He’s a carpathian. In investment banking. His second wife
and supplicant is Barbara, also known as Candy.’

‘Candy? I’d have guessed Barb,
or maybe Barbie.’

‘She used to be a stripper. Yes,
even vampires can be stereotypes.’ Dione frowned. ‘Actually, we’re
kind of more prone to it than humans.’

‘Is that why you wear so much
black?’

‘I like black. Especially
in workwear. Tends not to show the stains.’

Mike grinned. ‘Who knew? All
that dark, brooding, Gothic clothing and it’s really just common
sense.’

‘Well, you have to have learned
something about laundry after the first couple of centuries.’

~~~

Barbara Paris was not what Mike had
expected. She did dress in fairly bright colours and she had a
dancer’s physique. She was also an attractive blonde, but then that
was one of the characteristics they were looking for. However, her
hair was piled up in a messy bun to keep it out of her face and she
was not especially buxom, and Dione and Mike interrupted her
studies: Barbara was busy working on a second degree, this one in
psychology. Stripping had got her through her first degree in
philosophy.

She was also alone in the
sprawling house she shared with her husband. ‘Harry’s in the city,’
Barbara explained. ‘Business meeting. I don’t know the details. I
tend to let him get on with that kind of thing because, frankly,
it’s boring.’

Mike produced a sheet of paper
from his jacket and handed it over. ‘You haven’t seen this man
around here, have you?’

Barbara looked at the various
impressions and pictures and frowned. ‘Yeah… Yeah, I’ve seen him.
He came here a couple of months ago. Asked if we were interested in
selling the house. Said he was looking for something in the
neighbourhood. I told him no, of course. Harry and I are quite
happy here.’

‘You’re sure this was the
man?’

‘I’ve got a good memory for
faces and he has an attractive one. Didn’t like him though. Pushy.
He was pushy. Didn’t really want to take no for an answer.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Paris.’

‘We’re going to come back
later,’ Dione said when they were back outside. ‘I want visual
confirmation that Harry is still with us.’

‘You think that could be a cover
story?’ Mike asked.

‘It’s possible. A vague business
meeting. Recognition of Evan. He could have brainwashed her
into loyalty and be hiding somewhere in the house.’

‘Possible… but not that
likely?’

‘Yeah. We’ll keep looking, but I
have this nagging feeling we’ve missed something.’

New York, NY.

‘So, Mister Paris was undead and
kicking?’ Leeanne asked. She handed a coffee mug over to her tired
boyfriend and then settled down on the sofa beside him. There was
some sort of TV show on, and neither of them were watching it or
had a clue what it was about.

‘Uh-huh,’ Mike replied. He took
a pull on his coffee, sighed, and settled his head back. ‘And you
should’ve seen the look on his face when he got out of his car and
turned around to see Dione standing behind him.’

Leeanne giggled. ‘Bit of a
shock?’

‘If he’d been alive, it might
have killed him. But… That means we tried all the likely
places for Evan to be hiding and we crapped out.’

‘Maybe he figures his pattern is
getting too well known. Maybe he’s trying something new this
time.’

‘Yeah… Of course, that leaves us
with no leads aside from “he might be in East Hampton, somewhere.”
And he obviously went looking for the same sort of place since he
was probably casing the Paris residence when he turned up there. He
must check out possible victims well before February.’

‘He’s brainwashing these
supplicants somehow. He’s a vampire, but that’s still going to take
time.’

‘Good point.’ Mike frowned.
‘Serial killers tend to stick to a pattern. We must be missing
something…’

‘You said Winthrop thought Evan
was adaptable, right? He was tied to the type of victim. He
preferred to break their spine, but he would adapt if it failed.
He’s not fixed on the environment so long as he can have sex with
them before they die. He could have altered his hiding place
somehow. Enough to throw you all off.’

‘Hmm… I’ll sleep on it. I’m the
one supposed to come up with novel ideas in this team.’

Leeanne raised an eyebrow.
‘Sleep? I just did thirty-seven hours straight and then slept for
ten hours, and I’m not on call tonight. Honey, you’re providing
stress relief.’

Mike sagged a little. ‘I have
work in the morning…’

Slipping off the sofa, Leeanne
said, ‘I am going to put on that teddy you bought me for
Christmas.’

Mike sagged further. ‘You used
to be such a quiet girl. When did you become an evil genius?’

‘Blame your partner. And
Pat.’

18th March.

‘Oh, so it’s my fault you have
bags under your eyes?’ Dione asked, affecting an affronted
expression.

‘According to Leeanne. You and
Pat are a bad influence.’ Mike drained his coffee mug and reached
for the jug.

‘I think I’m hurt. I mean, Pat
certainly, but me?’

Mike looked at Dione for a
second or so, standing there with an innocent look on her face and
fingers pressed to her chest, which she could do easily since her
blouse was unbuttoned far enough to almost show her bra. ‘Butter
wouldn’t melt in your mouth,’ Mike deadpanned. ‘Anyway, I may not
have got much sleep, but the sex must’ve been inspirational. I had
a thought.’

‘Do tell.’

‘What if he changed things a
little? We never considered same-sex couples.’

‘No, because…’ Dione paused and
frowned. ‘The outcome would be the same. He’d have a brainwashed
supplicant and a dead vampire. It would just be a dead
female vampire.’

‘Yeah. Has to be two women. I
doubt he’d go for two men unless he’s really changed.’

‘Let’s go ask Mary if there’s
anyone suitable. Just out of interest, how did having sex with
Leeanne make you think of same-sex couples?’

Mike considered possible answers
for a second. ‘I’m just going to plead the fifth…’

~~~

Mary peered at her displays, fingers
tapping lightly on her desk. ‘Okay, we have three matching those
criteria in the general area. I’d say the most likely would be
Abigail Tailor.’

Dione frowned. ‘The artist?’

‘Ex. She stopped painting when
she was converted. Now she runs a gallery in the Village. She
married Kelly Marie Jarvis, another artist, last autumn. They’d
been cohabiting for two years before that. Abigail isn’t the
richest vampire around, but she’s got money and a blonde
supplicant. Not sure how isolated the house is. She lives in
Springs.’

Mike looked at the map which had
appeared on one monitor, a marker showing the address. Springs was
up on the northern side of the peninsula that was East Hampton.
‘It’s a possibility,’ he said.

‘We’ll go take a look,’ Dione
said, nodding. ‘If this pans out, you can have sex with Leeanne
more often.’

‘She’s right: you really
are a bad influence.’

‘Just worked that out?’ Mary
said. ‘I’ve been saying that for a century. Winthrop needs to see
you both about a referral case he caught.’

‘Then we’ll drop in on him on
the way out,’ Dione said before stepping out of the computer room.
Winthrop’s lab was on the way out, but he was actually in
the autopsy lab across from it, so that made things even easier.
‘You have a body?’ Dione asked as she walked in.

‘Why yes, for quite a while,’
Winthrop replied, smiling. ‘However, I shall assume you are
referring to the decapitated one on the slab.’ Now he mentioned it,
although there was a sheet over the corpse, it did seem to be
lacking something.

‘No head?’ Mike asked.

‘No head, no hands. I’ve taken
DNA to see whether he comes up in any of the usual databases, but I
doubt it. Our man was a vampire. Transylvanian.’

Dione sagged a little. ‘Randall
Cartwright’s goon squad?’

‘While that could be a
possibility, I am unsure. Prior to his untimely end, this man was
relieved of almost all his blood. That was why the case was
referred to me. The process was exceptionally thorough.’

‘Do we have anything to
go on? Any physical evidence to work with?’

Winthrop shook his head. ‘No
crime scene. The body was found in the East River. No
identification as of yet. Unless we get DNA identification or a
missing person report, there is nowhere to start.’

Dione looked at Mike, who
shrugged. ‘I know I’m the ideas guy, but I need something to work
with. I don’t think even Leeanne can fix that.’

‘Such a disappointment,’ Dione
replied. ‘We’ll wait to see whether we get anything else. It’s
possible this is the CIA trying to confuse things again, and we
have a possible lead on Evan. We’ll work with what we have.’

Springs, NY.

The door of the house, a two-storey
affair with clapperboard walls and a tiled roof set amid a fairly
large sprawling sort of garden, opened to reveal a woman who could
have gained meaningful employment on a fashion runway. Kelly Jarvis
was tall, slim, and had the sculpted features of a model. Her hair
was a short bob of platinum blonde, and she was dressed in a
paint-spattered T-shirt and denim shorts.

‘Can I help you?’ she asked.
Dione held up her ID and Jarvis spoke again before Dione could say
anything. ‘Oh. You’re the Hunter.’ Her eyes flicked to Mike and
then back again. ‘What do you want? Is this because Abby’s a
transylvanian? Seriously, why can’t you people leave us alone?
First it was those jerks from the Concilium and now–’

‘It’s nothing to do with your
wife’s lineage, Mrs Jarvis,’ Dione interrupted. ‘We’re just
conducting some routine enquiries. Is Abigail in?’

‘She’s on a buying trip.
Chicago.’

‘I see.’ Dione glanced around at
Mike.

Mike produced the picture sheet
again and held it out. ‘Have you seen this man around the area, Mrs
Jarvis?’

Jarvis took the sheet and looked
at it. Her expression shifted, settling on a narrowing of her eyes.
‘Maybe. I might have seen him in town. In a shop? Maybe in a shop.’
She handed the sheet back. ‘Who is he?’

‘Just someone we’re trying to
locate,’ Dione said. ‘Thank you for your time. Oh, when are you
expecting Abigail back?’

‘I’m not sure. She’s extended
the trip once already.’

‘We’ll look in again in a couple
of weeks then.’ Dione turned and started back to the road. The
house was not exactly secluded, but the road it was on had few
houses and it was surrounded by trees on three sides.

Mike waited until they were in
the car before speaking. ‘What did you think?’

‘She was not being entirely
truthful about seeing Evan,’ Dione replied. ‘She seemed nervous,
but that could have been worrying over us coming to grill Abigail
over Societas ties.’

‘It was vague. Uh, vaguer than
usual, but I think there was another vampire nearby.’

‘All right. Let’s see if we can
find somewhere to watch the house from. If he’s in there, he has to
at least walk in front of a window at some point.’

~~~

‘Is she still painting?’ Dione
asked.

Mike took a cardboard cup of
coffee from her and nodded. ‘Still in that conservatory. Still
working on that canvas. Her T-shirt has some extra splashes of
paint on it. Aside from that, nothing’s changed.’ Dione sucked
coffee down and then grimaced. ‘That bad?’

‘Actually, it’s about what I
expected. Winthrop’s machine tends to spoil you for the stuff they
sell in shops.’

The coffee tasted as though
someone had used a garden barbecue to roast the beans and gone
overboard with the lighter fluid. ‘I am not going to argue, but I
think this is just bad coffee.’ He lifted binoculars to his eyes
and checked the house again. They had set up on the side of the
house without trees screening it, which happened to be where the
conservatory was. Since Jarvis had been working on her painting
through lunch and into the afternoon, it had turned out to be a
good vantage point, even if they were watching across two
fields.

‘We’ll give it another hour,’
Dione said. ‘Maybe come back after dark if we see nothing
before.’

‘Okay. At least that’ll keep me
out of Leeanne’s nefarious clutches for a night.’

Dione chuckled. ‘She is not
that bad.’

‘No… No she’s not. She has got a
lot wilder since… Well, since Pat gave her that jolt in the Candle,
I think.’ Mike frowned. ‘Well… Maybe that started it, but I think
it was discovering that vampires were real that really set her off.
It’s like… It’s like she discovered that the world was a bit
stranger than she thought it was, so she thinks she should be…
um…’

‘More open to new
experiences?’

‘Yeah. Maybe.’

‘Is that a problem?’

‘No. I don’t think it is. No.
I–’ Mike cut off and his back straightened. ‘Someone else is there.
I can see someone moving at the back.’

‘Let’s be sure it’s Evan. If
she’s just having an affair… Well, that’s her problem.’

‘It’s a man. I can see a
silhouette… There he is. Uh, kind of hard to tell at this distance.
Blonde, certainly. Height looks about right.’ He handed the
binoculars to Dione. ‘Your eyes are better than mine.’

‘Not so much in this light,’
Dione grumbled, but she peered through the binoculars at the house.
‘I think… I think we move in. I’m not sure about him, but she looks
scared. He might have some control over her, but she’s not too keen
on him groping her. That is not an off-the-books affair in
progress. Let’s go.’

~~~

You could hear Mike slamming his fist on
the front door of the house all the way through the place. His
shouted ‘NYPD! Open up!’ was almost as audible, and it had exactly
the effect Dione and Mike had expected it to have: Evan bolted out
of the back door, through the conservatory, and he came to a
shuddering stop as Dione stepped out from behind a large
planter.

‘Don’t make this harder on
yourself than it has to be, Evan,’ Dione said, her tone weary.

Evan glanced back at the house
and then advanced, drawing a large hunting knife from behind his
back. ‘You’re the local Hunter then?’

‘Dione,’ Dione acknowledged with
a nod. She did not react otherwise; no weapon was drawn and her
stance did not change.

‘I was trained to fight by the
CIA.’

‘I was trained to fight by
masters of several dozen martial arts over the course of many
centuries.’

‘Yeah, sure.’ He darted forward,
his blade driving ahead of him and aimed at Dione’s heart. Dione
pushed his arm aside and stepped in, catching his extended limb and
locking the elbow. He struggled, trying to pull free, but she held
him.

‘Give it up, Evan. You’re no
match for me.’

‘See about that.’

‘Yeah,’ Dione said, shifting her
weight, ‘we will.’ Evan let out a scream as his arm snapped in two.
Vampires did not feel pain the way humans did, but they felt
something when their fractured bones punched out through their
skin. He looked at her, shocked, and Dione took the opportunity to
slam her fist into his face.

Evan was staggering now, but he
was not down. He threw a punch, left-handed, at Dione’s stomach,
but it just glanced off her side as she stepped in and slammed her
knee into his groin. This time, the shriek was accompanied by Evan
collapsing to his knees, clutching at his manhood with his free
hand. He folded over, rolling onto his side, and Dione stepped
back, pulling her pistol from under her coat.

‘Stay down, Evan,’ Dione said.
‘I want you alive. Just stay put.’

Mike stepped out of the house,
followed by a weeping Kelly Jarvis. ‘Got him then,’ Mike commented,
lowering his shotgun to cover the prone form on the grass.

‘He said he would end her,’
Jarvis wailed. ‘He said he would end her if I didn’t–’

‘He’s got Mrs Tailor in the
master bedroom,’ Mike said. ‘There’s a stake through her
heart.’

Dione’s nose wrinkled. ‘We’ll
need support. I’ll call the Concilium and get a van out here to
pick both of them up. She probably isn’t going to be too bad waking
up, but we should be careful.’ Her eyes flicked up to Jarvis.
‘We’ll have her back on her feet, Mrs Jarvis. You’ll have her back
soon. We have some counsellors you can talk to. Both of you.’

‘We do?’ Mike asked.

‘We have some very
experienced psychologists in the community. Usually
carpathians.’

‘I guess that– We’ve got
company.’

Dione turned on the spot. Three
men in black combat gear were advancing toward the group on the
lawn, two of them holding assault rifles up and aimed, while the
third had a similar weapon slung over his chest. Their faces were
hidden behind balaclavas and goggles, but you got an impression of
menace from them. ‘Keep Evan covered,’ Dione said.

The leader, the one with the
slung rifle, spoke. ‘Hand him over and we can all walk away from
this in one piece.’

‘I really can’t do that,’ Dione
replied.

‘He’s ours. We have the
authority to–’

‘You have no authority over
me.’

The man in black sighed. ‘If
that’s the way you–’

Dione moved. Her pistol came up
and she was firing before any of the gunmen knew what was
happening. The first round hit the throat of one of the two at the
sides, blood spraying out from the wound, and Dione was firing at
the second before a drop had hit the ground. The leader was trying
to lift his rifle when a bullet tore his throat open. He gurgled as
he sank to his knees, eyes wide behind his goggles.

‘Fuck,’ Dione grumbled. She
pulled her phone out of her coat and began dialling. ‘Evan, I am
going to take that out of your hide.’ She lifted her phone to her
ear. ‘I need a van out to Abigail Tailor’s place in Springs. Two
vampires and three human corpses to pick up.’ There was a pause and
then, ‘Yes, three corpses. Get a fucking move on. I’ll explain it
to the Concilium when I damn well have the time!’

New York. NY.

‘I don’t get it,’ Pat said. ‘Why bring
him here?’

Dione waited for the locks on
one of the Candle’s feeding rooms to engage before answering. ‘I’m
not letting him out of my sight and Abigail needs seeing to. We’re
going to need a couple of supplicants on hand from the emergency
list. She hasn’t been sleeping for too long, but she could be a
little disturbed when she comes around.’

‘Yeah, of course, but that’s a
lousy excuse for keeping a man like Evan here.’

‘It’s safe and it’s public. I
want people to know we caught the guy. If I spirit him away
to some room in the Concilium building, some of the idiots out
there will say we didn’t catch him and use it as an excuse to end
more valentines.’

‘That’s…’ Silas was standing
nearby and he looked almost surprised. ‘That’s a damn good idea,
Hunter. Didn’t expect that from… uh, someone in your position.’

Dione looked at him, her
expression blank. ‘I told you this isn’t thirty years ago,
Silas.’

‘Yeah. Yeah, you did. Maybe if
you’d been the Hunter in San Francisco back then…’

‘Ifs and maybes.’ Dione turned
her attention back to Pat. ‘Let’s get some supplicants sorted out.
I want that stick out of Abigail’s chest.’

Pat nodded. ‘On it.’

~~~

The feeding room where they were
performing the operation was a little crowded. Aside from Dione,
Kelly Jarvis, and the currently inanimate Abigail Tailor, there was
Tony and a huge transylvanian he had called in to help, and two
supplicants from the emergency list who were hanging back with
Jarvis but ready to gift some of their blood if it was needed.
Tailor had been laid out in the middle of the room and looked sort
of peaceful, if you ignored the length of wood sticking out of her
chest. Mike was standing outside the room, guarding both it and the
cell being used for Evan.

‘All right,’ Dione said, ‘I’m
going to go through this for those who may not be aware of the
circumstances. Abigail has been forced into a form of hibernation,
diu somno. It’s a defensive measure, normally. If we can’t get
blood in a timely manner, we go to sleep, which can keep us
functional in a dormant state for a long time. Being forced into it
is unpleasant and we tend to wake up cranky.’ There was a rumble of
laughter from the transylvanian: maybe he had had it done to him.
‘Abigail is a transylvanian, which makes this a little harder. She
may go into a frenzy, which is why we have two nice big vampires
here to hold her down.’

‘Abby will be okay,’ Jarvis
asserted. ‘If she knows I’m not hurt, she’ll be fine.’

‘Perhaps, but better safe than
sorry. She is unlikely to need too much blood. A staked
vampire can go about a year without. However, she has a deep,
penetrating wound to heal and letting her feed in a controlled
manner from a couple of sources over the next hour or so will
ensure she comes through this okay. Any questions?’

There appeared to be no
questions and Dione nodded. ‘Hold her shoulders,’ she said and then
settled into position, sitting on Tailor’s thighs. Leaning forward,
Dione braced one hand on the sheet covering the floor and took hold
of the stake in Tailor’s chest with the other. ‘Okay, here we go.
She may buck some. On three. One… Two… Three!’ And Dione yanked the
length of sharpened wood free of Tailor’s chest.

For a second, there was nothing.
Then Tailor’s eyes snapped open and she tried to sit up. Her eyes
widened when she realised she was being held down, but she did not
develop the wild-eyed look of a transylvanian in frenzy. ‘What’s
happening? Kelly? Where–’

‘I’m here, Abby,’ Jarvis called
out. She rushed forward, stopped by Dione’s outstretched arm, but
she was close enough that Tailor had seen her and the look of
relief on the vampire’s face had Dione relaxing.

‘Okay, I think we’re good,’
Dione said, tossing the stake into a corner. ‘Let her up.’ Dione
got to her feet as Tony and the transylvanian gorilla lifted away
from Tailor’s shoulders. ‘Abigail, you know me, right?’

‘Dione. The Hunter. That man…
That bastard–’

‘Is locked up next door. I’m
more concerned with you for now. You have a big wound to heal.
You’re going to take it easy for a while. We’ve got you some people
to help with extra gifts. You’re lucky. He normally ends his
vampire victims.’

‘He was using Abigail to control
me,’ Jarvis said. ‘He said he would end her if I didn’t do as he
said.’ Tears were running down the blonde’s face: relief or pain at
the memories, or maybe both.

‘When you’re both physically
fit,’ Dione said, ‘I want you both to talk to one of our
counsellors. It’ll help.’ She looked down at Tailor and smiled.
‘That’s starting to close already. We’ll give it five minutes and
then we’ll start with the first gift.’

19th March.

Pat, like most vampires, was a sound
sleeper. Vampires slept like the dead, for the most part, but that
did not mean they were hard to wake up. They could sleep on a bed
of jagged rocks if they had to, but thousands of years of vampire
hunters with stakes had evolved quite a strong survival instinct,
even when sleeping. Exactly what had woken Pat, she was not sure
of, but she was awake and alert in an instant.

She heard another sound:
floorboards creaking. Someone was in her apartment and trying to
avoid being heard. She waited and heard another creak, maybe
softer, maybe further away.

Reaching out, Pat grabbed her
phone and dashed off a quick message to Dione. Then she slipped out
of bed and opened the cabinet beside it, pulling out a metal case
with a combination lock. Dione had given her the gun not long after
the club had been opened and there had been lessons, but the weapon
stayed in its case almost all the time. Given what had happened
recently, however, the possibility that someone had broken in to
end a couple of valentines sprang immediately to mind.

There was no one in the corridor
outside her room, but the door to Silas’s bedroom was open. She
made her way, as quietly as possible, toward it, freezing when she
heard a floorboard creak under her weight. No one came to
investigate and there were no sounds. She continued down the
hall.

Silas was not in his room. Had
he been taken from it? If so, why had they not taken her too? Maybe
the old fool had gone downstairs to raid the bar. Still cautious,
but moving more quickly, Pat headed for the lounge and then went
out to the stairs leading down into the club.

There was no sign of him until
Pat reached the ground floor, and there all she found was that the
door to the pascua was open. Wondering what on Earth Silas could
want down there, Pat started down the stairs. There were lights on,
and they should have been out at this time of night. The club was
closed; the pascua was not yet open. The only occupant of the place
was…

Pat almost jumped the last few
steps and then came to a grinding halt as a pair of stubby assault
rifles were aimed at her as soon as she hit the ground. The men
behind them were dressed in black, with black masks, and they
looked like they had every plan to use their weapons. Her pistol
was raised; maybe she could take one out before the other opened
fire.

And then Pat heard the voice
from her left. ‘Damn it, kid. What the Hell are you doing down
here?’

Pat intended to glance left
before returning her attention to the trained rifles, but her eyes
locked in place as they took in the view down the corridor. There
were two more men in masks, hauling Evan between them. He had been
cuffed, it seemed, and there was a black bag over his head. In
front of the trio was… ‘Silas?’

Her creator was looking annoyed,
pained, and resigned, all at once. ‘Put the pistol down before they
shoot you in the head.’

‘What’s going on, Silas? What
the fuck are you doing with these people?’

‘Never mind that. Put the gun
down.’

There was, as far as Pat could
see, nothing she could do. Dione might have been able to shoot her
way out of this, but Pat was just an ordinary vampire. Moving
slowly, she crouched down and placed her pistol on the ground. Then
she straightened up and raised her hands. ‘What now?’

‘Now…’ Silas paused, looking
down as he considered. When his eyes came back up, Pat knew she was
in trouble. ‘Now you come with us. Bag her.’

One of the pair of men in front
of Pat advanced, pulling a black cloth bag from somewhere behind
his back. Pat did her best to relax. There was nothing she could do
and they were not going to end her immediately. And she had sent a
message to Dione…

~~~

‘I think we should’ve told her,’ Mike
commented.

‘Possibly,’ Dione conceded. They
were both in Dione’s car, parked down the street from the Black
Candle. They had been for several hours and it looked like their
patience was paying off. But maybe not telling Pat what was going
on had been a mistake. The text message suggested that Pat had
detected something going on and she was not going to leave it at
that, and Dione had hoped that Pat would simply be left out of
it…

‘The door’s opening,’ Mike said.
He was looking out through night-vision binoculars. ‘I see… Damn
it! They’ve got Pat with them. Do you want to go in now?’

‘No, we’ll let this play out. If
they’ve taken her alive, I don’t think they’ll end her
quickly.’

‘They probably wouldn’t bother
with the bag over her head if they were planning to just end her.
Okay. What if they head straight for Langley or something?’

‘Then there’s only four of them,
plus Silas. We’ll run them off the road and deal with it. Mary’s
already preparing a terrorism cover story and the CIA aren’t going
to argue it.’

‘Right.’ Mike put down his
binoculars and picked up his shotgun. ‘And if we lose them, Mary
activates the tracker we put on Silas, but don’t lose them.’

‘Young man,’ Dione replied,
starting the car’s engine, ‘I have been following bad men in cars
since before you were born. And before that it was bad men in carts
and on horses. I’m not going to lose them.’ She waited for the
black van Pat and Evan had been piled into to turn right at the end
of the block and then pulled out. ‘I don’t have that many
friends. I’m not going to let a jerk like Silas take one of them
away.’

~~~

Pat had only the vaguest idea of where
she was. She knew from the motion that they had turned right onto
9th Avenue, so they were heading south. They had crossed
a bridge: the sound was different on the bridge. They had not gone
too far after the bridge before there was more turning and then
they had stopped. They were probably in Brooklyn, which was not too
bad.

Scent told her that they were
not too far from the river, somewhere at least semi-industrial. The
building they were moved into had been recently repainted. The
smell of thinners and industrial preservatives told her that. The
sound quality suggested a large space, but not very large:
an industrial unit rather than a warehouse. There was the scent of
two more men.

There were also offices off the
main floor. Pat was taken into one of them and handcuffed to a
chair, and then left there, alone as far as she could tell. She had
no idea what they were doing to Evan and, right now, she did not
care much. When the bag was finally pulled off her head and she
found herself looking at Silas, she vented her feelings on the
situation by spitting at him.

‘I probably deserved that,’
Silas said, wiping sputum from his shirt.

‘You’d better hope I can’t get
out of these cuffs,’ Pat replied.

‘You won’t. Those are
good-quality cuffs and there are plenty of men outside who would
prefer to see you shot to Hell and burned, so I wouldn’t recommend
it anyway.’

‘You’re going to end me
anyway.’

‘That is up to you, kid. Right
now, you’re a potential asset. If you keep your mouth shut and
don’t do anything stupid, that circumstance will continue.’

‘An asset? An asset for what?
What the Hell are you doing with these people, Silas?’

Silas picked up a chair and
planted it down a couple of yards from Pat. He sat down, leaning on
the back, and sighed. ‘It happened kind of like I said, only it
wasn’t vampires who came for me in San Francisco. The government
has been trying to figure out vampires for years. Figuring out what
to do with them. Figuring out how to use them. The pogrom
came around the time they were thinking that maybe they needed to
stop just watching. They grabbed a few of us in the confusion.’

‘So you just decided to go along
with it? You hated the government.’

‘Still do. I didn’t cooperate at
first, but then… Hell, kid, they get me supplicants, tasty ones.
I’ve converted plenty more since you and no Concilium to get in the
way. I proposed using valentines as infiltration agents and–’

Pat snorted out a laugh. ‘That
turned out really well. You made a serial killer.’

‘I told them Evan was
unstable. They didn’t believe me and sent him out on his own. They
know they fucked up with him and it’s been even better for
me since. They pay attention to my opinions now. If I tell them I
could use a female instructor, they’ll listen. It’d be like old
times. You and me together.’

‘You’re crazy! I don’t know
anything about training spies.’

‘Neither did I. You’d be
teaching female valentines how to be female valentines.
You’d be training valentines you converted.’

Pat opened her mouth and then
closed it again. ‘I… I’ll think about it.’

‘Good. Just don’t take too long.
We’re shipping out in an hour. I need your answer by then.’

~~~

‘They have a watchman on the roof,’
Dione said as she slipped back into the car. ‘It looks like it’s
intended as a small factory space, but it’s not in use at the
moment. For its intended purpose anyway.’

‘Not uncommon on the Navy Yard,’
Mike commented. ‘No way to tell how many are in there?’

‘No, but it won’t be a huge
cell, and I took out three of them on Long Island. ETA for the SWAT
team?’

Mary’s voice came from Mike’s
phone, set between the seats. ‘Five minutes. They’ve been briefed
to expect armed resistance and that it’s a hostage situation.’

‘All right. I’m going to go
eliminate the watch position. Mike, when SWAT gets here, you take
them in through the front door as soon as you can. If there’s
someone up on the top, there must be rooftop access, so I’ll start
down and meet you halfway.’ Dione reached for the door handle.

‘Okay, but be careful,’ Mike
said.

Dione flashed him a smile.
‘You be careful. If you get shot, you don’t heal as fast as
I do.’

~~~

Getting to the roof did not require much
effort: there were drainpipes up the side. The guard on the roof
was unconscious before he knew she was there. Killing him had been
an option, and one Dione figured she could justify to the
Concilium, but it was unnecessary and she really wanted at least
one of them to get away alive to tell his bosses what had
happened.

The rooftop door gave access to
a flight of stairs leading into a short service corridor at the
back of the building. There was a fire door there too, alarmed so
it would have made a poor entry point. There were two interior
doors, one close to the stairs, the other at the far end of the
corridor. Dione had no idea of the internal layout, however, so she
was guessing when it came to which one she should take.

‘Is the roof guy out of the
picture?’ Mike’s voice sounded in Dione’s ear.

‘You’re clear,’ she said,
keeping her voice soft but knowing the throat mic would pick it
up.

‘Right. Breaching in 60
seconds.’

‘Understood.’ Dione slipped her
sword from under her coat and then made a snap decision. ‘I’m going
to draw them toward the rear of the building. Create a
distraction.’

‘Got it.’

Dione waited twenty seconds or
so, and then she kicked the fire door and was dashing for the
nearest interior door almost before the alarm began to sound.

There were offices on a
corridor. No sign of CIA agents. Dione made for the first office
door, turned the handle, darted inside, and closed the door behind
her. She could hear running feet now, but not on the corridor
outside. It was muffled enough to be in the service corridor
and–

‘What do you want now, Silas?
What’s with the alarm?’

Dione looked around, actually
taking in the room, and spotted a familiar figure cuffed to a chair
with a bag over her head. Stepping forward, she pulled the bag free
and grinned at Pat. ‘It’s going to get a lot noisier pretty soon. I
hope you’re not too annoyed that I’m not Silas.’

‘I’ll contain my disappointment.
Can you get me out of these cuffs?’

Taking a bunch of keys from her
pocket, Dione walked around the chair, found the spare handcuff key
she kept on the ring, and was about to unlock the cuffs when she
heard a crashing sound from somewhere outside. ‘I need to go to
work.’ She unlocked the cuffs and then pulled a pistol from under
her coat, dropping it in Pat’s lap. ‘Stay here. Anything not a cop
comes through that door, shoot it.’

‘Don’t you need this thing?’ Pat
asked, picking up the pistol.

Dione raised her sword. ‘Not
really.’ She darted to the door, moving in that suddenly rapid
manner which meant she had activated one of her blood powers, her
warrior aspect. Pat had never understood exactly what it was, or
how it was possible, had only seen it once before, but she was
convinced now that Dione probably did not need a gun to cause a lot
of harm.

The sound of gunfire grew louder
as Dione swept out of the room. The agent who had just run past the
door stalled as he heard someone behind him, managing a quarter
turn before Dione’s sword cut the tendons at the back of his right
knee. With a shriek, he fell forward onto the ground with enough
presence of mind to roll onto his back and bring his rifle around,
but not with enough speed. Dione drove the tip of her sword through
his right eye and pulled it free again as she started down the
corridor in the direction he had been going.

~~~

Dione’s distraction, speed, a couple of
ballistic shields, and some luck had got Mike and the SWAT team in
through the door. That and a battering ram anyway. Now they were in
trouble. There was precious little cover in the room and most of it
was occupied by the six men with assault rifles they were trying to
put down. Two of the SWAT operatives were down, but Mike thought
they had been hit in their vests and would pull through. One of the
six agents was also down, probably for good.

Mike had found a crate of some
kind to duck behind. He had an uncomfortable feeling that it had
been used to transport weapons and might still contain some.
Hopefully, considering the bullets that were hitting it, nothing
inside was explosive. His shotgun was almost useless at this range.
The agents were behind overturned tables which were proving to be
effective barriers. Mike could fire, and hit a table, and the
resulting explosion tended to make the CIA men take cover, but that
was about it. It was a stand-off.

Until the door beside the agents
burst open and the fury of an annoyed Dione descended upon the CIA
contingent. Two of them probably never realised what was happening
as her sword slashed through their flesh as soon as she was through
the door. The next man to die was starting to turn when his head
left his shoulders. Then Dione moved on, pushing aside a rifle
which was swinging toward her as she ran her blade through the
gunman’s chest.

That left one. He got his rifle
around, aiming it at Dione, but in doing so he had lifted his body,
his head rising over the cover of the table. It was a fatal
mistake: his head more or less dissolved as three SWAT officers
fired at once.

Nodding, Dione pulled her sword
clear and flicked blood off the blade. ‘We’re missing at least
two,’ she called out. ‘Mike, Pat is in the back office. Secure her
and get her out. Everyone else, I need a sweep of the other
offices. We’re looking for one terrorist and one unknown, possibly
a hostage. But both are to be treated as dangerous.’

Mike got to his feet and started
for the door Dione had come through. She stopped him with an
outstretched arm. ‘There’s a door at the back of this room. You’ll
come in at the back. The office is through a door, on the right.
Take her out through the fire exit and around to the car.’

‘Okay,’ Mike returned and set
off to the end of the room. He found the door, pushed through into
the service corridor, and continued down it. Dione was getting him
out of the way, of course. Worried about her partner, which was a
little annoying in a way. On the other hand, once again, Dione was
entrusting him with one of her best friends. He could not really
complain.

Finding the door Dione had said
would lead to the offices, Mike opened it and pushed through, and
found himself looking down the barrel of a pistol. Mike had never
seen Silas, but from the description he had been given, this was
him. He looked more determined than Mike had expected, more sure of
himself, but not entirely sure. There was enough nervous energy
there to make him far too dangerous.

‘Don’t get any stupid ideas,’
Silas said. ‘Gun on the floor.’ Mike lowered his shotgun to the
ground. He still had his pistol, but getting to it fast enough
seemed unlikely. The sound of the SWAT team at the other end of the
building was getting louder… ‘Good.’ Silas moved around Mike, fast,
and grabbed the back of his vest. The pistol was pressed to the
back of Mike’s skull.

Mike saw Dione appear at the
head of the corridor, two cops behind her. She saw Mike and the
situation almost immediately. ‘Let him go, Silas,’ Dione called
out. ‘You’re not getting out of here on your own. How many pieces
you do leave in depends on what you do now.’

‘We both know what the sentence
will be if you take me in, Hunter,’ Silas called back. ‘I’m going
to back out now. If I see one cop following me, this one dies.’

Mike tensed, ready to act, even
if he figured his chances were slim. Maybe if he dropped, it would
unbalance Silas and someone could get a shot off before–

Two loud bangs filled the air,
the shock of the twin explosions echoing through the narrow
corridor and setting Mike’s ears ringing. He felt something, blood
maybe, hitting his neck. Then the pistol dropped away, followed by
Silas’s hand on his collar, and Mike turned around.

Pat was standing in the doorway
of the office she had been waiting in. She was holding Dione’s
pistol, braced at arm’s length. Her eyes were wide and she was
starting to tremble. Mike checked Silas: down with half his skull
missing. He was not getting up from that. The pistol Pat was
holding fell from her nerveless fingers, and Mike stepped quickly
forward to catch her as she fell, bouncing off the doorframe as she
went.

Dione was at his side in an
instant. ‘Is she okay?’

‘Fainted, I think,’ Mike
replied. ‘Going to have a bruise… for a minute or so, but she’ll be
okay. Well, after she’s come to terms with shooting her creator.
Did you find Evan?’

‘We have him. That’s what
delayed us a little. Get Pat to my car and take her home. I’ll
finish the wrap-up here and join you later.’

Mike looked around at his
partner. ‘I get to drive your car?’

Dione pulled her keys from her
pocket. ‘If you scratch the paintwork, I’ll make sure that Leeanne
has no further use for you.’

Mike took the keys and then
lifted Pat into his arms. ‘That seems fair.’

~~~

It was almost seven a.m. when Dione
finally walked through the door of Pat’s apartment. Pat was sitting
in her favourite chair, wrapped in a blanket with a glass of
whiskey in her hand, staring into space. Mike sat nearby, watching
while not appearing to watch. Dione had no doubt that, if Pat had
really been with it, Mike would have been told off and sent home by
then, but Pat stirred at Dione’s approach, looking around.

‘Hey,’ Pat said.

‘Hey,’ Dione returned. ‘This is
probably a pointless question, but how are you feeling?’

‘Okay.’

‘Try again.’

‘I’m okay, really… Okay, so I’m
not. Have you talked to the Concilium? What are they going
to say about this?’

‘Nothing. I’ll deal with
them.’

‘What the Hell would they
have to say?’ Mike asked. ‘She shot a vampire who was threatening
me, a human.’

‘She shot her creator,’ Dione
replied. ‘“Respect your creator” is one of the tenets of vampire
law. However’ – Dione fixed her gaze on Pat – ‘that your creator
set aside every tenet of vampire law and you were defending
a human designated as an agent of the Summus Concilium kind of
trumps that. Both Mike and I can attest to the fact that you did
not do it without good reason. Your reactions after the event
suggest more remorse than that prick deserves. I’ll handle the
Concilium. I don’t foresee any more difficulty regarding that than
about me cutting up a bunch of CIA agents.’

Pat nodded. ‘I guess when you
put it like that…’

‘You almost certainly saved my
life, Pat,’ Mike said. ‘I owe you.’

Forcing a grin, Pat looked
around at Mike. ‘Lend me that gorgeous girlfriend of yours for an
afternoon and we’ll call it quits.’

Mike could recognise forced
joviality when he heard it. ‘Only if I can video it and you sign
off on the distribution rights. I know this vampire in L.A. who can
get me some sweet deals in the straight-to-DVD market.’

‘I bet you think that would stop
her too,’ Dione said. ‘Go get some sleep, Mike. We’ll have the FBI
all over this pretty soon and we can only stall them for so
long.’

Mike climbed to his feet,
nodding. ‘Well, that’s something to look forward to…’

~~~

Adams and Gallows were back in the
official SCU office at two p.m. sharp, and Mary had been working
through the morning to make sure they would have little to complain
about.

‘We’ll need all the forensic–’
Gallows began.

Dione cut him off. ‘It’s being
delivered to your field office as we speak. Mary took a preliminary
look while she was cataloguing it all… You’re not going to get
much. It looks like they used something fairly heavy duty to wipe
the computers and phones. Mary suggested something military
grade. You may have more luck with the one I managed to knock out.
He hasn’t said a damn thing yet though and we haven’t been able to
identify him. None of them, in fact.’

‘Disappointing,’ Gallows
commented sourly.

‘Perhaps. Honestly, I don’t
think they were terrorists at all. I think this was some sort of
espionage operation. Counter-espionage is your area, however. Good
luck.’

‘What about these hostages?
Lumiere and Harris?’

‘Pat is a personal friend. I’d
appreciate it if you took it a little easy with her. She’s still in
shock. I have a statement from her and she’ll be willing to talk to
you, but she seems to be collateral damage. These people were
really after Harris and Pat was in the way. She had a bag over her
head pretty much the whole time.’

‘So what did they want from
Harris?’ Adams asked.

Dione shrugged. ‘He’s not
talking either. We have him locked up, but I’m not sure what we can
hold him on. Unless we can get something to suggest he was part of
this, or he asks for protection, we’re going to have to turn him
loose. Well, there is one weird thing…’

‘Go on.’

‘His first name’s Evan, a name
the Valentine Killer has used on a number of occasions, and he
matches the descriptions and photograph we have. My people are
rushing to see whether anything else we have can tie him into the
murders. The photograph alone might be enough to hold him
for a while longer, but we need more.’

‘So these… possible spies
captured a serial killer?’ Gallows asked, though it sounded more
like an accusation.

‘Maybe. We were closing in on
him anyway. We’d isolated his possible hiding places to three
locations and we were narrowing those down.’

‘We think he got wind of it and
bolted,’ Mike added. ‘He ended up at the Black Candle with Pat. If
he is the killer, well, we know how persuasive he can
be.’

‘It sounds like your friend was
actually lucky she was kidnapped,’ Adams said.

‘Lucky for us. Pat sent Diana a
message when she thought there were people in her building.’

‘And I got there just in time to
see her being dragged away,’ Dione added. ‘When luck plays a part
in an investigation, I just thank Tyche and get on with it.’

‘Tyche?’ Gallows asked,
frowning.

‘Greek goddess of luck and good
fortune. Lady Luck, if you like. Anyway, we’re looking into trying
to nail Harris for the murders, so if you guys were to put in a
request to hold him for interview…’

‘It would give you longer to
dig,’ Adams finished, grinning. ‘He’s an important witness in a
possible terrorism case. He should be in protective custody. Might
take us a couple of days to get to him though.’

Dione returned the grin and,
apparently absently, adjusted the lapel of her blouse. ‘Andy, I’ll
owe you one.’

‘Interagency cooperation is
important. We’ll start on your silent spy in the morning.’

‘Thanks, Andy.’

Mike waited for the two agents
to make their way out of the office before speaking. ‘So what
happens now? We can’t let them talk to Evan or the other guy, can
we?’

‘The spy, probably,’ Dione
replied. ‘He won’t say anything. Either he knows someone will come
get him out or he knows he’s been cut loose. Either way, he’s
better off keeping silent. Evan is another matter, but we have…
provisions for this kind of situation.’

‘Provisions?’

‘Uh-huh. I need to talk to the
Concilium. However, there’s something else I need to do first.’

~~~

Pat looked around as her apartment door
opened. She realised that she was having to supress a desire to
reach for her pistol, which was nearby even though she was not sure
she could actually pick it up.

It came as something of a relief
then when Dione walked through the door, followed by Lisa. They
both looked a little worried, which was not so good, but also sort
of expected.

‘Have you moved since I left?’
Dione asked.

‘Of course. I got dressed,
didn’t I?’

It was true that Pat was now in
a T-shirt and casual slacks, but she was still sitting in the same
position and there was still a glass of whiskey on the arm of her
chair. ‘Eaten anything?’

‘I eat far more than I need to
anyway.’

Lisa just walked in, sat down on
the arm of Pat’s chair, and pulled her friend into a hug. ‘I’m
sorry,’ Lisa whispered.

‘What are you apologising for?’
Pat asked. ‘You were right about–’

‘I left you with him.’

‘That’s a good thing. I doubt
they’d have bothered with taking you prisoner. You wouldn’t have
been an asset.’

‘Well, I’m back now.’

‘And I,’ Dione said, ‘am going
to fix you something to eat and leave Lisa to make sure you eat it.
Anything else can wait for–’

‘Come back here tonight,’ Pat
interrupted. ‘I’ve already got someone in to cover the top bar. We
can sit down there, drink, and chat. Bring Mike and see if Leeanne
can come. Might as well have a crowd.’

‘Okay,’ Dione agreed, starting
for the small kitchen. ‘I’ll see what I can do. But right now,
you’re going to have food and the tender care of a trained medical
practitioner.’

‘Want me to get the “naughty
nurse” outfit out?’ Lisa asked, grinning.

Pat opened her mouth to say no,
because that was really the last thing she wanted right now,
and then stopped. ‘Well… It couldn’t hurt…’

~~~

‘You are supposed to be having a night
off,’ Lisa commented.

Pat dragged her eyes away from
the Candle’s bar, which was actually operating perfectly
well without her. ‘I am. I just…’

‘It’s a good thing, in a way,’
Dione said. ‘Once upon a time, Pat was a hippy, and now she’s a
responsible businesswoman.’ Dione had elected to sit as close to
the wall in their booth as she could get, rather than on the outer
edge like Pat. Dione preferred the shadows and Pat could not keep
herself from worrying about her club.

‘I’m sure they can manage
without you for one night,’ Leeanne said. She was beside Dione with
Mike sitting beside her. ‘You’ve had a… busy day or two. Stressful.
You should rest. Doctor’s orders. Right, Doctor Tully?’

Lisa grinned. ‘I concur with
both diagnosis and suggested treatment, Doctor Drake.’

‘I feel like I’m being ganged up
on,’ Pat said.

‘Dione and I could recommend
house arrest too, if you like,’ Mike said, grinning.

‘I am being ganged up on.
So, I was thinking… You guys knew about Silas before he helped get
Evan out of here, right?’

‘Yes,’ Dione replied.

‘So putting Evan downstairs was
basically a trap.’

‘Yes.’

‘For Silas?’

‘For Silas and his CIA friends.
I wanted to know as much about them as possible. Mary is going over
the copies she took of their hard drives and phones.’

‘And the FBI get nothing,’ Mike
added, ‘since Mary made sure their equipment was blanked.’

‘And you didn’t tell me about
any of this because?’ Pat asked.

‘Would you have believed it?’
Dione asked in reply. ‘Could you have kept quiet about it knowing
that we thought Silas was working for the CIA? I mean, not only was
he your creator, but the last time you saw him, the chances of him
working for any form of government were slim.’

‘I was having thoughts about him
before this,’ Pat countered. ‘Though… It seemed more like he just
wanted me to himself. He didn’t like you, but then he wouldn’t have
liked any Hunter. I’m not sure. I feel like I should be
pissed about this, but you might be right.’

‘And the plan was not
supposed to result in you being taken away with Evan,’ Mike
added.

‘But that turned out well,’
Leeanne said, grinning. ‘You got proof about Silas and you saved
Mike from him. I owe you for that.’

Pat grinned back. ‘Well, I
already told Mike what he could do to repay me.’

Leeanne blushed. ‘Yeah, he did
mention that.’ Rallying, she added, ‘With what Lisa’s always
telling me, I’d go for it, but I wouldn’t want to cast Mike aside
to join your harem.’

‘Very self-sacrificing of you.
Okay, so Evan’s awaiting his punishment, and I guess you’ve sent a
message to the CIA… Anything outstanding or can we get back to
normal around here?’

‘I think that’s everything,’
Dione said. ‘The ghouls were definitely CIA and we’ve had no sign
of more activity. Word is being put around that we caught the
Valentine Killer, and we’re making sure people know he was a
one-off, a bad choice to be turned into any kind of vampire.
I think the noise should die down soon enough. It’s already looking
busier in here.’

‘Yeah,’ Pat agreed. ‘Things seem
to be returning to normal.’

‘There was the mysterious
bloodless corpse,’ Mike said.

‘Vampires do leave those.’

‘This one was a vampire.
All its blood extracted, hands and head removed.’

‘Oh. Why would someone suck the
blood out of a vampire? We can’t drink vampire blood.’

‘I suspect,’ Dione said, ‘that
it was either Cartwright’s special task force, or otherwise related
to Societas, or it was the CIA again. Winthrop was able to
determine that the body was a transylvanian. Obviously they didn’t
want him identified. It has all the hallmarks of a warning killing,
but there have been no new rumours of Societas activity here.’ She
frowned. ‘There is one other possibility… But, unless we can
identify the body, that one’s a bit of a dead end. No pun
intended.’

‘Good, because that would be
bad. Just one thing left to do then?’

Dione nodded. ‘But that has to
wait for the final verdict from the Concilium.’

‘Not that they’re going to
change their minds.’

‘No. Evan’s fate is pretty much
sealed. It’s all over bar the chopping. On the other hand, tomorrow
should be fun.’

‘Oh? Why?’

‘Let’s just say that the FBI are
in for a surprise…’

20th March.

‘They’re gone?’ Dione asked. ‘Both of
them?’ Mike was amazed. Even he believed that the vampire
was shocked.

Special Agent Gallows looked
unimpressed. Then again, he had been pretty massively pissed off
when he walked into the office. ‘Both of them. Apparently, two U.S.
Marshals turned up last night with an order to move both of them to
a federal prison.’

‘Let me guess,’ Mike said, ‘no
such order and the IDs didn’t check out.’

‘It all appeared kosher to the
guys on the desk,’ Adams said. He was being more reasonable about
things. He was angry, but hiding it better. ‘We have the forms. It
looks like someone paid a lot for the forgeries. We’ve put out
pictures to… well, everywhere. No sign of either of them at the
ports or airports. We suspect they may still be in the city.
Whoever took them will likely keep them hidden until the heat dies
down and then move them.’

Dione nodded. ‘Whoever was
behind the original cell. Cleaning up the mess I’d expect. They
certainly seem to be connected.’

‘We… had noticed that, yes.’

‘Yeah,’ Gallows more or less
growled. ‘Someone connected is leaning on–’

‘Internal office politics,’
Adams interrupted, ‘which you wouldn’t be interested in. We’ll take
it from here.’

‘If that’s how you want to play
it,’ Dione said. ‘Give us a heads-up if you find them.’

‘Sure.’

~~~

‘Where is the spy guy?’ Mike
asked as he rode down in the elevator with Dione. ‘I assume Evan is
at the Concilium place.’

‘Yes. The CIA man should be in
Atlanta by now. He’ll be held there for a couple of weeks and then
released.’

‘Huh, so much for watching
transport hubs.’

Dione smiled. ‘Vampires have
been transporting people under the radar since before there was
radar. He’ll be dumped on a street. I’d imagine he’ll contact his
superiors and they’ll bring him in and debrief him. The CIA will
get the picture, which is that they shouldn’t mess with us. Or
that’s the hope.’

‘They don’t strike me as the
kind of people who take a hint. I mean, how long were they trying
to kill Castro for?’

‘Hmm… Yes, you have a point.’
Dione stepped out of the elevator and started for the heavy door
which was already opening. ‘Well, for their sake and ours, let’s
hope they’ve learned from their mistakes.’

23rd March.

‘News of Evan is getting around,’ Dione
said to the assembled SCU team. Even Juliana was there to hear the
round-up reports. ‘Pat says that attendance at the pascua is back
to near-normal levels. The Candle was humming on Friday and
Saturday.’

‘The S-Net buzz is fairly
positive,’ Mary reported. ‘There are a number of discussion threads
floating around suggesting that anyone thinking that valentines
were inherently dangerous has to be an idiot.’ She presented a sour
expression and added, ‘Several of those were by people previously
jumping on the “valentines are dangerous” bandwagon, but they’re
adding to the volume I suppose. Basically, we’re back to normal, or
what passes for normal on the internet.’

‘What did you get off their
hardware?’ Mike asked.

‘Still working through it all,
but they weren’t reporting to Langley or Fort Meade, or any of the
other regular places. We’ve got a fairly isolated cell of
operatives brought in specifically for this job. I found evidence
that they’ve been hunting for Evan since at least Mexico. They also
had a lot of information on us which they must’ve collected while
they were here.’

‘That doesn’t sound good.’

‘No, but I don’t think they
transmitted much of it back to their HQ. There was an email
sequence requesting and confirming the ghouls, so that
absolutely confirms their involvement in that incident.’

‘Not that we suspected
otherwise,’ Dione said.

‘No… I haven’t found anything
yet suggesting that they were responsible for that drained
transylvanian.’

‘Have we got anywhere with
identifying him?’

Mary shook her head and Winthrop
said, ‘The DNA tests have come back negative, as expected. He is
not in any of the systems we have access to.’

Dione frowned. ‘No one matching
his description reported missing?’

‘Not yet,’ Mary replied. ‘It’s
possible that he will be, but nothing yet.’

‘We could check transients
again,’ Mike suggested. ‘See if anyone left suddenly,
unexpectedly.’

‘Worth a shot,’ Dione
agreed.

‘You said there was another
reason someone might have done it. In the Candle, you mentioned
something and then didn’t elaborate.’

‘A reason for sucking the blood
from a vampire?’ Winthrop asked. ‘Oh, well, there’s magic.’

Juliana raised an eyebrow and
got in before Mike could say it. ‘Magic is real?’

‘Magic certainly exists,’
Winthrop replied. ‘Exactly what it is, how it works, why
some people can invoke its power and not others… Those are very
open questions. What is known is that it revolves around
blood. Blood taken from a living being, much as vampires need live
blood to continue their existence. Since vampires somehow take
live, human blood and… concentrate it, vampire blood is
significantly more potent than ordinary human blood which has
resulted in some unfortunate turns of events in the past.’

‘Magical bloodlines were
routinely cut off when we discovered them,’ Dione said. ‘We would
wipe out entire generations of families to eliminate the threat.
The biggest part of that threat comes from someone converting a
magician, but covens using vampires as sacrifices has been
something of a problem too. However, we haven’t had a coven
operating anywhere I’ve heard of in the past couple of
centuries.’

‘There was actually quite valid
conjecture that the last of the magical bloodlines had been
eliminated,’ Winthrop added. ‘It’s possible that our mystery
vampire was part of a magical ritual, but relatively unlikely.’

‘So we look at other avenues
first?’ Mike asked.

‘Yes,’ Dione replied. ‘We’ll
start looking after Evan is finally dealt with. Maybe we’ll have
more to go on by then.’

‘Do we have a date for
that?’

‘Unless someone in the Concilium
raises an objection, it’ll be dawn on Wednesday.’

Mike nodded. ‘Would it be
inappropriate for me to ask to be there?’

Dione looked at her partner for
a second. ‘It’s not an especially pleasant event, but I think it’s
worth you seeing at least one of them. If you’re sure, I’ll pick
you up around six a.m. on the day.’

‘I’m sure,’ Mike replied. ‘If
I’m going to consign people to execution, I think I should be able
to see it through to the end. If I can’t do that, I don’t think I
deserve to be here.’

25th March.

‘There are actually three methods of
execution mandated by the Summus Concilium,’ Dione explained as she
drove through the gloom of an early-morning New York. ‘Beheading is
considered the norm, and also the most merciful.’

‘I suppose it’s quick,’ Mike
said.

‘Usually. Fire is mandated for
particularly serious infractions of the rules. The vampire is fixed
to a metal grate over a fire and burned to death. It can take some
time and it’s very painful. Finally, for members of the Societas
Draconistarum, there’s exposure. They’re pegged out in the sun
until they burn to death. It’s reserved for transylvanians,
obviously.’

‘Neither sounds very nice.’

‘They aren’t. Our Concilium
voted by a narrow margin to burn Evan to death; however, the final
verdict on how sentence is carried out falls upon the Hunter
responsible. I consider anything beyond beheading to be revenge,
not justice. I refused their suggestion, even for someone like
Evan.’

Mike was silent for a second.
Then he said, ‘Good. I’m not a great believer in the death penalty,
but if it’s vampire law, and I admit vampires are different, I’d
rather it be quick and relatively painless.’

‘My thoughts precisely. And
you’re right, vampires are different. Imprisonment does not really
work. Originally, vampires could be entombed rather than ended.
That even allowed for a change of mind if new evidence came to
light. Unfortunately, it frequently resulted in the vampire being
dug up and freed by friends or followers. The practice was
abandoned sometime during the Dark Ages.’ Dione pulled the car over
into a space beside an apartment block on Park Avenue. ‘Come on,
time to go to work.’

The building was old and seemed
to be a genuine apartment block, except that the doorman was a
vampire and, upstairs somewhere, one of the suites was reserved for
the use of the Concilium when it met. Dione did not lead Mike to
the elevators, but instead opened a door marked ‘No Admittance’ and
started down a flight of stairs on the other side. Then it was
through what appeared to a perfectly normal basement with various
utilities in it, to another door which had a key-code lock on it,
down more stairs… and into a dungeon.

There was no other way to
describe the place. It had brick arches and iron-barred doors, and
it looked sort of squalid. Mike saw half a dozen cells, one of
which held Evan, still in the suit he had been wearing when he was
captured. Dione ignored him for now and continued on to a solid
door made of heavy oak at the end of the corridor. Beyond that was
a larger room, maybe twenty feet by twenty-five, but still bare
brick. At one end of the room, the bricks were covered in darker
stains which attested to its purpose. Light came from several tall
candle stands around the room which gave a rather spooky air to the
proceedings, casting much of the room into shadow.

The Concilium was waiting for
them and, before anyone else could speak, Leo stepped forward,
offering his hand to Mike. ‘Detective Williams,’ Leo said. ‘Dione
told us of your reasons for wanting to see this. I consider it a
further demonstration of her good judgement that her partner wishes
to see this through to the end. Many of her partners have preferred
not to witness this part of the proceedings.’

Mike took Leo’s hand, always a
slightly risky business considering Leo’s crushing grip. ‘I don’t
believe I’ve the right to do the job unless I’m willing to see the
result, sir.’

Leo’s lips twitched: he was
aware that Mike was pressing the formality for the rest of the
Concilium. ‘Commendable,’ he said.

‘Let’s proceed,’ Dione said.
‘Does anyone here have any reason to stay the execution of the
valentine known as Evan?’ There was silence and Dione nodded. ‘The
Concilium has recommended that Evan be burned. As the Hunter who
will carry out this order, I am enacting my right to refuse that
recommendation. Evan will be put to the sword.’

For some reason, Mike had
expected someone to object to that, or at least grumble. The
response, from Leo, seemed almost formulaic. ‘The Concilium accepts
the Hunter’s judgement. The Hunter’s mercy is noted.’

Dione bowed her head to the
assembled audience. ‘I will return with the condemned.’

No one spoke while the Hunter
went off to retrieve Evan from his cell. Mike was actually rather
pleased with the atmosphere in the room. The Concilium had made a
decision to end another vampire and they did not seem to be taking
it lightly. The silence continued as Evan was brought in, his hands
tied behind his back, and Dione escorted him to the other end of
the room, the end with all the dark stains.

Mike had sort of expected Leo to
say something then, but it was Dione who stepped in front of Evan,
between him and the Concilium, and spoke. ‘Evan, you have been
judged guilty of crimes against the community of vampires. This
judgement is final. Do you have anything to say before sentence is
carried out?’

Evan’s brow furrowed and he
looked down for a second. Then he raised his chin and the
candlelight seemed to add fire to his eyes. ‘You talk about rules
and crimes against the community. You all have no idea what you’ve
got. We’re vampires. We’re the top of the food chain. We can do
anything. You’ve all spent so much time hiding in the
shadows that you’ve forgotten what you are.’

Dione slid her katana free of
its scabbard and held it lightly at her side. ‘Your final words are
noted,’ she said. ‘But just for the record, you have no idea
what a real vampire is.’ Then she moved, her sword carving an
intricate arc of silver in the light from the candles before she
took a single step forward and the arc bisected Evan’s neck. For a
second, it seemed almost as though she had missed. Then Evan’s body
crumpled, his head peeling away to bounce once and then roll across
the brick floor. More stains were added to those already there as
blood began to soak into the porous surface.

Flicking blood from her sword,
Dione sheathed it in one fluid motion. ‘Sentence has been carried
out. If the Concilium will excuse me, my partner and I have work to
do. Michael…’

Mike followed as Dione swept
from the room. ‘That’s not something I’ll forget soon,’ he said.
‘You didn’t seem best pleased with how that went.’

‘He was right, in a way,’ Dione
replied. ‘Modern vampires have forgotten what being a
vampire is all about. Usually I think that’s a good thing, but not
always. And killing innocents was never part of the
deal.’

‘Okay. What now?’

‘Now, we go back to work.
Someone killed a transylvanian and left us precious little to work
with in finding out why. It’s time to be detectives, Mike. We have
another murderer to catch.’
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