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Chapter 1
 
 
 
Karen was on her way to work and needed cash. She had spent her entire paycheck at Donna’s Male Review the night before where she and her best friend, Melanie, were celebrating Melanie’s landing of a new client for Gimble, Mercowitz and Steiner, the architectural firm where they both worked. Looking forward to taking her best friend out for some time, Karen had paid for tips, drinks, everything. 
Heading down Houston Street—a route she knew well—Karen pulled her Mercedes over to a metered parking spot. 
She grabbed her purse and quickly exited the car, pressing the lock button on her remote keychain. Even when she was only going to pop in and out of a place, the task had become habit. 
Karen slid her ATM card into the card reader on the bank’s door. The red LED on the device switched off, replaced by a green one. As she pulled the door open and stepped inside, someone from behind slammed into her spine, knocking her to the floor. 
“Get up. Get the fuck up,” a man’s voice demanded. 
Karen turned and saw what looked like a homeless man standing a few feet from her. He was huge, easily over six feet tall. His clothes were ragged and bombarded with a multitude of stains, but his face was cleanly shaven, the skin appearing soft. He wore a dirty wool hat, but no hair showed from beneath it. A noxious aroma, a mixture of bad body odor and garbage, invaded her next desperate breath. She wanted to vomit. 
“Are you deaf? I said get the fuck up.” The man had lowered his voice, but his eyes were as intense as a starving lion’s. 
Karen did as ordered, her right leg biting. She glanced down and noticed her knee was scraped and bleeding. Not wanting to take her eyes off the man, she looked back up and asked, “What do you want? Money?” 
The man pursed his lips together. Cheek muscles bulged as he ground his teeth. “I want you to do exactly as I say. You got it, Lady?”
Karen nodded as if she understood, but just wanted the man gone. She held out her ATM card, hoping he’d take it and leave. 
“Here,” she said. “The pin is 4-3-5-5.” She had seen enough news stories about people getting mugged while at ATMs and knew it best to just surrender. The most he could get was five hundred dollars, not an amount worth dying over. 
Ignoring her, he asked, “Is that your car out there?” 
Karen glanced at her Mercedes—had he seen her drive up in it?
“No,” she answered. 
The man didn’t like that response, his face grimacing as if he was in physical pain over the lone word. He stepped toward her. 
Karen recoiled. The man’s right arm became a blur, shooting forward with lightning quickness. He grabbed her by the throat and pinned her against the wall. “I’m not playing around here, honey, so stop the lying.” 
Loosening his hold on her, he said, “Let’s start again, okay? You do what I say, and don’t lie to me, and maybe—just maybe—I won’t plunge this knife into your skull.” 
The man drew a large steak knife from the inside of his jacket and held the menacing-looking piece of cutlery in front of Karen’s widening eyes. He grinned wickedly, revealing nicotine stained teeth, then slid the knife under her chin and caressed the nape of her neck with its sharp edge. 
Karen closed her eyes, too frightened to look, and raised herself up onto her toes in an attempt to get as far away from the knife as possible. She struggled to breathe while waiting to feel the burn across her throat as the blade separated her flesh. 
The man released his grip on her and stepped away. 
Karen opened her eyes to see the man returning the weapon to his filthy coat. She tried not to cry, but the situation was too much for her. Tears welled, blurring her vision. 
“Don’t even think about crying,” the man told her. “I hate that shit.” 
Karen fluttered her eyelids and took a few deep breaths, trying to stem the flow of tears. 
“Now, this machine is out of order, so we’re going to take a little ride in your car, okay?”
That was a no-no, the worst possible outcome, and Karen knew it. He could have the money, but getting into her car with this guy could lead to bad things, very nasty things; things she didn’t want to think about. She looked back and saw the ‘Out of Order’ sign taped to the machine. The man grabbed Karen by her left arm and pulled. 
“Please, don’t do this,” she pleaded. 
The man released Karen’s arm, instead grabbing her by the hair. Turning, he headed for the door, dragging her with him. She reached up, trying to pry the man’s gargantuan mitts off of her, and dropped her ATM card in the process.
The man stopped abruptly. He pulled Karen close and spoke through clenched teeth. “I’ll kill you. Right here, right now. Your pretty little face doesn’t mean shit to me. I’ll find another bitch to use. Now pick up the fucking card and stop screwing around.”
Karen was frightened, but could feel a seed of fury growing in her belly. She was angry and growing more so with every second. Who the hell was this pig, thinking he could treat her as if she were a worthless piece of trash? To do with her whatever he wanted? 
Karen told herself that if he didn’t have the knife, she’d fight back, punching, kicking, clawing, biting—whatever it took. She’d leave the scumbag with war wounds he would never forget, but she was scared, terrified. Beyond that, there was something wrong about him. He was dressed like a homeless guy, but his face, skin, and breath spoke otherwise. He was acting like a homeless man—but why? 
Karen bent down. Her bruised knee protested. She picked up the ATM card. Dropping it into her pocket, she pondered the walk to the car. 
It was Monday morning. She remembered pulling up to the bank at ten minutes after six, according to the clock in the car. Leaving the bank with this guy—dressed as she was in her gray suit, long legs jetting out from her skirt—might be enough to attract the help she needed. The bloodied knee only added credibility. 
He made Karen give him her car keys. “I’ll unlock your doors on the way, but you’re driving, and don’t try to run or yell for help.” Then he added, “I won’t give you another warning.” 
She believed he would cut her down the minute she made a sound or tried to break for freedom. 
They left the bank, Karen in the lead with pretend-boy behind her. The lights flashed twice on her car, indicating that the alarm was off and all four doors were open. She glanced left and right without moving her head, looking for someone she could make eye contact with, but there was no one. At the end of the block, people were waiting for a bus. Even if she could get someone’s attention the big guy would probably kill her before help arrived. 
Karen walked around the front of her car while the man waited at the passenger side door. She got in and sat down. The man stood outside with his door ajar, keeping her from locking him out. 
This guy was no street resident. He was too clear-headed, and acting like he’d done this before. 
The man got in and shut the door. He pushed the lock button and all four doors clicked simultaneously. His nauseating odor filled the car, making the air too thick to breathe. Karen gagged, the foul combination of odor and nerves threatening to overpower her consciousness. She began breathing through her mouth in order to avoid the acrid smell. Another wrong move on her part and the guy would simply off her and move on to another target. 
“Drive,” he commanded. “And put your seat belt on; we don’t need any unfortunate stops.” 
She always wore her seat belt and would have put it on regardless, but hoped he wouldn’t. To her dismay, the man strapped himself in, killing any idea of launching him through the windshield with a crash. 
“Where to?” she asked.
“Just drive. I’ll tell you where to go when you need to know.” 
He grabbed her purse as she pulled away from the curb, rummaging through it and pulling out her cell phone. After playing with the buttons, he tossed the phone onto the backseat. Next, he yanked out her wallet and tore the license from it. 
“Karen, Karen Lakemire,” he said. “Pretty name, Karen. Are we married, Karen Lakemire of 214 Clearview Drive?” 
She was glad she hadn’t gotten around to changing her license yet. She had moved from the address on her I.D. four months ago, but her job at Gimble, Mercowitz and Steiner had kept her too busy for a trip to the Department of Motor Vehicles. There was no way for him to find out where she lived now and that was enough to make her feel slightly better. 
“Well?” he asked. 
“No,” she answered. 
“Sounds like a married name, too bad you’ll have to lose it. Unless you’re one of those bitches who want to keep her name, or worse, hyphenate it.” 
Not knowing if it was a real question or just babbling, she decided not to answer. She came to a red traffic light and stopped the car.
“How’s a woman like you not married yet? Wait let me guess.” He paused as the light turned green. “Too busy to settle down; wants to be a career woman. Have kids when you’re forty-five, fifty even. I can’t blame you, Karen. Turn left at the next light. There’s an ATM at the end of the block. Stop when you get there.”
She made the left, drove down the street, and parked in front of Mark’s Deli, the only open store on the block at this early hour. A cardboard sign with the words ‘ATM Inside’ written in black marker hung in the store’s dingy window. The street was void of any activity. Graffiti laced the building’s exterior. The sidewalks were cracked and broken, pieces of concrete jutting out like giant spear heads. 
Karen and her captor sat in the car with the engine running for over five minutes. The man didn’t say a single word the entire time, just stared out the window at the street. By then, he’d finished fishing through her purse, had taken all her cash and credit cards, even her gift card from B & N. Why the hell wouldn’t he just leave?
“Give me your keys,” the man said suddenly, shattering the silence. “I’m going to step out, but I won’t be gone for long.” 
Karen handed him the keys and he got out. 
She watched him walk across the road, lean against a street sign. Another long five minutes passed with no change in the man’s position. Karen wanted to jump out of the car and sprint up the block, but terror kept her paralyzed to the spot. The street was deserted and she wouldn’t make it far before the big guy ran her down. The speed and agility he demonstrated in the bank clearly indicated that the guy wasn’t malnourished. 
She felt a warm spot of optimism grow in her stomach. The ATM at the bank must have had a camera. Didn’t all banks? The whole episode had to have been caught on tape, unless the ‘Out of Order’ sign applied to the camera as well. It was something, enough of a reason to keep it together. She was going to use everything and anything as fuel for her mind. She needed to keep her wits so she could stop this guy, or at least get away. She’d never had a mission before, a real true-to-life responsibility, and that’s exactly how she had to look at her situation. She had to stop this maniac before he hurt anyone else. 
Looking out the windshield, Karen noticed a man dressed in a suit had appeared a ways down the block. He was walking toward her, but on the opposite side of the street; the same side as her kidnapper. She could break the window and yell to him for help—
The homeless guy sprang to life as the businessman approached. Karen’s captor reached out and grabbed the man’s face, brought him down, and slammed his head into one of the jagged impalements of cement. The back of the man’s skull caved in. Blood poured and the man’s limbs flailed wildly. The homeless man whirled around the body, leaning on the wiggling dead man’s legs, and started unbuttoning his shirt. 
Karen watched in disbelief and horror. It wasn’t real, it couldn’t be. She was still in her bed, cozy and asleep, while her mind endured this terrible nightmare. She turned away, not wanting to watch, pleading with herself to wake up. Raking her nails across her arm, the pain sharp and arousing, Karen realized she wasn’t dreaming. Looking up, she saw the son-of-a-bitch flip the man over like he was weightless. The guy was strong, powerful. He had the dead man’s jacket off in seconds, tossing it to the side along with the corpse’s tie. 
The white button-down shirt came off next. The murderer then took off his own raggedy coat, revealing a muscled torso with tattoos running up and down his arms. She couldn’t see his back, but guessed it was covered in ink as well. He put on the dead guy’s shirt, the fit snug, outlining the man’s tightly honed body. He buttoned it, covering his chiseled six-pack. The muscle man, no longer looking homeless, went back to work and removed the pants, socks, and shoes off the dead man. He took his time, not seeming to care if cars drove by or if people were watching from their windows. 
Fully dressed in new clothes, the man crossed the street. He passed in front of the car and held his index finger in front of his lips, indicating for Karen to be quiet. He was still wearing the cap and she guessed he must have forgotten it was on his head. As he passed by, Karen noticed a blood stain on the collar of the jacket. A shiver raced down her back. The man went inside the store, leaving her in the car alone.
She sat there staring at the dead man dressed only in his underwear. Blood pooled around the body, dripping off the curb like spilled strawberry syrup. She started to cry. Tears rolled down her cheeks. 
“Hold yourself together, girl. Don’t let this asshole see you like this,” she told herself aloud in a voice she didn’t recognize. 
Hearing it was frightening but also sobering. She’d never sounded so commanding and strong before. The tears stemmed. Karen looked at her reflection in the rearview mirror and wiped her cheeks. She didn’t want the man to see that she had been crying. 
He must have known she wouldn’t run—couldn’t run. Glancing at her purse, Karen remembered her cell phone, but the bastard had tossed it on the backseat. Keeping an eye on the deli’s door, she reached back with her right arm and canvassed the rear seat area. Her slender fingers raced along the leather, but found no phone. She turned her head around and saw that the phone was against the crease, on the right. Desperate, Karen turned back around and looked at the deli’s front entrance.
The glass door was dirty and littered with tobacco ads. Sensing the seconds were running out, Karen unbuckled her belt and reached back, stretching her whole body. Her fingers touched the phone, but she had no grip. Reaching farther, she managed to eke a few more inches out of her five-foot-seven frame, and pulled the cell phone closer. It was still on. She sat back down, keeping her right hand behind her. 
She felt for the number 5 button. It had a plastic bump on it, allowing for easy navigation without having to look at the keypad—convenient for dialing numbers in dark places, like movie theaters. 
With her thumb on 5, she worked over to the 6, then down to 9. She pressed once, expecting to hear a beep, but didn’t. She pressed again and again but no sound came from the phone. Then she remembered the guy had been playing with it. The look on his face before he had tossed it was one of satisfaction, like he’d accomplished something. 
Staring at the deli door, Karen turned and brought the phone closer to her face. She pressed the 9 button again and realized the bastard had locked the keys. A dark silhouette grew in the door’s dirty glass. Sensing her time was up, she tossed the phone in the back and sat forward. The mini-mart’s door opened and the terrible man came striding out. 
He walked around the front of the car and got in, carrying a paper bag. The rotten odor leaching out of his pores was gone, replaced by cinnamon and evergreen. Karen guessed that he’d sprayed himself with deodorant or air freshener. His hat was missing, revealing his naked, bald head. 
“Ready to go, hon?” he asked. 
“Yeah,” Karen replied. 
She couldn’t help thinking of how different he looked in a suit. The video at the bank, if there was one, was surely useless. Everybody would be on the lookout for a homeless man, not a couple dressed in suits, traveling in a Mercedes. Karen felt more alone than ever. 
The man told her to drive and then barked directions. He was leading her out of the city. They stopped at another bank, one on a considerably less crowded street. The guy definitely had a plan, Karen knew. He wasn’t just winging it. 
Before getting out of the car, he pulled a baseball cap from the paper bag and pulled it low over his forehead. They passed a few people hurrying by on their way to work, every one of them with tunnel vision and minding their own business. That was how people in the city were. Karen doubted she’d be able to catch anyone’s attention even if she tried. Nobody wanted to be bothered. 
“Now don’t even think about getting out of this car, or doing anything that might get you killed.” He opened his coat, showing Karen the knife. “I’ll be right out.” He winked and left the car, locking the doors with the remote. 
Karen thought about opening the door and fleeing, but the man was only just inside the bank’s entrance, using her ATM card. His back was to her. If she opened the door, the alarm would sound and alert the bastard. He might get spooked and take off, but that was wishful thinking. No, he’d follow through on his promise and kill her. Her shoulders slumped as she gave up on the idea. The car alarm might get people’s attention, but car alarms, like rats, were all too common in the big city. No one would so much as glance in her direction. 
Her only hope was that a police car would drive by or a beat cop would come strolling along. If either of those things happened, she’d definitely take a chance on fleeing. Tapping her foot, she waited, silently praying to see the men in blue. But none appeared, and before she knew it, the man had returned to the car. 
“Time to leave,” he said, and clicked his seatbelt before sliding the key into the ignition slot. 
Karen turned the key and started the car. Before pulling away from the curb, her phone began ringing. 
“Ignore it for now,” the man said, and Karen drove. A long minute later, the phone rang again. The man turned around and grabbed it, stretching the seatbelt to its limit. He retrieved the phone, holding it until it ceased ringing. 
“If it rings again, pull over,” he told her.
They continued driving, stopping only at red lights. The man gave Karen directions, but never more than the next road she was to take. The man’s anger appeared to have lessened. His fingers no longer clenched the door handle and his cheek muscles stopped bulging. 
They drove down Delancey Street and across the Williamsburg Bridge before getting onto the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway toward Long Island. 
Karen’s anxiety increased, her heart rate speeding as they drove along the Long Island Expressway. The farther they traveled the less populated the area became, until they reached what Karen thought of as farmland and forest. She’d seen enough movies and news reports to know what happens when a deranged psychopath takes a female into deserted country. Once alone, he could have his way with her then dump her in the woods, leaving her for some hiker to find. She needed to take a chance, to do something. 
“You never told me your name.” she said. 
The man didn’t answer and remained staring out into the world; not seeming to look at anything. 
Not knowing what to make of his state, she spoke again. “What’s your name?”
The man turned upon Karen with shocking speed, as if his face simply appeared in the back of his head. She jumped, swerving the car a little. 
“Last time I remembered,” he said, through clenched teeth, as if his jaw was wired shut, “my hearing was just fine.” He turned away from her to look out the window again. 
Startled but not deterred, Karen said, “Sorry, I just thought you didn’t hear me.” 
Silence followed her question and she decided not to test the man any further, at least for the moment. 
“My name is Josh,” he eventually said. 
“Oh,” Karen said, her heart skipping a beat at the sudden response. He had spoken like a man defeated in battle. “Are you all right, Josh?” 
“How can I be all right if I killed that man back there?” he asked, then: “How can I be all right if I kidnapped a woman?” 
Karen wasn’t sure whether he was speaking to her or to himself. She thought that maybe he was on some kind of drug, a hallucinogenic, and it was now wearing off. That would explain the strange behavior, including wearing a homeless man’s clothes.
“Turn on the radio,” he told her as he stared out the window. 
“Why?” Karen asked. 
“You were going to ask who I am, weren’t you? Just like all the other questions you have been asking yourself.”
“I don’t understand,” she explained. “What are you talking about?” 
“I know it all. I know you planned on locking me out when I first went to your car with you. I know you wanted to scream to the guy I wasted. I know you wanted to run down the street, but thought I’d catch up to you.” He paused, chuckled. “You’re slowing down. Under forty-five miles per hour and we’ll get pulled over. It’s the law on highways in New York State. Keep the car at sixty; five miles an hour over the posted limit will be fine.” 
Without realizing it, Karen had slowed the car down. She’d been too caught up in listening to the guy talk, unable to concentrate on anything else. She pressed the gas pedal, raising the speed up to sixty. 
Anyone with half a brain could’ve come up with the stuff the guy, Josh, was telling her. He was just a con-artist. 
The man turned, and set his gaze on her. “You think I’m making all this up, Karen?” He stared at her, unleashing pins and needles across her flesh, then turned forward again. “I know you were wondering about my clothes earlier. I know you live on 40th and Second, and that your doorman’s name is Ron.” 
The shock sank deeper. Nothing in her purse listed her current address. Her mind churned, trying to come up with some way this guy could have known all of that information. Nothing came to her. 
The car approached an exit ramp. Josh told her to take it. They traveled down Wool Wash Road before turning onto a dark, one-lane stretch of pavement with no painted lines. Karen had tried talking, but the man told her to be quiet, and when she tried to speak against his wishes, he grabbed her arm and squeezed.
“There’s a dirt road coming up on the left. Take it,” he said, releasing his grip. 
Karen wanted nothing to do with going down any of the roads he’d forced her to travel, but definitely not a dirt road. How had she allowed this to happen? She should’ve tried crashing the car on the highway and hoped for the best. Now she was at the guy’s complete mercy. He would kill her and dump her body, leaving it for the maggots and worms. 
“I’m not going to leave you for the maggots and worms,” the man assured her. 
Bewildered and unable to speak, she focused on driving and turned onto the dirt road. The guy was reading her mind, only that was impossible. There were no such things as mind readers. She refused to believe any of the words spoken from his mouth. He was good—really good—but like any slight-of-hand magician, he was simply using tricks. 
She thought about the doorman, Ron. She hadn’t told Josh anything about him and her license had her old address on it. The bastard must have been following her for weeks. 
“Stop the car here and turn on the radio,” he said. 
Karen hit the brakes, fearing that her life was nearing its end. She remained frozen, unable to move. Before her mind was able to conjure up images of her strangled and naked body, Josh screamed at her to turn on the radio. Karen jumped, reached out and pressed the power button on the radio. 
“What station?” she asked. 
“It doesn’t matter,” Josh said. “But after you hear…it, turn to another station—to as many as you need. When you’re satisfied, turn the radio off.” 
A song was playing, one that Karen didn’t recognize. When the tune ended, the D.J.’s voice came over the airwaves. “This is Mike from WJKPL and as I told you folks out there already, this is an urgent alert direct from our local military. I’ll be repeating it after every set.” Karen listened intently, absorbing every word. “An escaped convict is on the loose and has already caused some injuries. He was last seen breaking out of a police van and heading north on Roberts Street. He is extremely dangerous and may be armed.” The D.J. went on with a description, a pretty vague one, telling only of the man’s physical size and shape. 
“So you’re an escaped con?” Karen asked, guessing the guy enjoyed the attention, a glory hound. 
“Turn to another station, as many as you like, then turn it off.” Josh closed his eyes and sat back in the seat. 
Karen ran through the stations on the pre-set buttons. The ones with songs she skipped over, but almost all the others were making public announcements warning people about the escaped convict. She switched to AM radio. Every news station was talking about Josh Rubin. Satisfied that the man sitting next to her was the person behind the panic, she pushed the volume knob in to silence the speakers. 
“Okay,” she said, turning to Josh, who appeared to be sleeping. 
“I haven’t much time, Karen, so do as I ask. Think of something only you would know about. It can be anything.”
Karen immediately thought about nailing Josh in the throat, killing him, or at least wounding him enough for her to get away. 
“You’ll never get off the hit in time before I catch your arm and rip it off,” he told her. “Do me a favor and think of something else before I get pissed off again.”
Karen, afraid and angry at the same time, thought of her best friend Melanie. Having grown up in an orphanage, Karen had no family and Melanie had become like a sister to her. They met at school during the seventh grade and had remained best friends. Karen wanted nothing more than to see her friend again. To be able to spend time together, laughing over old movies, stories from work, and men. Before last night, neither woman had spent a lot of quality time together, both too busy with their jobs. Realizing how precious time was, Karen made a mental note that if she got out of this situation alive, she’d make sure to spend more time with Melanie. 
“Good, that’s enough. I’m going to make this simple. I need to convince you of something. Then it’s up to you what you do.” He told her how she wished she could see her best friend, Melanie, again. That she hadn’t spent a lot of time together recently, with work being so crazy. 
Karen was dumbfounded, but still refused to believe. Sensing her disbelief, Josh told her to think of numbers in a certain order. After she was done, he told her which numbers she was thinking of; the math matched. Everything she thought, he guessed correctly, and soon she presumed that he wasn’t guessing at all. 
“Now do you believe I’m more than an escaped convict? They’re after me. The government.”
“What do you mean after you? Because of your gift?” 
“Yes, I’m theirs and they want me back. I don’t want to go back, can’t go back.” 
He went on to explain how he was once a poor man working odd jobs to support his family. One day a man approached him on the street and offered him a job. It would pay one hundred fifty thousand dollars a year for as long as he stayed with the company. Desperate, he signed on. He worked with a subject who had developed the ability to read minds. The man’s name was Roger Williams, a homeless man who also signed on for the cash. 
The company Josh had actually signed on with was a secret branch of the military, called the Murphy Unit. Unbeknownst to them, Roger Williams was able to pass his gift on, and did so to Josh Rubin. 
“Roger died after he gave me his gift. He committed suicide after finding out what they’d done to him. I say they were the ones who killed him, he just made it final.” 
Then Josh told her his own story.
They’d wanted to lock him away for experimentation; use him as a weapon, but weren’t exactly sure how. Only a live test subject would do. When he refused, they grabbed his wife and two kids. He had to do as they wanted or his family would suffer. It was horrible, the things they made him do. Things he was too ashamed to tell Karen about. 
She began to feel sorry for Josh, but quickly remembered how easily he had killed earlier. 
“That man on the street you’re thinking about,” Josh began, “he was a Murphy agent. I knew he walked that way every day at about that time. He was the man who killed my boy.” Josh started to cry. 
Karen felt a crushing wave of sadness fall over her. “Where’s your wife now?” she asked. 
He opened his mouth, but broke down before the words could emerge. She put a hand on his lap to console him, as tears fell from his cheeks onto her hand. “Enough of this, I haven’t the time. I need to tell you the rest.” 
“The rest?” 
“I can read your mind; hear all of your questions as we go along. There will be no need for you to speak aloud. I will answer all of them with the remaining time left, so for now, just listen.”
Josh confessed everything. The Murphy higher-ups must not have known the extent of his mind-reading abilities, because too many secrets were let out. Josh had learned much during his long stay with them. A spacecraft was recovered off the coast of the Gulf of Mexico. An alien being was found inside the ship. The creature was dead, but the body was fresh—as Josh had heard it. He’d learned that the Murphy Unit’s science department had developed a serum from the alien’s brain tissue. A serum they believed would promote a human to possess advanced cognitive abilities. They had no idea what they had created, using Roger Williams as the first test subject. In total, they were able to create five vials of the serum, and were working on a way to synthesize more. Later that night, all four vials of the serum went bad, deteriorating to a useless sludge. Roger was their only viable subject. 
Karen listened as if in a trance, letting Josh’s words seep into her mind. She couldn’t believe what he was saying. The whole thing was like something out of a science fiction novel and she wondered to herself how he could have escaped such a place. 
“I used my gift,” Josh answered. “I can read minds from across the room, even through glass. Every security guard, worker, official—you name it, I read them all. I knew every inch of that place, every security code. I watched and waited.” 
“That’s amazing.” 
Josh resumed speaking, but with urgency. He told her how he had escaped and how he thought his abilities worked. 
“I wanted to use my gift for good. I believed it was given to me, to us, to this world, for the betterment of others. I don’t believe that anymore. If The Murphy Unit get a hold of me, the world will change, but not for the better. Power will shift and freedom will be lost.” 
Karen fidgeted in her seat. The car was running with the air conditioner on. She moved to turn it off, but Josh stopped her. 
“Leave it on,” he said. “It’s harder for them to track me. The cold muffles the signal.” 
“What signal? You have a signal?” she asked nervously. 
“They injected me with a tracking device.” Josh looked at his hands. “It’s mixed with my blood so it can’t be removed; at least not any way I know of.” 
“What are you going to do?” Karen asked. 
“The one thing that ensures they’ll never be able to use me again,” he said, his voice growing weaker as he gazed out the window. 
“We need to get you to a doctor…or the media.” But Karen knew that wouldn’t work. Even if he exposed them, they’d cover everything up. Wasn’t that what secret organizations did? And they’d never allow Josh to live freely. Knowledge that a mind reader existed would bring chaos to the world. Josh would be prodded by scientists and never again have a normal life. 
“That’s correct,” he told her, reiterating her thoughts. “And with the tracking device inside my blood, I am not able to remain hidden for long. Eventually they will find me.” He turned to look at her, capturing her eyes with his. 
Speaking softly like one would to a child, he said, “I have one more thing to tell you, Karen, and it’s very important.” She swallowed, hearing the seriousness of his voice. “There’s a second downed spacecraft out there. I have read the men’s minds. They don’t know exactly where or how many aliens are in it, but there is another craft.” 
He went on to explain how the discovered spaceship contained data of its travels, but only a portion of it was translated before the alien power source was depleted. With no way to power the ship back up, and no way to download anything from the spacecraft’s computers, the Murphy Unit was left with whatever they had manually transcribed. And from the transcribed material, the scientists were able to ascertain that another spaceship had indeed crashed on Earth. Currently, a search is underway for it, but the Murphy Unit didn’t want to draw attention, so they were moving slowly and cautiously. 
“You’re wondering what all this has to do with you?” Josh asked, having read her mind. 
“I don’t have to open my mouth at all, do I?” 
“No, you don’t. But I’ll let you talk so you can feel more comfortable.” He paused, seeming hesitant about speaking, then said, “I want to give you my gift.” 
Karen thought she heard wrong, but his back and forth head waving said otherwise. 
“Why would I want that?” she asked. “To have a secret military organization chase me around, hurting my loved ones? And add to the fact that I enjoy verbal communication just fine. Thanks, but no thanks.” 
“I’m sorry, Karen, but it’s too late. You’re already infected.” 
“What…how?” Karen began. 
“When I was crying; my tears fell on your hand. It’s one of the ways the gift is passed on. Other body fluids might also transfer the gift. The scientists aren’t sure yet. That’s why this stuff inside me is so dangerous. Look how easily transferable it is. Tomorrow, you’ll wake with a migraine. That means it’s working. By tomorrow night you’ll have the gift.” 
Karen felt dizzy and began rubbing her hand where Josh’s tears had fallen. “No, no, no. This can’t be happening.” 
“I’m sorry Karen, but it is. It was meant to be this way. It had to be. Everything happens for a reason; that I know. I wasn’t sure I’d pass it on to you, but you felt right. And after spending time with you, I know I made the correct decision.” 
Karen felt dizzy and wanted to vomit. Her vision was beginning to fade. Josh slapped her lightly across the face. Karen woke from her spell, staring absently at the man who had condemned her. 
Josh leaned in to her. “I need you to listen and to accept this gift. Use it to help find that other ship. There must be a way. There is always a way. Now you have to leave; get the hell out of here.” 
“I don’t know what to do, where to go,” she said, crying.
“Look, you’re in charge. I’m sorry about this morning and I’m sorry I had to give you this crash course in mind reading, but you’ll learn fast. I came to you for a reason; I’m sure the gift helped me to find you.” 
Josh got out of the car, leaned back inside for a moment. 
“Have faith in your instincts. Tell anyone you trust, but remember that you’ll also be endangering them. The other ship needs to be found and destroyed. The world depends on it.” 
Karen’s mind raced. The military people would come after her eventually. With all their tools and gadgets, they would find her. But she had some time before they would catch on to whom Josh had passed on his gift. After that, the hunt for Karen would begin. He warned her not to be taken alive and not to let the gift die with her. 
“I am truly sorry, Karen Lakemire,” he said, and closed the door. 
Karen knew what he was about to do, but not how. Josh walked away to a rocky area where there was no brush nearby. He pulled a bottle of lighter fluid from his pocket. Karen guessed he had taken it from the deli. He doused himself, drenching his clothes until the bottle sprayed a mist, indicating that it was nearly empty. Tossing the empty bottle, Josh pulled out a book of matches. He folded one match over and readied it to strike. With his other hand he pulled out the large steak knife and held it to his neck. 
He snapped his fingers, igniting the match, and soon after, the match book. He dropped it to his boots, which burst into flames. The fire raced up his legs, encompassing them within seconds. 
Karen watched in terror as the man she had come to fear and then to understand danced within the fire. Flames engulfed his body. Before they could reach Josh’s face, he ran the knife across his throat. The cut was deep and his body jerked as the carotid artery split open. Blood gushed in streams of red. Karen wanted to look away, but couldn’t. 
Josh staggered as the blood shooting from his wound slowed. He fell to the ground, his body still on fire. Karen guessed that burning was the best way to ensure that only ash and bone would be left for the scientists to find. 
Karen had seen enough and heeded her new friend’s warning. Body and mind numbed, she turned the car around and raced back to the city. 
 
 



 
Chapter 2
 
 
 
Morgan Hughes was cornered, chased into a filthy, graffiti-riddled, dead-end alley. His body burned on the inside as if he’d swallowed a gallon of acid. The garlic-drenched bullets had weakened him considerably. Bricks blocked his escape. Morgan spun around and faced the hunters. They approached slowly with the caution of a lesser prey. 
The old man, Ben Morse, carried a crossbow and was flanked by his two sons, Robert and Jim. Each carried a long steel lance dipped in garlic paste, a Morse family recipe. As the group grew closer, Morgan’s nostrils began to sting from the odor. 
“Looks like your time is up, bloodsucker,” Ben said. “Been a long time coming, but I told you I’d get you.” 
Morgan hadn’t killed any innocents for at least a hundred years, long before Ben was even born. He had nothing against vampire hunters and actually understood why they hunted. Morgan had befriended a hunter many years ago after his secret was found out. They worked together taking out vamps, but the man was dead now, bitten and murdered by those he hunted. Morgan’s secret died with the man and he was at least grateful for that. 
“You hearing me, bloodsucker?” Ben asked. He was a typical hard-assed hunter determined to stake every vamp he came across. For all his boastfulness, he was also one of the best at his job. 
“I hear you,” Morgan said. 
Ben raised his crossbow as his two boys drew closer, clearly readying to pin Morgan in place so that Ben could get a clean shot at Morgan’s heart. 
Morgan cursed himself for being caught off guard. He’d avoided and escaped capture from Ben and his boys with relative ease in the past. But they were getting better and he was getting careless, a sin he couldn’t afford to commit again if given another chance. Not that he saw a way out of this predicament. He only hoped Ben’s aim would strike true if this was to be the end—the slightest miss and the garlic-tipped arrow would hurt like hell, leaving him to die slowly in pain as Ben prepared another. 
The brothers lunged forward, swung. Both lances punctured through Morgan’s undead flesh, pinning him to the wall like a specimen readied for dissection on a board. The liquid garlic burned his skin off, as though his flesh where made of wax and exposed to the flame. 
Morgan shut his eyes and fought the urge to cry out. Ben Morse laughed in response, aware of his agony. Morgan looked up, each brother seeming more confident now that he was under their control and at their mercy. 
“Been fun hunting you, bloodsucker,” Ben said, firing his crossbow, sending the deadly arrow into Morgan’s chest, missing the heart by an inch. The pain was exquisite, infuriating.
“Sorry, guess I missed,” Ben lied. 
Ben walked up to Morgan, withdrew a stake from his trench coat, and held it to Morgan’s right eye. 
“A vamp like you deserves a fitter ending.” Ben tipped his head and gazed skywards. “Sun will be up soon.” 
Morgan followed his slayer’s eyes. A small wedge of the horizon was visible beyond the alley walls, the sky a hazy blue with glimmerings of orange beginning to creep in. Ben turned back to face Morgan. 
“I’d stay and watch, but I’ve got one of your kind trapped in a freezer back at the bar. Good luck in Hell, bloodsucker.” 
The hunters stabbed Morgan several more times with garlic-laced knives, leaving him barely conscious. His captors exited the alley, all displaying proud grins, as the sun’s rays lit the brick wall a few feet above his head. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 3
 
 
 
Karen drove back to her apartment. The trip seemed instant; she remembered none of it, her body on auto pilot. She was in shock, she thought. More than mere nerves, an overwhelming feeling of loneliness plagued her in a way she’d never known before that night. She sat on her couch and cried. 
She went to the bathroom, threw up after one final jolt of anxiety, then stood in front of the mirror above the sink. 
“You have to get a hold of yourself, girl,” she said before squeezing her eyes shut and scrunching up her face. Opening her eyes, she willed her face to relax. “Look ahead, not back. What’s done is done.” 
Karen left the bathroom after flushing the toilet. No matter what she told herself, she couldn’t calm down. She paced the living room. The quiet was too much for her nerves so she turned on the radio. The station was tuned to a local sports talk show, one she listened to regularly. The hosts’ voices instantly brought a level of familiarity and comfort to her. The feeling of loneliness slowly ebbed. 
She went over the events of the morning in her mind, wondering how long it would take the military to track her down. Could they? Maybe she was in the clear. 
She hadn’t promised Josh she’d go after the spaceship. And why should she have her life turned upside down if she was in the clear? The tire tracks. She’d left tire tracks in the dirt road where Josh died. That would be the first clue to lead the military to her. The second: the ATM cameras. An object she believed would help her might now doom her. 
Karen raced over to her phone and dialed the bank’s number. A cheery sounding woman who identified herself as Debbie answered, gave the standard greeting, and finally asked, “How can I assist you today?” 
Karen asked about the ATM, if it was up and running yet. Debbie, with an overly joyous tone, told her the machine was working. Next, Karen asked about the security camera. 
“Could you hold please? I want to transfer you to the manager,” Debbie asked, not waiting for an answer.
Karen was tempted to hang up, but didn’t. She sat impatiently and was about to slam the phone down when the manager came on the line. 
“Hi, this is Bill Warren, the manager of Corhoven Financial. You were asking if the camera worked at the bank?” 
“Yes, I wanted to know if it was working properly. I think the machine shorted me and I wanted to take a look at the video with someone from the bank.” 
“Ma’am,” the bank manager said. “Are you the woman who was attacked this morning?” 
Karen felt as if she received a punch to her gut. Feeling her stomach churn, she held her breath for a moment, hoping the sensation of nausea would pass. 
“The FBI is here now, ma’am. They’d like to speak with you.” Silence followed. Karen had never heard such stillness. 
“No,” she mumbled. “I don’t know anything about that.” She looked around, and the room began to spin. She hung up. Her next breath came with difficulty. 
Karen picked up the phone to call her best friend, Melanie, but stopped herself. She couldn’t risk endangering her best friend; she’d call her from a payphone later. 
As the minutes passed, Karen’s heart rate galloped and her body felt hot. She wasn’t prepared for any of this. Who would be? Her mind raced for answers. Where should she go? Did she have hours or minutes to pack? The one answer she did know for sure was that she didn’t want to end up like Josh. She had to say goodbye to her apartment—her home, the place where she lived a content life. 
Karen fought against the overwhelming emotions ravaging her body, but the pressure was too great. The air grew thick to the point she worried she’d have to chew on it to get it down. The walls, covered with pictures of the city’s landmarks, seemed to close in. She felt glued to the floor, unable to move, and again wondered how long she had before someone came and bashed her front door down. 
What should she bring with her? Something sentimental? The watch Melanie’s mother gave to her when she graduated from college, perhaps? Something she considered an heirloom because Melanie’s family had become like her own. But the timepiece was still at the jewelers. Would she ever see it again? Her mind switched like the channels on a television to another thought: Would the military begin broadcasting her as a wanted criminal, too? 
She willed her legs into motion, walked to the kitchen, and got a drink—a double shot of vodka. The Russian liquor burned the back of her palate, but felt good as it traveled down her throat and splashed into her stomach. She took another shot, closed her eyes, and let the liquid do its magic. 
A minute later, she opened her eyes. Now she would be able to think. 
She went to her computer and removed the hard drive then to the list of phone numbers to friends and family posted on the fridge, stuffing everything into a small shopping bag. Next, she hurried to her bedroom and began packing clothes: a coat, a sweater, a pair of jeans, sweatpants, underwear, socks, bras, and blouses. She had almost filled the suitcase when a sharp pain ripped through her mind. 
Karen stumbled to the floor, feeling as if she’d been struck in the head. She rolled over on her back, looking around to see if someone was standing over her. No one was. The pain intensified. Grabbing her head, she curled up and fought the urge to scream. She felt as if razor blades were slicing up the insides of her skull while someone pounded a hammer against her brain. She thought she was dying the most painful death imaginable, until darkness took hold and she fell unconscious. 
A short time later, Karen woke. Her head ached slightly, but nothing compared to the pain she’d felt before passing out. As she slowly sat up, her bedroom swam into focus. She hoped the sudden onset of such tremendous pain was due to stress, but she knew better. She had no history of migraines; the pain had to be the gift, as Josh had called it. It was inside her, becoming a part of her; spreading throughout her brain and mutating its normal functions. She wished Josh had been able to stay with her and prepare her for what was to come. 
Questions swirled around her head, giving Karen that anxious feeling of disorientation again. More vodka would be needed if she was to get through this. Josh had suffered worse. She wondered if that was why he seemed to have gone mad. Maybe it was simply having such powerful abilities and not being able to control them that made him crazy. She needed to stay focused and in control. She needed to get someplace safe. Somewhere she could relax and let the pain take its course without worrying about people breaking down the front door and carting her away. 
She stood up and saw that it was 11:30 in the morning. An hour had passed since she blacked out. Feeling somewhat better, she concentrated on what she needed to do: pack up and leave. 
In the middle of throwing toiletries into the case, Karen turned the radio to a news station. The first few stories were a mix of local muggings, stabbings, and a dog that was responsible for rescuing its owner from a burning building. The fourth story was interrupted by breaking news. The newsman spoke of a grisly scene out on Long Island. The escaped convict from this morning’s prison break was gunned down right after setting himself on fire and trying to attack police. Karen closed her eyes and shook her head. 
It was all lies. And Josh had been found quickly, leaving nothing but her for them to focus on. She felt a small sigh of relief that there was no mention of a woman wanted for questioning in the case, but the government probably wanted her involvement kept quiet. Either way, she had to be careful. Eventually, they’d put a name to the face on the bank’s camera, if they hadn’t already. That she was certain of. 
Karen had a suitcase full of clothes and other essentials. She stood at the apartment’s door with her bags and held back tears as she looked around. There was so much life left in her place and so much she couldn’t take with her: a vase she purchased in London; a painting of her and Melanie done by a local artist living in Brussels; a vintage cuckoo clock made in Germany with her initials carved into the side among the relics about to be abandoned. 
She’d managed to rack up a number of wonderful items throughout her life. They were all material, but would not be easily forgotten. She said goodbye and left, locking the door behind her. 
Karen rode the elevator to the lobby. She held her breath when the bell rang and the doors rattled open, expecting the police or government men to be waiting for her. She exhaled and let the tension out as she hurried to the parking garage elevator. There, she pushed the button and waited, her panic again building. Even though the lobby was filled with people coming and going, as well as a door man, she felt extremely vulnerable. The elevator finally arrived and she took it to the garage. 
Karen hurried to her car, placing the suitcase in the trunk and her backpack on the passenger seat. She drove from her personal parking spot to the visitor’s section, which was located closer to the garage’s exit. Moving the vehicle to the visitor’s parking would cause anyone looking for her to assume she had left the building. She didn’t have a visitor’s pass, but the guards knew her car and would assume someone had parked in her spot. 
Leaving the garage on foot, she only carried her purse and backpack. 
The streets were busy and the amount of people milling about made Karen feel less anxious about being abducted. But she’d seen too many movies to completely relax. Images of a sniper’s bullet or a toxin rubbed on her skin by a passerby flooded her mind. 
She arrived at a branch of Corhoven Financial. It was larger than the one she had been in earlier. She hadn’t planned on going inside the actual bank, but realized the ATM would only give her a maximum of five-hundred dollars per day. A larger sum would be needed. She would have to go in. The rainy day she’d saved for was upon her. 
After writing herself a check for five-thousand dollars, Karen waited for the long lunch crowd line to advance. Five grand seemed like a small enough amount not to draw attention to herself. She’d withdraw another five in a week or so. 
As the line ahead of her dwindled, the feeling of confinement grew. Her palms were clammy, her face felt flushed, and her legs threatened to give out on her. She hated being stuck in a building with so many people and only one clear exit. She should have felt safe but didn’t. It was the anxiety grabbing hold. Thoughts of her losing control were quieted as she reminded herself that she was all right, that nothing was physically wrong and she needed to stay focused. 
Karen kept her head down, using her long auburn hair to cover her face. At the same time, she kept an eye out, staring through her strands as people marched in and out of the bank. After what seemed like an eternity, she reached the front of the line. 
She heard a dinging sound and saw a white light flashing at the far end of the counter, indicating that that teller was available. 
“Hi,” Karen said, approaching the window. “I’d like to make a withdrawal.” She slid the check under the glass divider. The bank teller—Annie, according to her name plaque—took it and smiled. 
“Could I see some I.D., please?” Annie asked. 
Karen had completely forgotten it was standard procedure and produced her license. 
“Thank you,” the teller said and glanced at the I.D. 
The woman began typing on her keyboard. Karen held onto the counter, growing anxious. The teller’s brow furrowed, a look of confusion on her face. Damn, something was amiss. Unable to remain still, she began tapping her foot. 
“Is something wrong?” Karen asked. 
“I’m sorry, ma’am, but it appears your account has been frozen.” 
 
 



 
Chapter 4
 
 
 
Morgan came to as the sun brightened the sky. A building at the alley’s entrance blocked the sun’s rays from reaching his skin, but the reprieve was temporary and would last only for a few more minutes. Mere feet above him, the wall blazed; the aged brick preparing for another day of harsh and deteriorating ultraviolet light. 
He was still too weak to move, pinned to the wall like an insect on display in a zoology lab. Blood, almost black cherry in color, left trails from his wounds and pooled at his feet. 
Morgan craned his neck, bringing his chin forward and head up, to embrace the sunshine as it fell upon him. The first rays blasted into him. The pain was exquisite. Shutting his eyes, he began laughing like a man gone insane with happiness. His body hummed with energy. The sun’s brilliance filled him with strength and began to heal his wounds, the visible and those deep beneath the surface, lost to the eye but not the heart. 
With each passing second, the sun’s direct light crept farther over his flesh until his entire body was entrenched in brilliant light, supplying him the vigor to free himself. 
Morgan bit down, facial muscles twisted into a grimace, preparing himself for the pain to come. Reaching up with both arms, he gripped the lances. Slow and agonizing, he began to pull himself along the poles. What remained of the liquid garlic deepened the burning he felt in his shoulders, as if mini blowtorches were scorching his flesh. 
A foot away from the wall, he began jumping up and down, the brick crumbling as the lances loosened. He kept at it until the poles no longer felt cemented in place. Piles of red rubble and dust formed over his spilled blood. Bending his knees, Morgan trudged forward, like an ox pulling an overloaded cart. The poles held for another moment then gave way to a screeching sound as they came free from the wall. 
Morgan pulled out the lance impaling him on the right side first and dropped it before yanking out the left. He threw the second pole with a grunt of disgust, its metallic clang echoing dully off the alley walls. Standing, relaxing, he allowed the sunshine to rejuvenate his body. 
Within minutes, the holes in his pectoral area healed, but the loss of blood from all that he had endured left him weak. The sun could only do so much. He needed blood. Vampire blood.
 Morgan walked out of the alley starving, aware of how lucky he was to still be alive. The hunters could’ve finished him. They were getting better, but not good enough to know he had been at that bar. Only one other individual had known he’d be there. Now he would need to lay low for a while. Take a vacation. Maybe begin again and search for the truth behind who he really was. He had put things off for too long, becoming content and living the life laid out before him. This was the wakeup call he needed. 
He walked out of the alley, hoping Ben and his sons thought him dead. If that was the case, Morgan wouldn’t have to worry about them, at least for a while. He didn’t want to kill the hunters—they were just doing what he did—but if cornered again, he might be driven to spill their blood.
Morgan patted his pockets for his cell. He’d lost it back at the bar. He thought about calling a cab, but decided against it. His clothes were drenched in blood. He removed his shirt, rung out any excess fluid, then wiped his chest, face and arms clean. On the long walk home, he pondered his identity and all that had come before this morning.
Morgan still wasn’t used to watching the sun rise. The Murphy Group’s experiments had changed him, but the vampire within, or what was left of the vampire, was still hesitant about welcoming the dawn. He never knew how long the change would last or if it was a permanent fixture. Would he one day wake up, allow the sun’s rays to touch his flesh, only to go up in flames? The Murphy Group, as horrible an organization as they were, had changed him for the better. It was their only redeeming quality. 
He’d spent years wondering what had been done to him. Not the process, for that he would surely never forget, but the change inside. Was it something spiritual, did he have his true soul back, or was it simply biological? What had the priest, the holy man, done to him? And why was he still holding onto a vampire’s fears? Was the vampire still at the core of him, only covered up temporarily, or was he truly and forever changed? He’d grown weary of trying to find out. He hated the Murphy Group, but at the same time was thankful they had come into his life.
The Murphy Group had held Morgan captive for five years. From 1979 until 1984, he had suffered some fifty surgeries, the full nature of which he did not know. They tested his skin for reactions to various stimuli, an allergy to UV light the most common. He’d spent day after day getting scorched and singed, never being informed as to why, leaving him to believe it was simply torture for who and what he was. The days and nights were agony, and he wished he’d die during every one of them, until the day the UV light failed to burn him. He remembered the reactions of the scientists. They were overjoyed, as if discovering the cure for some deadly disease. Morgan was treated as a lab animal and told nothing. Each day thereafter, he was exposed to direct sunlight, with no damaging effects. 
A week later, a priest visited him. The holy man touched a blessed crucifix to Morgan’s head, singeing the undead flesh. Next the man poured holy water over Morgan’s face, practically removing everything but bone and teeth. Morgan had begged to be killed, swore that Hell would be a happier place, but the priest ignored him. 
The priest arranged a crucifix, a shiny red round stone, and two vials of blood—one human, the other vampiric blood—upon a small table. The crucifix was placed on Morgan’s bare chest with the red stone on top of it. His skin smoldered, hissing, as tendrils of white smoke rose into the air. The items slowly sank into his flesh. 
The pain was immense, but Morgan was thankful to be leaving this world, thinking maybe the priest was trying to save his soul. But then the holy man poured the vial of human blood into Morgan’s mouth. The taste was welcoming, bringing bliss to his undead flesh, but like a relapsing addict, Morgan knew he would have been better off without it. 
“To keep your strength up, my friend,” the priest said, before continuing the ritual. 
“Why are you doing this?” Morgan muttered as the crucifix melted deeper into his chest, killing him, while the human blood supplied him with life. The priest only waved a hand indicating that he needed to be silent. 
The holy man began chanting, and Morgan felt as if every cell in his body was aflame. He tried to writhe about, but the restraints held him still. He watched as the priest took an ancient-looking jeweled dagger from his robes. The weapon had a strange insignia at the end of its hilt: a shining sun surrounded on one side by a crescent moon. The holy man held the dagger high before plunging it into Morgan’s chest, avoiding the stone and cross. Morgan bellowed in pain as the priest withdrew the weapon. The holy man moved the crucifix upward, leaving the stone in the center of Morgan’s chest, then sank rib spreaders into Morgan’s sternum. He cranked the steel device, and the apparatus began opening. A horrific crunching sound filled Morgan’s ears. His chest had become a raw gaping hole surrounded by bone and exposed flesh, revealing an undead beating heart in its pit. 
The priest, using the dagger, sliced deep gashes into Morgan’s wrists and inner thighs. Morgan began to feel the life drain out of him. 
Left to empty itself out, Morgan’s body was on the brink of death with only seconds to spare. The priest opened the vial of vampire blood and thrust it into Morgan’s heart, which he could hear burst upon the impact. The priest chanted louder as the ceiling to the room began opening. The screeching of metal sounded above Morgan’s pleas and the priest’s chanting. The day was bright as the sun shown down. The red stone began to crumble, absorbing into Morgan’s heart, becoming one with him as the priest ended his incantation. The burning in Morgan’s chest, where the cross was eating its way through, ceased, the pain no more. 
“Time to heal,” the priest said. “Drink this.” 
He poured vial after vial of vampire blood into Morgan’s mouth. It wasn’t delicious like the human blood, but he gained strength from the stale, foul nectar. Morgan looked down and saw his chest reforming and soon every wound was healed. 
“What have you done to me?” he asked. 
“Removed the evil,” the priest said before picking up his crucifix. He gathered his items and left the room. 
Morgan was taken to his cell, told nothing, but feeling much different. He no longer craved human blood; and he felt warm, like he did when he was human, at least that he could remember. A week later an elderly scientist, a man Morgan had only seen a few times before, came to visit him. He looked to be in his sixties, had thinning gray hair and a neatly trimmed beard. 
“Morgan,” he began, “I need to tell you a few things. A lot of people around here still think of you as a monster, a bloodsucking demon from the depths of Hell, but you’re not that anymore.” He noticed how calm the man seemed, sitting next to him without restraints. It was also the first time since becoming a vampire that Morgan smelled a human’s natural scent and not the blood flowing through the veins. 
The man went on to explain that the organization in which he worked for, The Murphy Group, had cured Morgan of vampirism, and had saved his soul. 
Morgan would now be indebted to them, taking on a new role in which he must obey. He would no longer fear the sun, the fiery mass now his ally. And he would no longer need to feed upon human blood, nor animal. 
“Do you feel hungry now?” the man asked. 
“Yes, I do.” 
“Drink this.” The scientist held a cup filled with what smelled like vampire blood. 
“I want it, but I’m not sure why,” Morgan said. 
The man laughed. “You’re like a child now, aren’t you? This is what you’ll need in order to live. I’m sure you already know what it is.” 
Morgan drank the blood like a thirsty human coming out of a sweltering desert. Taking a moment, he considered what he’d ingested. “What have you done to me?” he asked, dropping the ceramic cup where it shattered on the floor. An armed guard ran into the room, but the scientist ushered the soldier away, telling him that everything was okay. 
“You’ll have to feed at least once a week; more if you’re injured, like say, during combat.” 
“Combat?” 
“You’ll be working for us now,” the man said, sternly. “I’ve already explained that. I know this will take some getting used to, but we need you to learn fast.” His face becoming softer with a gentle smile, the man gave Morgan a friendly and reassuring pat on the back. 
“Why didn’t you just make me human?” 
“I’m not sure about all the details or if it was even possible, but we succeeded in what our goal was. We’ve been searching for a way to control the vampire population for some time. We’ve accomplished that with you and now we have a vehicle on our side.” The man seemed so proud of himself and of Morgan, as if Morgan were his child. Or a pet.
“And if I don’t want any part of this?” Morgan asked. 
The man’s face grew taut. “Listen here,” he said and motioned for Morgan to come nearer. “If you so much as blink wrong they’ll put you back in your cell and let you rot, literally.” The man winked. “You catch my drift?” 
Morgan glanced around. “What do I have to do?” he asked sourly. 
“Cheer up,” the man said and punched Morgan in his arm. “We’re the good guys, remember. I’d think someone who was in your situation would be grateful for an opportunity such as this.” 
“You’re right, I guess,” Morgan said, trying to sound somewhat cheerful. 
“We’re releasing you tomorrow and if you don’t feed you’ll die. See how they assure your cooperation?” The man chuckled, the sound sharp on Morgan’s ear. “The Murphy Group has all avenues under control, always remember that. We’ll be monitoring you with a tracking device. It was placed in your bones when you arrived, a precautionary measure of course.” 
“As a vampire I had no guilt about what I did. I’m going to have to face my sins one way or the other. I’m indebted to you and I’ll kill as many of my kind…former kind, as I can.” 
“This is a chance to redeem yourself. Don’t screw it up. You’ll be helping to fight a greater cause.” The scientist sprang up and out of his seat. “It was great to meet you, I mean the real you. I never liked that nasty vampire in you one bit.” He giggled again. The man’s demeanor was catchy and Morgan felt himself wanting to laugh in response. The man headed towards the cell’s door. 
“Hey,” Morgan called. “What’s your name?” 
“Doctor George Rivera, right here on my nametag.” He pointed at his chest. “We’ll be seeing a lot of each other.” 
 
***
 
Through the coming weeks and into the following years, George Rivera and Morgan became more than just handler and soldier; they were family. 
George was Morgan’s sole contact and the only person he reported to; visiting The Murphy Group lab only for routine checkups. They met once a week when Morgan was within reasonable distance while working, and once a month when he was on a long distance assignment. He was never without contact for long. 
During Morgan’s down time or while waiting for the next assignment, he would stay at George’s home. The two friends—for that’s what their relationship grew into—talked about assignments, but more often Morgan would share his many confrontations with everyday people, vampires, witches, and monsters, giving George no need to visit the local movie theater. One day on a routine check-in with his handler, the doc had good news. 
“I don’t want to get your hopes up, but I’ve been working on a permanent cure for you.” George said between sips of tea. 
“Are you serious?” Morgan asked, practically jumping out of his seat. 
“Relax. I’ve had some breakthroughs and feel I’m getting close. I’ve been trying to contact the priest who changed you, but haven’t been able to yet. He comes from a small order based in the Himalayan Mountains, but he himself lives and practices in the United States now. In the meantime, I’ve been going over the results of your first encounter with him. Until I have more news you needn’t mention any of this to anyone.” 
George’s cuckoo clock chimed twelve times. It was late. 
“What changed everyone’s mind at the lab?” Morgan asked. 
George leaned forward, looking concerned. “No one knows what I’m working on. I set up a private research lab in my basement.” 
“Really?” Morgan wanted to see it. 
“Don’t even think about it.” George pointed a finger sternly in Morgan’s direction. “No one can find out. I’m not so sure they’re keen on finding a cure with all the efficient work you do.”
Morgan’s excitement waned. “You can’t do this. If they find out you’ll be locked up and I’ll never see you again. As much as I appreciate what you’re doing, I want you to stop.” 
“I’ve taken extreme care in sneaking out my materials. If anyone ever catches on, or if I’m in danger, we’ll disappear together and leave all this behind. I was, after all, a military man once upon a time.”
The next week George failed to show up for a scheduled rendezvous. 
Morgan went to George’s house where he found his friend dead—shot once in his head—beside the body of his wife, who had been murdered in a similar style. They were tied up and clearly tortured, the scene made to appear like a robbery. 
Morgan could smell the men who did it and tracked them to a nearby motel. They were professional hitmen, former spooks, hired by The Murphy Group to do the job. He killed them both after getting them to talk, making sure the messy scene looked like no accident. He needed to send a message to those higher up. 
Ready to explode, seeing only red, Morgan waited until early afternoon, when the sun was at its strongest, and went to the Murphy Complex. He burst through the doors and killed all in his path. Claws raked against the soft flesh of mortals. His fangs tasted human blood. Heads were torn from bodies mid scream. During his rampage, Morgan smashed computers, shredded printed data and files. In the labs he shattered reagents, ruined studies and tests, making sure to destroy all material relevant to himself. He spared no one, killing scientists and guards—except his most desired target, Commander Keegan. The bastard was nowhere to be found. Using Molotov cocktails and a few propane tanks, Morgan torched the building and watched it crumble to the ground, hoping Keegan was somewhere hiding inside, trapped and dying. And in a great deal of pain.
Nothing was left except for whatever material was kept in an offsite facility. Morgan was free; the tracking device in his bones unable to be used to find him. That was the price for The Murphy Group being a small and privately run organization. Morgan was more or less liberated of his duties, but would have to keep feeding. The assignments were over, but his job would own him if he wanted to live, forever giving The Murphy Group a circuitous route to building the body count of dead vamps. 
 
***
 
In 1990, Morgan was shocked to learn that The Murphy Group had been re-established, becoming The Murphy Unit and a private part of the U.S. military devoted to the eradication and study of paranormal phenomena. Since that time, The Murphy Unit had developed into a top level scientific and military juggernaut with an unlimited budget and infinite resources at their disposal. Morgan wanted Commander Keegan dead, but was unable to get close to the man, who sent assassins after him. 
As the years went on, The Murphy Unit kept Morgan constantly on the move, never letting him settle down anywhere for too long. Morgan had grown used to the Nomadic life, as annoying as it was, until one day his enemies relented. 
He could only guess that Commander Keegan had died or retired, and the new head grew tired of wasting manpower on him. Or that something bigger had come along for them to focus on. Either way, he was relieved, but always kept an eye out for The Murphy Unit. 
 
 



 
Chapter 5
 
 
 
Karen left the bank. She wondered what else could go wrong when she was incapacitated with pain again. This time, every cell in her body spasmed. The bottom of her feet burned against her shoes as if the soles had become hot irons. 
She went down hard. Her knees collided with the pavement, each one feeling as if it had been bashed with a sledgehammer. Falling forward, she braced herself with her hands. Karen’s palms exploded with agony upon impact with the sidewalk. Blackness fell over her. 
She awoke to find herself the subject of a large crowd; strange faces stared down at her. A man wearing a gray suit raised a cell phone to his ear. 
“Are you all right?” he asked, pulling the cell away from his face. 
“Yes,” Karen said, her skin no longer feeling as if it was on fire, but her head continued to pound. She knew it was the transformation taking place within her, and with that thought, she got to her feet. 
“Miss, I think you should stay down and wait for help,” the man said. “I called 911. An ambulance is on the way.”
“I’m fine,” she said before pushing her way through the crowd. The man tried speaking to her again, but Karen ran off. “Please leave me alone,” she yelled. After a couple of blocks, realizing no one from the scene was following her, she hurried the rest of the way home. 
She entered her building through the garage, making sure her car was still parked where she had left it, then took the elevator to the building’s lobby. From there, she rode to the twenty-first floor; the journey smooth unlike the rest of her day. After the doors opened, she turned left toward her apartment and heard voices, male. 
“The bitch isn’t here,” one said. 
“Wait here for her,” another growled. “I’m going down to check the building’s surveillance cameras and see when she last left.” 
Karen raced back, but the elevator was now on the twenty-eighth floor according to the overhead numbers. She jabbed the button relentlessly as if pressing it harder and faster would let it know she was in urgent need of escape. The numbers began counting down. After chiming its arrival, the doors opened. Karen bolted inside and thumbed the ‘close’ button with harder stabs. 
“Hold the elevator,” the man yelled. 
The door closed just as she saw the right side of his massive chest enter her view. Letting out a bottled breath, she took the elevator to the lobby and returned to the garage. The doors opened on the level where her car was parked. Karen peered out, making sure no one was waiting for her. She walked rapidly to her car, her body upright and stiff. Pulling out her keys, she fingered the unlock button on her remote and heard the familiar chirp. Ready to jump in and tear out of the place, she felt her heart sink. The left front tire was completely flat. 
Her first thought was that the men after her had done the deed but dismissed it—they’d have slashed all the tires. She glanced at the parking garage’s elevator, making sure no one was coming. Turning back to her car she stared at the flat tire. Leaving the car wasn’t an option. Besides being low on cash, public transportation was too risky. Taxis could be tracked and trains could be stopped. She would need the car to get out of the city and stay mobile. 
Karen opened the car door and tossed her purse onto the passenger seat before heading to the trunk. She began emptying things, office folders and a blanket, onto the ground in order to get to the spare. Grabbing the tire iron and jack, she went to work. The car was up quickly; the lugs off within minutes. She had changed flat tires before, growing up during a time when cell phones weren’t so common. 
With the spare on—a full-sized tire—she hastily tightened the lugs. A small but comforting sense of triumph fell over her; giving her badly needed strength. The reprieve, however, was short-lived. Upon lowering the jack, the elevator door chimed. Karen froze. Panic fell over her. 
On her knees, she couldn’t see past the car parked next to hers. She left the jack and crawled to the car’s rear, peering around the bumper. The man from upstairs stepped out of the elevator. He must have seen her on the security camera. 
Karen scrambled backward, the jack only halfway to the ground. She’d never lower it in time. 
“Karen,” the man called. “Karen Lakemire.” The man’s voice was hesitant, as if he wasn’t sure she was there. “Karen, I’m Special Agent McKlintock. I’m here to help. I’m not going to hurt you.” The man’s voice sounded closer. 
Karen opened the passenger door. The car chimed in response—a dead giveaway to her location. “I have a gun!” 
“Now why would you need a gun, Karen? I’m here to help. You may have been infected with a virus. We need to get you to a hospital.” 
“Don’t come any closer or I’ll blow your head off,” she said, getting down to the ground and looking under the car. She saw shiny black shoes. He’d stopped walking. Maybe he believed her about the gun. 
“Karen, this is only going to happen one of two ways: you come with me and let us help you, or you’re going to be taken by force. We can’t let you into the population, infecting others. Either way you’re coming with me.” 
“I don’t believe you,” she said, and began to rock the car, pushing her weight against it, hoping to knock the jack down. She needed to get the car to the ground and finish tightening the bolts. 
“I don’t believe you have a gun, Karen. I’m coming over there, unarmed.” 
Karen heard the man’s footsteps, as if he’d purposely made them louder than they needed to be. 
“Well, I do have a gun and you’ll find out when you get here,” she said. “Josh gave it to me.” 
The man’s footfalls stopped. “Josh was a sick man. I’m betting he told you a lot of things. I can assure you that they were all lies. If you don’t come with me you’ll end up like him.” 
She climbed partially into the car, leaving her feet in contact with the pavement, and began pushing against the ground, trying to get the jack to fall. The very real threat of being captured or killed stoked her fear. The agent would be upon her soon. Grunting, Karen threw all her energy into the effort. The car lurched forward, crashing to the pavement, freed of the jack. 
Pulling her feet inside the vehicle, she closed the door and turned the key in the ignition. 
The car wouldn’t start. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 6
 
 
 
Morgan made it to his house in downtown Poughkeepsie. He needed a fresh supply of vampire blood, but as it was just after dawn he would be forced to use his emergency ration. He opened the freezer and took out the frozen blood popsicle. The older the blood, the less nutritious—and palatable—it became. Still, Morgan devoured the frozen blood. His supply was running dangerously low. He needed to restock his freezer.
He spent most of the day sleeping, rose at sundown, showered. While dressing, he realized it was time to move. The area’s vampire population had been decreasing since his arrival, and now with the Morses around it would dwindle further. He decided to head south, relax in a small town for a few days and not worry about hunters or vamps. He was long overdue for a vacation.
There had to be more to life than simply killing vampires. He would need to find The Murphy Unit and the priest who helped make him what he now was, if the man was still alive. But until then he would take it easy. 
Morgan didn’t like what he had become, but it was far better to have his soul back—if that’s what had truly happened—than to be an evil, oversized, blood-drinking mosquito. The life of an anti-vampire wasn’t his choice, but he had to admit, in a way, he was glad the Murphy bastards had captured him. 
He could have killed himself and been done with his life. The thought had crossed his mind more than once, but he was on a path he’d come to accept. He believed in reason and fate. And whatever fate had in store for him, he was set to see it through. Maybe this was punishment for all the lives he had taken and the suffering he had placed on the living. 
His current situation was one that he could use to help right the wrongs inflicted upon the world. He’d never met a good vampire; they were all evil. It was his responsibility now to protect humans from them, whether he liked it or not. He would do his job until the day a true cure could be found, and at that juncture he would have the choice of staying his current path or becoming human again. 
Morgan gathered what little possessions he had, stuffed them in a small pack, and headed out the door. The lease was paid for a full year. He would head south, and only stop when he found a place that suited his needs. 
But first he had a squealer to kill. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 7
 
 
 
Karen jumped into the driver’s seat, realizing she needed to press the brake in order for the car to start. With her foot firmly on the brake pedal, she turned the key in the ignition. The engine roared to life. Putting the gearshift in reverse, she removed her foot from the brake and stomped on the gas pedal. The Mercedes lurched backwards, slamming into the vehicle parked behind. Karen’s head flew back into the headrest. She jammed the car into drive and hit the gas again, praying the spare tire would stay on. 
Sitting up and adjusting herself, Karen looked out her window to see agent McKlintock pointing a gun in her direction. Half a second later the driver-side window shattered, sending shards of glass, like dangerous confetti, over her entire body. She didn’t hear a gunshot, guessing he was using a silencer. Wasn’t that what all creepy government agents did? More bullets slammed holes into the car. She swerved right and left like a drunk driver, hoping to avoid getting hit, as fragments of glass spilled out of her hair and tumbled around inside the car. She felt a searing pain like she’d been cattle-prodded on her left knee. Heart in her throat, she glanced down and saw her pant leg was bloody and torn. She began flexing the limb as she drove, the knee bending normally. The damage, she hoped, was minor. 
With the agent behind her, she felt a slight hint of calm before the rear window exploded, the sound deafening. Karen’s dread surged back completely. The passenger side headrest exploded into puffy white clouds of fabric. The man was definitely trying to kill her. 
The parking garage exited onto a narrow street. She took the turn too fast and slid sideways into a parked truck. The impact sent a jolt through her body and pain shooting down her neck. More bullets thudded the car. Karen regained her composure. She saw the man reloading and hit the gas, taking off down the street, the truck’s side mirror wrapped in a twisted embrace around hers. 
She raced along the street, blowing through a stop sign, and barely missed colliding with a taxi. She needed to get control of the situation. Using her rearview mirror, she glanced back. No one was following, at least that she could tell. She drove, taking turns without purpose other than she wasn’t sure where to go. Traffic was normal for that time of day in the city and she didn’t think she had to worry about getting shot at with so many people around. She didn’t want to draw any more attention to herself—a bullet-ridden Mercedes was enough—so she drove as normally as her adrenaline-filled body allowed. 
Twenty blocks later, she turned down a one-way street. The venue wasn’t a main artery for the city, with only the occasional vehicle passing by. Karen pulled over, waiting next to a fire hydrant. She kept watch on the rearview mirror, making sure she wasn’t followed. After a few minutes she began to calm down; her heart only beating twice as fast as normal, she thought with a humorless chuckle. She needed to think. Where to go? What to do? Melanie, her best friend. She needed to call Melanie, but didn’t want to use her cell phone. The agents might trace it. 
Karen removed the phone from her purse. She held it for a moment, staring at it and thinking of all the numbers and job contacts within. She opened the back, removed the battery, and was about to throw it out of the window, but couldn’t. As long as the battery was out the phone couldn’t be traced. For now, she’d have to use payphones until she could buy a burner. 
A man walking by stopped. Karen looked up. He stared at the car then at Karen, and asked if she was okay. 
“I’m fine,” she said. 
“Looks like you been in a war, honey,” the man said, eyeing the car. 
“I’m fine, really. Just wanting a little privacy.” 
The man huffed, clearly offended, and walked away mumbling. 
Karen flipped the visor down, stared into the mirror. She had scratches on her face and fragments of glass in her hair. Her eyes began tearing up, but she fought against the emotions as she plucked pieces of glass from her scalp. Reaching in the glove box, she grabbed tissues and wiped her face. The pain in her knee was sobering and something she could use to focus on to keep from completely losing it. 
People walked past and gawked at the wreck. She needed to get out of the area before the police arrived. 
As she climbed from the Mercedes, the pain in her knee worsened. With her pant leg already ripped, she was able to spread the fabric and examine the wound. The knee looked singed and burned, as if she’d laid a curling iron on it, but the bullet must have only grazed her. Karen had been lucky. 
Glancing at the car, she couldn’t believe she wasn’t dead. The vehicle looked like a Swiss cheese special or something from a gangster movie after a hit. Bullet holes were everywhere, the windows blown out. The car had multiple dents and long scratches. Parts of it looked like crinkled aluminum foil; only broken shards of red and clear plastic remained of the rear lights. It was now a cop magnet and she had to leave it. 
Karen got back into the car and removed the first aid kit from the glove box. She disinfected the wound with antiseptic pads, each swipe agonizing, before bandaging it up with gauze. 
She pulled a fresh pair of jeans from her luggage. Ignoring the onlookers, she changed her pants, wincing from the wound to her knee. She didn’t want to block the hydrant, a stupid thing to worry about in a crisis, but she had to get away before the police or, worse, the agents arrived. She grabbed her purse and luggage and fled the scene. 
 
 



 
Chapter 8
 
 
 
Morgan headed to Thomas’s home, a rundown apartment complex located in one of the worst neighborhoods in Poughkeepsie. After pounding on the door and receiving no reply, he broke in. Thomas wasn’t home. 
Thomas Agorik was a lowlife, even for a vampire; a scavenger that preyed on the weak and troubled. He enjoyed any and all narcotics and had a nasty habit of picking up teenagers—runaways and whatnot—and draining them dry in secluded places while they pleaded for their families. Morgan had wanted to kill the bastard upon meeting him, and almost had, but the junkie proved resourceful, becoming Morgan’s confidential informant in the vampire world. Thomas kept Morgan informed of the affairs of the underground community, a part of the vampire world Morgan didn’t spend a lot of time among. 
Morgan was part of the undead community—vampires believing he was one of them—but like all communities, there were class levels. He dealt mostly with the upper echelon and middle-class, not so much with the underground, those lower-than-werewolf-shit vampires. Thomas kept those crazed and animal-like creatures of the night as associates at arm’s length. Morgan knew a piece of shit like Thomas could only be trusted for so long before things turned ugly, which was exactly what had happened. 
After checking around, Morgan was informed by more than one lowlife vamp he had threatened to kill that Thomas was the one responsible for the hunters cornering him. 
The Morses had captured Thomas and, knowing he was going to die, he gave them information on Morgan, a vampire high on the Morses’ list, in exchange for letting him go. 
Morgan checked all the local homeless shelters. He didn’t find Thomas, but eventually came upon his sought after target in the area of Warya’s Park, a short distance from the Poughkeepsie Bridge. Morgan noticed other bloodsuckers in the area, but none were grouped too closely together; all preoccupied with cattle of their own and not wanting to share. 
Thomas was chatting with a young redhead no more than sixteen years old. She looked ragged and had trackmarks on her arms—definitely a runaway involved with drugs and most likely prostitution. 
Morgan knew Thomas’s game: comfort the individual, offer whatever he or she wanted, whether money, food, drugs, or a place to stay, then get the human alone and spend hours listening to their pleas while he sucked them dry. 
Morgan approached Thomas. The fiend took notice. 
“Well, well,” Thomas said. 
The girl turned around to look at Morgan. Her eyes were glassy and red. 
“Never thought I’d see you down here with us lowlifes,” the vampire chuckled. 
“I bet,” Morgan said, his tone even. He took a long hard look at the girl. “Get lost, and I mean leave the area.” 
The girl hesitated, lost in Morgan’s stare. 
“Baby,” she said, speaking to Thomas, “who’s your friend?” 
“I said now,” Morgan reiterated. 
“Get out of here, sweetie,” Thomas said. “I’ll catch up with you later.” The vampire watched her run off, then looked at Morgan. “What’s with the hostility, man?” 
“What were you saying?”
Thomas smirked. “I’m surprised to see you is all. Especially in these parts.” 
Morgan took a step closer. “I’ve never had a reason to come here, but I need your help with something.” 
Thomas feigned surprise and asked what it was that Morgan, the great and powerful vampire, needed his help with. 
Morgan glanced around suspiciously. “We need to talk privately. The matter is delicate in nature.” 
The two walked behind a copse of evergreens for cover. Morgan was certain he could rip the vamp’s head off before Thomas managed to scream. 
“What’s this matter?” Thomas asked. 
Morgan stepped to within an inch of Thomas’s chest. Smiling, teeth clenched, he grabbed the vampire by the throat and wrapped his fingers tightly to prevent Thomas from screaming out. Ready to remove Thomas’s head, Morgan was grabbed from behind. 
A burly member of the undead pinned Morgan in a bear hug. Next to him stood another vamp, just as large. He saw Thomas smiling, a look of satisfaction on the vampire’s face. “Now, now. Were you just about to end my undead ass?” 
Morgan glowered at Thomas. 
“You should know how I operate. I’m never alone. Working in a pack these days, like the wolves. Have to be careful with the new rules implemented on us by The Nation.” 
“You’re a child murderer and bringing unwanted attention to us,” Morgan said, deciding to play along and acting as if The Nation, a vampire group set in place to keep their existence secret, had ordered him to kill Thomas. 
“So, the Vampire Nation sent you to kill me?”
“That’s right. Boys,” Morgan said, referring to the two oversized vamps, “this here’s a dead man and anyone standing with him is a dead man, too. I suggest you let me go and leave these parts.” 
Both vamps started laughing. 
“I don’t think so, Morgan Hughes,” Thomas said. “I’ve helped you countless times and this is how you repay me?”
“Let’s not talk about the help you’ve given me. We both know how you saved your own ass with the hunters.” 
“Oh, so they did find you?” Thomas joined in on the laughter with the two behemoths.
Morgan broke the other vampire’s grip, jumped up and launched a crushing kick to Thomas’s groin. 
The lowlife vampire fell to the ground, howling in pain. Morgan got his right arm free. Reaching back, he shoved his fingers into the large vampire’s mouth and yanked down, ripping the U-shaped bone from the vamp’s face. Blood gushed like a burst water main. Morgan opened his mouth wide, craned his neck around, and began lapping up the vampire’s blood. 
The other bloodsucker grabbed Morgan, lifted him up, and slammed him on the ground. The impact hurt, but Morgan had felt much worse and simply rolled away before springing to his feet with feline grace. He saw Thomas slowly recovering. 
“You’re going to pay for that,” the remaining large vampire said, looking at his friend lying on the ground and bleeding out. The hefty bloodsucker charged at Morgan. 
With fresh vampire blood coursing through his body, Morgan easily sidestepped the oaf’s attack, grabbed the vampire’s arm, and tore it free. The undead creature howled in pain, his eyes glued to the severed limb in Morgan’s hands. 
“Want this back?” Morgan asked, tossing the appendage at its owner. The vampire raised its remaining arm to catch the limb. Seizing the moment, Morgan launched himself at the undead creature. Landing on the vampire, he sunk his fangs into the thing’s neck and, like a wild animal, tore away flesh. Blood gushed into Morgan’s mouth. 
As Morgan sucked the vampire dry, Thomas attempted to sneak away. 
“Going somewhere?” 
Thomas halted and turned around. “What the hell are you?” 
“I’m the new and improved version of your kind. Actually, I’ve been around for a while now.” And with that, Morgan leaped forward and ripped the heart from Thomas’s chest, leaving the body to bleed out and dissipate like a forgotten memory. He would drink none of the scumbag’s blood. 
 
 



 
Chapter 9
 
 
 
Karen arrived at Melanie’s apartment building a short time after leaving the Mercedes. She stood outside the entranceway, contemplating whether or not to enter the building. Glancing around, she looked for anyone odd or out of place. The sidewalks bustled with pedestrians while numerous cars and trucks drove down Second Avenue. She didn’t notice anything unusual, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t being watched. 
Karen opened the door to the building and headed inside. 
“Hello, Ms. Lakemire,” said Bill, the building’s desk clerk. 
“Hi,” Karen replied, giving a gentle wave as she proceeded past the man to the elevators. Melanie had given instructions to the front desk that Karen be permitted access to the apartment anytime she wished. 
She exited the elevator on the twenty-first floor, trepidation in her step. The agents’ voices remained fresh in her mind. Taking long and counted breaths, she worked on calming down. Were they at Melanie’s place, too? 
She listened intently as she crept along the hallway. Upon reaching the apartment, she placed her ear to the door but didn’t hear anything beyond the rush of blood in her head. She wanted desperately to call Melanie, see if she was home, but couldn’t risk using her cell phone for even a minute. 
Raising her hand, she hesitated then rapped on the door. No answer. She knocked again. It seemed Melanie wasn’t home. Relief flooded her when she remembered that Melanie was still at work. She took out her key ring, found the spare to Melanie’s, and opened the door. 
Inside, Karen plopped down on the living room sofa. She closed her eyes, letting her body sink into the cushions. She took slow, even breaths, listening to the quiet and trying not to think about anything. After a few moments, her stomach complained. She was hungry. 
She found slices of turkey and salami in the fridge and made a sandwich with whole wheat bread. After pouring herself a tall glass of cold orange juice, she went back to the living room. 
Grabbing the remote, Karen turned on the television and flipped through the channels. She felt a small hint of relief at finding no news about herself and clicked the TV off. Karen then turned on the radio and began searching the channels. A bullshit broadcast about Josh played on one station, the newscaster reporting that Josh had acted alone and that no one was harmed during the escape. No mention of her as either victim or accomplice. 
She shut off the radio, grabbed her dish, and went to the kitchen. After placing her empty plate in the sink and pouring another glass of juice, she sat at the small square kitchen table. 
Why hadn’t the military put out a report on her? She was a threat, but unlike Josh, they wanted her kept secret. Why? They could’ve easily made up some bullshit report about her, too. If every cop in Manhattan was looking for her, they’d surely have caught her by now. 
Karen had an advantage. Whoever was after her didn’t want the local law involved, which meant she had one less problem to worry about. 
Feeling ragged, she headed to the bathroom to freshen up. There, she washed the small cuts on her face. 
Ten minutes later, sitting on Melanie’s bed, Karen began wondering if it was such a good idea to be waiting inside the apartment. What if the agents found out that Melanie was a friend, her best friend, and were on their way to the place now, a perimeter already established, any chance for escape cordoned off. Didn’t most people flock to loved ones when in trouble? Having been raised by the State, Melanie was her only family. And if she had living parents, siblings, aunts or uncles, she wasn’t aware of them, and had never tried looking. 
A minute later and Karen found herself in the stairwell with her cup of orange juice, standing just outside the hallway to the twenty-first floor. She took a seat on the cold cement, propping the door open a crack so she could view Melanie’s door. Bringing the glass to her mouth, a searing heat erupted in her head as if someone had pressed her scalp to a red-hot coil. The pain was debilitating, causing her to drop the glass. The cup broke, sending orange juice and glass shards about. It took all of her strength not to scream. She fell to the floor in agony, writhing back and forth; the glass shards cutting through her shirt and into her skin, drawing blood. The pain in her head was constant, but increasing in severity as if tiny explosions were going off. Her skin caught fire; every muscle in her body felt like it was being ripped off her bones. 
No longer able to hold back, Karen cried out. She begged for the blackness to come, to pass out, but she remained conscious. Focusing with all her might, she tried to stand, wanting to run into the wall headfirst and knock herself out, but she only stumbled to the floor. Her only ally was time, an uncertainty that would prove itself eventually, sending her into darkness and besting the pain. In the meantime she had to endure. 
Knowing she couldn’t remain in the stairwell, having no idea how long the episode would last, Karen opened the door and crawled along the hallway floor. When she reached Melanie’s apartment, she grabbed the doorknob and tried turning it, but the door was locked—the keys in her pocket. She needed to get inside, lock the door, and call her friend. She had no choice anymore. Reaching into her pocket, she tried grabbing the keys as the pain intensified, causing her to vomit. She hated puking; it was one of the worst things in the world, and the reason why she never got plastered. But none of that mattered now as the welcomed blackness arrived, falling over her like a shroud. 
She awoke some time later to an awful, nose-burning odor. Shaking her head, she opened her eyes to find a man crouched over her. He was wearing an FDNY paramedic’s uniform and held a small vial of smelling salts, the awful ammonia smell that had woken Karen. Clear-headed and fully awake, she tried sitting up. 
“Karen,” a familiar female voice said. “Are you all right?” The voice was Melanie’s, but she didn’t see the woman. Two paramedics were huddled around Karen, trying to make her lay back down. 
“What’s going on?” Karen asked. “Why are there paramedics here?” 
Melanie came into view, crouching between the two men. She went on to explain how she came home early to find Karen slumped unconscious outside her door. 
“I alerted the front desk and they called for an ambulance,” Melanie said. “Guess I should’ve just called 911.” 
“Well, I’m fine now,” Karen snapped. “They can leave.” 
“Ma’am,” the younger paramedic said. “We should take you to the hospital.” 
“No, I’m fine.” 
“Taking any drugs? Prescription or narcotic?” the other paramedic asked. He was older, had hard eyes and a perfectly trimmed beard. Karen thought it looked manufactured. 
“No,” Karen said, incredulously. “I just ate something bad.” Both men looked at each other. “I’m sorry to appear ungrateful. I know you guys do a wonderful job, but really, I’m fine.” 
Staring at the older paramedic, she heard the man say how fed up he was with people like her, loonies. He stood, ready to leave, but before heading off, he called her a bitch. 
Karen couldn’t believe what the man had said. Sure, she had been a little short, but to insult her like that? 
“Who do you think you are calling me a bitch?” she asked, angrily. 
The man, heading toward the door to leave, stopped and turned around. He had a surprised look on his face. 
“What are you talking about, Karen?” Melanie asked. “No one called you a bitch.” 
“He did,” Karen accused, pointing to the older paramedic. 
“I didn’t say anything,” the man responded, then repeated the insult. 
Karen’s eyes widened. “There, he said it again.” 
“Karen, sweetie,” Melanie said, bending down and putting a hand to her friend’s cheek. “Are you sure you’re feeling okay?” 
“But I…” Karen began, but quickly fell silent. “Did you hear him call me a bitch?” Karen asked the younger paramedic who was now also standing. 
“No, Ma’am.” 
“Whatever she’s on,” the older man said, “you better get her off it.” He tapped the younger paramedic on the shoulder. “We’re out of here. Can’t force them to accept help.” 
Karen sat, caught in a daze and thinking. Josh had said the gift would take a day or so to work in her. It had been half a day since she’d been infected. Maybe it worked faster in women or smaller-sized people; Josh was a big man. 
Karen looked at the older paramedic walking away. She stared at his head, seeing if she could hear any more thoughts. Nothing. Then the younger paramedic spoke. 
“Ma’am,” he said. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
“Yeah, sorry. Low blood sugar.” 
“And I’m sorry about my partner. He’s new to our unit.” 
“That’s okay,” Karen told him.
“Well,” Melanie said, “let’s get you something to eat then.” 
Karen rose to her feet with Melanie’s help. Again, she told everyone that she was okay. Walking to the kitchen to get a glass of water, Karen noticed that her purse was knocked over and a couple of items were strewn about near it. “My purse,” she said. 
“We needed your info, Miss Lakemire,” the young paramedic explained. 
Karen looked at Melanie, her face accusatory. 
“Karen, you’re my best friend, but I don’t know what meds you might be taking. Thought it would be a good idea to see what was up.” 
Karen understood and had no reason to feel exposed. Melanie was her best friend; the sister she never had. Everything happening to her was just too much to handle; turning even little things into big ones. She upended her purse and began placing the items back inside. 
“What did you want me to do?” Melanie asked, sounding a little excited. “I mean I come home and find my best friend—her face resting in puke—passed out at the front of my door.” It was almost as if Melanie was defending herself. No, she was defending herself, and Karen knew that her friend cared for her and did what a friend should do. And besides, it wasn’t like they had never gone through each other’s purses before. Karen felt ashamed at how she acted toward her friend, the one person whom she would need to count on now. 
“I’m so sorry, Mel,” she said, shaking her head. “I’ve had a…rough day.” Karen felt the pressure of everything building inside her and if she didn’t stop talking she’d begin to bawl uncontrollably. “I was just surprised to see my purse like that. Again Mel, I’m sorry.” 
“It’s okay, sweetie,” Melanie said, and gave her friend a hug. 
“Ma’am,” the young paramedic said. “Excuse me, again, but are you sure you don’t want to get checked out?” 
“No, I’m fine.” She felt bad for the kid. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-one years old. Then a thought, like a slap, struck her upside the head. She pushed Melanie to the side to get a clear view of the paramedic. “Did you guys have to call this in? Use my name, I mean?” 
“Yeah, it’s standard protocol,” the young paramedic answered. “Name and address. See if there’s a record of you in our system.” Karen’s face went pale and she began to feel lightheaded. The kid’s face showed that he saw she wasn’t feeling well. She needed these men to leave. The military could be on their way to her now; ready to kill any and all witnesses. Forcing a smile, she said, “I just don’t want you guys to go through all this trouble and paperwork for nothing.” 
“It’s no trouble, Miss Lakemire,” the paramedic said, smiling like a goofy kid. Karen noticed that the older paramedic had stepped out, and was probably waiting in the hallway. 
“I don’t mean to be rude,” she said, “especially after all the help you’ve given me, but I need to be alone with my friend now.” She patted the kid on the shoulder reassuringly. “Again, thank you for all your help.” The young man smiled, nodded, and left the apartment. 
Melanie took a seat on the couch. “What the hell is going on with you?” she asked. 
“Just having a horrific day,” Karen answered, pacing back and forth while looking out of the living room window at the city. 
“Bullshit,” Melanie challenged. “You’re not right. You’re acting like a scared little girl or a junkie needing a fix, and I know you’re not a junkie.” 
Karen wanted to tell her friend everything. But would that be wise? She’d already put Melanie in enough danger by coming to her apartment. She hadn’t told her anything, but the people after Karen would assume she had. 
They’d probably torture Melanie to find out what the woman knew before killing her. And if they caught Karen in Melanie’s apartment, they’d probably outright kill her; no need for questioning. From what Josh told Karen, and what she’d seen firsthand, they took no chances. They were ruthless. 
However, that all depended on whether or not they found out she visited Melanie. Karen, for her friend’s sake, had to believe the woman was now a target. She had to explain everything. Convince Melanie. But would her best friend believe her? Karen had to prove it. She’d heard what the older paramedic was thinking, but when she tried to hone in on his thoughts again, she heard nothing. The stuff inside her must not be in full effect yet. She turned and began staring intently, squinting her eyes at Melanie’s head. 
“What the hell are you doing? You look like you’re going to wet yourself,” Melanie joked. 
Karen’s shoulders slumped, her body seeming to deflate. She heard nothing except for what came out of her friend’s mouth. 
“I’m waiting,” Melanie said, her mood no longer jovial. “You look like shit, you know?” 
Looking around the room, holding back tears again, Karen said, “I’m in some trouble.” 
“What kind?” 
“I can’t tell you.” Karen crossed her arms like a disobedient child. 
“Karen!” Melanie hollered, standing up. “We go way back and you know you can tell me anything. Please, I’m here for you.” 
Karen turned away, needing to see the city and its vastness. The open sprawl of buildings, filled with millions of people, made her feel less alone, but at the same time, compounded her feeling of isolation. “I’ve gotten myself into a jam and I’m going to have to get myself out of it, but I need to do it alone.” 
Melanie wandered over and set her hands on Karen’s shoulders. “Please, Karen. Just talk to me. You can tell me anything. No matter what it is I’ll be here for you and we’ll get through it together.” 
Karen turned and walked away. She needed Melanie, but at the same time she needed to be alone. Coming to her friend’s apartment was a mistake, but she had no idea where else to go or what to do. 
“If I thought telling you would help, I would, but it will only make things worse. Trust me on this.” 
“You’re not going to tell me, are you?” Melanie asked. 
“No. I can’t.” 
“And you’re really in trouble?” 
“Yes.” 
“And there’s nothing I can do?” 
Karen turned to look at her friend. The hurt on Melanie’s face was gut-wrenching. She felt like throwing up again. Her friend really wanted to be there for her and she was punishing the woman by leaving her out in the cold. 
“Yes.” Karen did need something from her friend and asking for it after telling her she couldn’t share anything with her made the request even harder. “I need to borrow some cash and your car.” She looked away, unable to meet her friend’s stare, but not before seeing Melanie’s mouth open in astonishment. 
“Sure. Whatever you need,” Melanie responded flatly. “I told you that.” 
Karen felt the tears begin to well, her vision blurring. No. She couldn’t cry. That’s how Josh gave her the gift. Clenching her teeth, she fought against her body’s need to release pressure. 
The one person she could count on for anything had come through, even with the way she treated her. How could she take the woman’s money and car and at the same time potentially leave her defenseless against killer agents? She had to warn her. 
Facing Melanie, she said, “Some men might come looking for me.” 
“What? Who? The mob?” Melanie was clearly baffled by Karen’s revelation. 
“No,” Karen said. “Nothing like that.” Melanie was shaking now, frightened according to her body language and expression. Karen took the woman’s hands into her own. “These are really, really bad people—dangerous.” Now, Karen was looking into her friend’s eyes, making sure Melanie knew how serious the situation was. “I didn’t want to get you involved. That’s why I didn’t call. I was afraid they might be listening.” 
“How am I involved?” Melanie asked, her eyebrows bunched together. 
“By my coming here.” Karen felt frustrated. The more she thought about it, the more she chastised herself for endangering her friend. She pulled her hands away, balling them into fists, and stepped back. “They might think I told you something.” 
“But you didn’t.” Melanie went to take a step forward, stopping abruptly when Karen stiffened. 
“The men that are after me…they’re military, some secret branch. It’s only a matter of time before they find me. They’ll pick up on the call the paramedics made.” 
Again, tears filled Karen’s eyes. She blinked rapidly, trying to stem the flow. She felt her cheek tickle as a single drop made its way down her face. Melanie motioned her over again. “Don’t come near me,” Karen shouted. She jumped back and wiped away the tear. 
Melanie looked worried. 
“I’m not on drugs,” Karen said, in response to Melanie’s accusation. 
“I never said you were.” 
“I just heard you.” 
“You’re scaring me, Karen.” 
“There, you just said it again. And you want to call the paramedics back.” 
Melanie brought her hands to her chest. “What the hell is going on, Karen? How do you know what I’m thinking?” 
Karen realized the gift was working again. Melanie hadn’t said anything about drugs or the paramedics, but her friend had certainly been thinking it. Deciding she better talk, Karen sat Melanie down and told her friend everything that had happened. If Melanie was at risk, as Karen most likely had made her so, then she deserved to know the truth. 
At its conclusion, the conversation didn’t go as Karen had hoped. Melanie stood up and began pacing the room. “Okay, I get it. You bitch. I’m on television, aren’t I?” 
Karen’s frustration doubled. She needed Melanie to understand—and quickly. Time was running out. 
“Pick four consecutive numbers,” Karen said, hoping the gift would stay active so she could prove her point. “But don’t say them out loud.” 
Melanie looked at her quizzically. 
“Mel, please, just do it.” A shiver went through Karen’s body as she heard the numbers in Melanie’s head, the woman’s mouth remaining sealed. 
“Six, nine, two, and seven,” Karen said. 
“No, that’s impossible,” Melanie said, shaking her head. “Bullshit. Try again.” 
“Five, three, four, two,” Karen said. Melanie’s face went white as her eyes widened in disbelief. 
“How the hell are you doing that?” 
“I told you. I was infected with some alien substance.” Melanie was silent, but Karen could hear the woman’s thoughts. “Bullshit” and “what’s going on?” kept repeating over and over inside Melanie’s head. “I know you don’t believe it, but it’s true.” 
“I must be dreaming.” Melanie said, standing up. 
“No, this is real and I need to ask you something.”
“What?”
“Can you leave the city for a while? Hide out until this blows over?” 
Karen wondered if it would ever be safe again for her or anyone she knew—co-workers, ex-boyfriends, even the desk clerk in her or Melanie’s building. With enough time, maybe she could lead the military away from the city and Melanie could go on with her life. 
“This is real, isn’t it?” Melanie’s face got some of its color back. She was finally accepting the situation. 
“Yes, it’s real.” 
“I’ll go to my mom’s upstate.” 
“No, go somewhere where nobody will be able to find you. And don’t use your phone. Get a new one.” Karen wanted to hug her friend, but with tears threatening her at any moment she didn’t dare. It was amazing how much she needed human contact, even the simplest kind. 
Melanie agreed, and together they packed bags. She would call in to work, say a relative was sick and she was taking the vacation time she’d accrued. Melanie had about a thousand dollars in cash in her apartment and gave it all to Karen. 
“Sorry I don’t have more.” 
“This is fine,” Karen said, grateful for the money. Satisfied that she wouldn’t cry, Karen embraced her friend quickly, taking in the touch of another and the warmth that came with friendship. “I’ll call you when I can.” 
With that, Karen left the apartment. 
 
 



 
Chapter 10 
 
 
 
Morgan took a cab out
of the city and headed to the outskirts of Poughkeepsie. He had the driver drop him off at the beginning of Route 9, a two-lane, heavily-traveled back road that connected the Newburgh-Beacon area to Poughkeepsie. From there he decided to walk, feeling comfortable with the prospect of not running into any hunters or vampires. He was heading for the Newburgh-Beacon Bridge, or as the residents in Beacon called it, the Beacon-Newburgh Bridge. Route 9 emptied out just before the bridge, on the Beacon side. 
The small town of Salisbury Mills was the first place Morgan would likely begin his vacation. It was only a forty-five minute drive from Poughkeepsie and quaint; at least from what he remembered of it, having passed through the hamlet only a few times before. 
From there, or somewhere near there, he would work his way toward Manhattan and obtain new vampire contacts as well as work on lowering their population before seeing where his travels took him next. But that was thinking too far ahead. First, he would enjoy his time, undisturbed, and stay in some rural place with a lesser population and soak up some rays; perhaps even go for a swim in one of the local lakes or rivers. 
If Salisbury Mills didn’t have lodging, then Washingtonville or Chester—both small towns but more metropolitan—would be suitable to his needs and far enough away that he wouldn’t have to worry about hunters, especially the Morses. He grinned, thinking about them. They were going to be baffled and likely more than a little upset when they returned to the alley to collect their lances and possibly some of Morgan’s remains—hunters often kept mementos of their prized kills—only to find no vampire leftovers. Then they’d be hell-bent on finding him. 
After a brief rest in one of the small towns, while traveling to and eventually through Manhattan, Morgan would ask around and see if any of the supernatural beings he came across knew anything about the Murphy Unit. 
Whatever the case, his new journey would be a fresh beginning. He’d had numerous new starts, moving from city to city, lowering the vampire population, but he wanted more out of life. Finding the priest who changed him was his ultimate goal, and locating the Murphy Unit, or at least its members, seemed like the first step in doing so. 
The time was coming upon nine p.m., still early, but Morgan was growing bored with walking. He could easily do the twenty or so miles, but why waste the night when he could be relaxing in some bar with a few beers. And there was always the possibility that some drunk or careless driver would hit him. It would take a lot more than a car wreck to stop him, but damage added up, and without knowing where any vampires might be, he had to rely on what was in his system until he reached Manhattan. That city was crawling with bloodsuckers. 
Morgan stuck his thumb out. He figured the well-traveled road which connected the two urban areas would be an easy place to hitchhike. 
Fifteen minutes later, he found himself in a car with a man named Ted. Ted was around sixty, Morgan guessed. Gray hair surrounded his head like a cotton halo. Ted wore thick glasses that made his pupils look like pencil points. 
“Where are you heading?” Ted asked. 
“Little town outside of Newburgh.” 
“Name?” 
“Salisbury Mills,” Morgan decided. Washingtonville and Chester were small, but Salisbury Mills was a spec on a map compared to those places. He hoped they had a bar or at least a bed and breakfast. He’d been through the town twice before and if his memory served him correctly, it had been a town consisting of a firehouse, post office, and general store. But by now, the town must’ve grown and surely had lodgings. 
Ted nodded. “I’m going to Middletown, passing through Newburgh. I can take you that far.” 
“Sounds just fine,” Morgan said, grinning. 
Morgan liked Ted. He seemed like a genuine fellow, an old-timer with an old-time view of the world. Through conversation, he found out that Ted didn’t own much in the way of electronic gadgets. The man simply didn’t believe in them. He’d never even owned a cell phone or understood what an Mp3 player was. He had cable television, but only watched history and nature documentaries, and the nightly news—which he believed was designed to scare people. 
The unlit stretch of road with thick forest on either side was a welcomed sight. Morgan had grown tired of the city. Garbage, sidewalks, hustle and bustle, car horns, and sirens could even drive a supernatural being like himself crazy. 
But cities were where Morgan belonged. They were his forest, full of wildlife that he could feed on while performing the task he was designed for. 
He sat back calmly as Ted went on about his grandkids and how much he enjoyed spending time with them, the devils that they were. 
Morgan thanked the man after being let off at Newburgh, where he quickly hitched a ride with a kid coming home from college. Morgan hadn’t hitchhiked since the 1980s and, like so many others, took to the notion that no one really did it anymore. After receiving two rides relatively quickly between one another, he guessed the world was still as foolish as ever. 
The kid, Jerold, was traveling home to Warwick, taking Route 94 which led straight through Salisbury Mills. He had lived in Orange County his whole life and knew most of the towns well, telling Morgan what Morgan already knew: that Salisbury Mills consisted of a firehouse, general store, post-office and an old railroad bridge missing its tracks. But on the outskirts of the town, along Route 94, was a restaurant with a bar. There was no hotel or bed and breakfast. Five miles up the road was Washingtonville, another small town, but much more current, with banks, convenience stores, fast food restaurants, a library, and even a small hotel. 
The kid dropped Morgan off outside the bar, an Irish pub called O’Hulahans. Funny, but he’d never seen the name spelled like it was. He thanked Jerold for the ride and gave him a twenty for gas. 
Morgan glanced at the dashboard clock before Jerold drove off. Just after 10:30. With the wait between rides and the hour long journey, Morgan thought he did well—not that he had a schedule to follow. 
He didn’t feel like walking to Washingtonville to check into a hotel yet and decided that a cold beer would be refreshing. He’d worry about where to sleep later. 


 



 
Chapter 11
 
 
 
Karen made it out of the city by nine. An accident on the Throgs Neck Bridge was her only delay. After that, the ride was smooth sailing, except for the numerous and horrible thoughts bouncing around in her head. She feared having another attack, unsure if the alien substance was still working its way into her system, but she had no choice and ventured onward. 
She drove north, taking Route 287 to the N.Y. State Thruway. She tried listening to music during the ride, but found every song she came across, even ones she liked, only added to her anxiety. The quiet hum of the tires on asphalt was better. 
It wasn’t easy keeping her foot on the gas pedal, leaving her life behind. She desperately wanted to call Melanie; simply to hear her friend’s voice and not feel so alone. Her mind wandered. She kept seeing Agent McKlintock shooting at her, and Josh’s face screaming in agony as his flesh melted away. Had she ruined her best friend’s life, too? Was her own life over? 
She needed to relax and knew how important it was that she remained calm, clear-headed. Things were going to be different; not forever, she hoped, but at least for a while, and presently there wasn’t a thing she could do about it except flee. She swore to herself, not certain she believed her own thoughts, that she would reclaim her world or at least some semblance of what had been. 
Everyone and everything she knew had to be left behind. Karen had been reduced to so little in such a short amount of time. She’d lost her freedom, job, money, friends, and things she probably hadn’t even considered yet. But she had to remain positive and hold onto whatever she could in order to keep fighting to survive. 
She wanted to cry, feeling like she might go mad if she didn’t, so she did. Her hazardous tears flowed. Then speaking aloud, she told herself to stop; she needed to be strong, and crying could lead to other people getting hurt. In no way could she risk infecting anyone else. 
Karen noticed her speed had decreased to forty miles an hour and pressed down on the gas pedal. Going below forty was like waving a red flag and asking to be pulled over by a state trooper; the minimum speed limit posted at forty-five. 
Done with the tears, Karen was in control of herself again. And just as she began feeling better, less severe pains wracked her skull. She noticed a sign for a rest stop and hoped to make it there before a full-on attack. 
She would dread having to pull onto the side of the road and pass out only to wake up with a statie’s face staring down at her. Or worse, have her name reported over the wire, alerting the agents to her location. 
She held on as the pain worsened, keeping her foot steady on the gas pedal and the wheel straight. Her vision began to blur from the ache, but she managed to pull off the highway via the rest stop’s ramp and into a parking spot as the pain overwhelmed her.
She found a corner spot, far away from other vehicles, hoping if she passed out that nobody would see her and call for help, thinking she was in need of it. 
Shutting the car off, she brought her hands to the side of her head and squeezed. The pain was like a thousand needles puncturing her skull. She tried not to scream, but had to, letting out an ear-piercing wail. She knew what would happen next, praying for the blackness to come. Until then, she would have to endure the torture. 
Unconsciousness never came. Instead, the pain loosened. She had never felt anything so delightful. Within minutes, the agony had evaporated completely. Karen couldn’t believe it. She glanced around, mad little cackles of laughter bursting through her lips. Was it over? Had her body finally accepted Josh’s unwanted gift? 
Sitting for a moment, not trusting her body, Karen waited to see if the pain would come back. After a couple of minutes, only the giddiness of relief returned. It was the first time that day she had felt something other than terror. 
Her stomach grumbled. She was hungry. No, starving, as if she hadn’t eaten in days. And she was craving meat—hamburger or steak. When was the last time she wanted a hamburger? Years, at least. Opening the car door, she got out and began walking toward the rest stop building. 
Karen kept her head down, not wanting to make eye contact with any passerby. When she reached the building’s entranceway she hesitated then opened the door and went inside. 
The place was bustling with activity. It sounded as if she’d walked into a beehive, the air a gigantic buzzing of words. She looked up, taking in the cavernous room. The ceiling extended skyward and had to be at least four stories. A number of eateries lined the far walls. Tables and chairs filled most of the floor area. People were chatting and laughing. Kids giggled, complained, and cried. Everyone was talking at once. Karen glanced from person to person, each individual’s thoughts coming through loud and clear. 
So many voices all talking at once, and Karen could hear them all. She’d visited crowded places before and never heard a louder group. Someone wanted to leave their children at their mother’s house. Another man adored the woman he was with, feeling bad at the same time for cheating on his wife. Babies were hungry, screaming for their parents to feed them. A man farted, feeling relief until he realized he shit his pants. A woman, who’d ordered a salad really wanted a pizza but was afraid her husband would call her a fat ass. Another man was planning to kidnap Karen. Her eyes went wide, fear gripping her body like an icy hand, at hearing her name. 
She stumbled backwards, bumping into an elderly man and his wife, needing to leave the building. 
“Excuse me,” the woman barked. 
Karen turned to look at the woman. Her expression was one of anger. The woman then called Karen an asshole and a fucking idiot. Karen was about to respond, but noticed the woman’s mouth hadn’t moved. 
“Sorry,” Karen said. “I need to get out of here.” She turned and flew out of the doors, then ran to the side of the building, away from people. Her head stopped buzzing as the voices could no longer be heard. She was alone. 
Peering around the corner, back toward the building’s entranceway, Karen saw people coming and going. No voices could be heard. She concentrated on a particular man and within seconds she heard him thinking. He needed to pee urgently and was worried he might not make it to the rest room in time. 
Next, she looked at a young man about twenty yards away. He was thinking about stopping at Blue Moon, a strip club, on his way home. His wife hardly did it for him anymore. 
Another couple walked by, about fifty feet away from where Karen was standing. She concentrated on them, but heard nothing. Continuing to look from person to person, Karen was startled from behind when she heard a noise. Spinning around, she saw a man coming from a door.
“Whoa,” the man said. 
The guy worked at the place, according to his attire—dark blue overalls—and the broom in his hand. The man’s bulging, frog-like eyes scanned Karen from head to toe, taking in every inch of her body. The odor of cheap whiskey filled the air around her. Having connected to the fellow, she saw that he thought she was a hot piece of ass and would love to do her. His eyes stopped on her rack, hypnotized, and he considered hitting on her. 
“I’m married,” she told him and walked away. 
She stood by a thick stone pillar that held up the higher parking level. There was no way she could go back inside. There were too many people, and she had no control over what she could block out and what she couldn’t. The place was like a giant think-tank, but at the same time she was ravaged with hunger. She began probing people as they walked by, hoping to find someone who would help her. 
She came across a man she hoped was suitable. He looked pleasant and was thinking about eating; nothing else. When she approached him, he held out his arm and said he didn’t have any money. He was lying of course, and was a bit on the paranoid side it seemed. 
Karen continued to probe people, feeling a little giddy about her new ability and how handy it was turning out to be. She knew the danger it posed as well, but would worry about that later after she ate. 
After another five minutes of sorting through various individuals and trying to catch one alone, Karen found a man willing to help. She explained that she suffered from demophobia, the fear of crowded places. The man held no malicious or judgmental thoughts and was glad to assist her. She handed the gentleman a twenty, and he quickly returned from the rest stop with three hamburgers, a large order of fries, two chocolate milkshakes and a large cola. 
After thanking the man, telling him how nice it was to have met a caring person, she hurried back to her car and wolfed down the food. She ate almost everything, leaving only half a milk shake. Feeling satiated, she sat back to relax when her bladder called. “Shit,” she said aloud. This was not something anyone could help her with and there was no way she was going back inside. Grabbing a pile of napkins, she left the car in search of a place to relieve her discomfort. 
She went back to the side of the building, which faced the woods. Mr. Worker-Man from earlier was gone, but she worried that someone might come out of the door at any moment. Quickly, she yanked down her pants before she could talk herself out of it.
Passing a garbage can, she tossed the soiled napkins inside. She despised litter-bugs and surprised herself that she even cared about sticking to her beliefs during a time of such madness. It made her feel good, as if a tiny spark of her old life remained. Realizing that she still had plenty of things that were hers—things that no one could take away even in her situation—made Karen smile. She supposed that was the key to staying calm.
Her smile vanished when she saw two uniformed state troopers walking her way. Panic began to take hold; her stomach grew queasy and her legs felt as if they’d turned to rubber. No, she couldn’t flip out. Cops were great at reading people and she needed to act normal. If questioned, she’d say she simply stopped for a quick bite and bathroom visit. Glancing at one of the cops, she caught his eye before quickly looking away. Stupid, stupid. Maybe they saw her peeing behind the building? Maybe that janitor was pissed at her for blowing him off. 
Karen reminded herself that the police weren’t after her because there was no all-points-bulletin out for her. If the cops said anything, she’d tell them about her demophobia and hope they’d understand. She could maybe even find the man that had gotten her food. Have him explain what he did for her, even though he was most likely gone by now. 
With her eyes looking low, avoiding any and all chance of direct contact, Karen walked toward her car. As she drew nearer to the officers, unable to stop herself, she looked up. One of them was looking right at her. He stood over six feet tall and clearly spent time at the gym; even so, he had gentle, baby-blue eyes that spoke of kindness. 
“Ma’am,” he said, touching the brim of his hat as he walked by. 
Relief swept through Karen. She didn’t get any thoughts from him and was more than glad they kept going. He must have thought she was pretty. It wouldn’t be the first time. A lot of men found Karen attractive. She’d never let it get to her head. Growing up with pimples and a skinny frame had taught her humility during her high school years, when most guys didn’t give her a second glance, let alone a first. 
She quickly spun around, wanting to see what the man was thinking when she zoned in on his partner instead. The man’s thoughts were frantic. He wanted to take off and run to the bathroom where he could scratch his crotch. He had an uncontrollable itch ever since sleeping with some woman he’d met at a bar. 
Karen turned back around, continuing to her car, when she remembered something. Someone inside was planning on kidnapping her. 
She looked around nervously, probing everyone she could, even people sitting in their cars. Who the hell would want to kidnap her? There was no way the agents could’ve been here before her. Wanting to go back inside and search for the person who had those thoughts, she walked back toward the building. 
As she neared the doors, hands almost touching the handles, she felt the buzzing in her brain again. Screw it. She went in. 
Loud static blasted into her skull. Karen shut her eyes in an attempt to cut through the noise. It did no good. Deciding not to fight it, she let everything in. Her immediate reaction was to cover her ears, but she remained still. She focused, concentrated, and accepted the buzz as she began probing people one at a time. Twenty people later and she’d heard nothing about a kidnapping. She felt as if her feet were planted into the ground. After a few more minutes she began growing tired and confused, finding it harder and harder to focus. It was time to leave. She closed her eyes and stumbled backwards through the doors. 
She went down, smacking her right shoulder on the concrete walk. A man hurried to her, bending to help her up. She thanked him before running off to her car, embarrassed. Whoever wanted to kidnap her was gone. Maybe it was just some psycho looking to abduct any single woman and Karen just happened to fall into his sights. She started the engine and raced away from the rest stop. 
Driving north and trying to think of a place to stay, she got off at the Harriman exit. She’d been to the area a few times during trips to the Woodbury Commons outlet and once when she helped a client look for real estate in Orange County. 
She took Route 32, a single-lane highway that cut through mostly forested land. With her new ability, or at least until she could get a handle on it, she needed to stay away from cities and largely populated areas. 
A few miles before hitting the town of Vails Gate, Karen turned onto Orsmille Road, a dark and twisty back country road. She took the winding curves slowly, the darkness seeming to gnaw away at the car’s headlights, until reaching the hamlet of Salisbury Mills. Remembering the town from her previous trip through, Karen saw that it hadn’t changed. She would have to travel a little farther up the road. 
Washingtonville was the next town ahead; a larger municipality, but still small enough for what she needed: a hotel room and the feeling of being safely hidden away. 
Ten minutes later, Karen found herself lying on a soft mattress in a motel just on the outskirts of Washingtonville. Checking in under the name, “Madeline Court,” she paid cash. 
She glanced at the clock-radio on the nightstand—eleven p.m. It was late, but for some reason she wasn’t tired at all and actually felt full of energy. A product of the gift? She hated calling it that, but it’s what Josh had labeled it. “Gift” was a positive word, so for now she would use it. 
She recalled passing a tavern during her real estate trip. O’Hulahans was the name. She remembered wondering why it was spelled that way. Her stomach grumbled from hunger again. Karen couldn’t believe after everything she had eaten at the rest stop how she could be so hungry so soon. The thought of chicken wings and a couple of beers made her mouth water. She left the motel room after checking out the small cuts on her face—they’d pass for scratches—and drove to O’Hulahan’s. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 12
 
 
 
The pub was smaller than Morgan originally thought. The building was divided in half, with one side dedicated to the restaurant and the other for the watering hole. Morgan sat at the end of the bar near the far wall.
The place was crowded and filled with locals. People milled about, saying hello and nodding to each other the way small town folk do. Morgan didn’t have to worry much in a place like this. Everyone seemed friendly; no tough guys about, seeking to pick a fight. Some people were playing darts on the other side of the bar and a game of eight ball was in progress at the pool table. 
Morgan had spent time in Chicago during the ’70s and had learned the game of pool from some of the greats. He was an expert pool player, a real pool-shark. The itch to join in, to fit in and feel normal with the boys, maybe even make new friends, possessed him. But after thinking about the possible consequences, he realized he would be better off remaining a spectator. 
As the night wore on, the drinking increased and the voices grew louder. A heavy-set mountain of a man dominated the pool table, humiliating all challengers. 
Morgan was on his fourth beer from the tap, a local brew out of Newburgh. He always, when in the presence of humans, cut off his drinks at six—more beyond that number could prove dangerous to a supernatural being and the people around him. 
He soaked up the atmosphere, pretending to be just one of the guys. He took small pulls from his glass, wanting to prolong the enjoyment he’d so longed for. The music cranking from the jukebox was old-school rock ’n roll, something he truly loved. 
“Need another?” the bartender asked. 
“Why not,” Morgan said, upending the glass and placing it on the counter. “Great stuff.” The bartender took the glass and refilled it, leaving a thick head of foam, about two inches worth. Morgan nodded and went to accept the drink when the bartender placed a hand over the cup. He glanced up at the server, expecting to see an angry face, for why else would a person do such a thing? But to his surprise, the man was smiling. 
“Sorry, guy,” he said. “Got to have you pay before each one, like you been doing.” He took his hand away. “Don’t mean to be an asshole or anything, but I don’t know you, which means I don’t know where you live so I can collect if you stiff me.” 
Morgan held up his hand. “No problem, I understand. Don’t blame you one bit.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a ten, then handed it to the man. 
“You wouldn’t believe the shit I’ve had to put up with in this place at one time or another. Like college kids ducking out without paying for their drinks.” 
“Can’t believe people do that,” Morgan said, shaking his head. 
“If you have a credit card I can run a tab.” 
“I’ll pay as I go.” 
“You got it.” 
“Keep the change.” 
“Thanks.” 
A man at the other end of the bar was waving his hand and calling out the name Billy. “Drunken asshole,” the bartender said. “Nice talking to you. Enjoy the beer.” 
“Guess you’re the most important guy in here.”
“Yeah, someone’s always the most important somewhere, I guess.” He laughed and walked away. 


 



 
Chapter 13
 
 
 
Karen pulled around to the back of O’Hulahans. She turned off the ignition but remained in the car. The bar would be much smaller than the cavernous rest stop. Fewer people, but they’d be crammed in a smaller space. She worried she’d get the same results. 
Karen thought about turning around. A blanket of cold realization fell over her. Needing to stay positive, she stomped the floor. “You’re not going down that road again. Not now,” she told herself. “Toughen up, girl. You need to stay strong, and there will be no crying.” She felt the heat of triumph grow within her.
After removing the car key, she exited the vehicle. Like an angel on her shoulder, her rational side-kicked in. Was it wise to spend money on more food and alcohol when she had so little cash? In reality, she hadn’t thought much about the future, let alone the next day. She didn’t want to, and emotionally she couldn’t. Not without breaking down. The future seemed so bleak and frightening. No, tonight she would try to get by, maybe even enjoy herself; alone in a bar with people she didn’t know. She would eat and drink and worry about tomorrow after sunrise. Because she needed this, a piece of something normal after everything she’d gone through. Straightening her blouse, she took a couple of deep breaths and walked to the front of the bar. 
At the entrance, she paused, a hand wrapped around the door’s handle. “You can do this,” she told herself and opened the door. 
Voices filled the air with a lively static. Unsteady, she placed a palm on the wall, panic beginning to take hold. She reminded herself that she needed to go through with this; try to control her gift, and that she was safe here. To the left was the entranceway to the restaurant. It was closed. To the right was the bar where the voices poured from. She stepped forward, stopping just inside the threshold to the bar. 
People laughed, chatted, played darts and pool. She stepped into the room, wincing. A few people turned to look at her before returning to their conversations. Another step and she was beginning to relax. She didn’t want to appear awkward, draw attention to herself, but she would turn and run the second she heard the buzzing. Thinking about it, she realized that the voices she was hearing were from people’s mouths, not their minds. And she heard no buzzing. She didn’t understand why she wasn’t getting bombarded with thoughts, but was grateful. Maybe the gift wasn’t working at the moment, still settling itself into her. Or maybe there just weren’t enough people. She took a deep breath and marched forward, looking straight ahead, to an empty seat at the bar. 
She bit her lower lip, her heart pumping rapidly, expecting at any moment to have to run outside when the voices came, but all she heard was the familiar sound of bar chatter. 
“What can I get you, Miss?” the bartender asked. Karen did a double-take at the guy, wondering for a moment if he’d really asked her what she wanted or if she had read his thoughts. “Miss, you okay?” 
“Oh,” Karen said, shaking her head and feeling silly. “Yes, is the grill still open?” 
“Not for dinner, just for the greasy things like fries, mozzarella sticks, pot stickers, and wings.” 
“I’ll take an order of fries and wings.” 
“You got it,” the man said, and was about to turn away when Karen spoke up. 
“You know what,” she said, not wanting to seem like a pig, but starving. “I’ll take two orders of wings and add a mozzarella sticks, too.” 
“Expecting company?”
Karen’s face reddened. “No, I just haven’t eaten all day.” 
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable. I just wanted to know if you needed more room at the bar. I’d have made you some. You know, in the event you had friends meeting you here.” 
Karen laughed, feeling better. She watched the man as he walked away and heard him say he hoped she doesn’t throw it all up in the ladies’ room. “Excuse me?” she asked loudly. The man turned around to face her. 
“You need something else?” 
Karen realized that the man hadn’t actually said anything aloud. “Ah, no, thought you said something is all.” 
The man continued down the bar and through a set of double doors which she guessed led to the kitchen. 
Karen could read thoughts, but it appeared to be selective. She looked around the room, focusing in on individuals. Most people were talking. It was the ones that weren’t that she could read. When people talked, they didn’t think, at least not like they did when being silent. 
Karen glanced at a couple sitting near her. They were in deep conversation, appearing as if the noisy bar around them didn’t exist. The woman listened as the man spoke. She thought he was adorable as he professed his love for her. He was drunk, at least she assumed, so she didn’t take his words with certainty but enjoyed the declaration nonetheless. 
Karen turned toward a lone man—quite handsome—sitting at the end of the bar. She concentrated on him, prying into his thoughts. He was happy to be alone, listening to the people around him and having a good time. He seemed different from everyone else, and, like Karen, wasn’t from the town. She felt herself drawn to him, enamored by his presence, but unsure why. She sat and listened to his thoughts, before the man turned and looked directly at her. 
Karen glanced away. What had she just heard? He was happy to be away from all the death, killings, and evil. Was he a cop? Someone from the military? A soldier on leave? 
To Karen, he looked like none of those things. She turned back, wanting to hear more. Concentrating on him again, the man no longer staring at her, she heard that he was here for a short time and happy not to be hunting. And glad that no others like him were around. Others like…
“Miss?” the bartender said, breaking her intrusion. 
“Yes?” 
“I’m out of wings. Would you like something else?”
“Sure, pot stickers then. Two orders please.” She spoke quickly, wanting to get back to the stranger at the end of the bar. The bartender left and brought back a pint of beer. “It’s local; let me know what you think.”
Karen quickly sipped the brew. “It’s wonderful, thank you.” 
The bartender smiled, and Karen, using a quick probe, knew the man was genuinely glad. She hadn’t liked the guy at first, but realized he was a good fellow. His anorexic comment earlier had bothered her, but Karen realized people often thought things they would never say aloud and that she had cheated. 
Reading people’s minds gave away sacred and private thoughts. People were entitled to their own feelings without criticism no matter how good or bad they might be. Karen truly had no right to hear them, but she couldn’t help it. It hit her hard then that she might never again meet another human being without being able to judge the person or feel completely comfortable. The bartender was nice enough, but he, like so many people, just had a quick thought. And probably a legitimate one, considering Karen’s size—five-eight and one hundred and twenty pounds—and the size of her order. She sank in her seat, realizing at that moment how truly difficult it would be to have a real friend again, let alone a boyfriend or husband. 
 
 



 
Chapter 14
 
 
 
Karen sat at the bar sipping her beer, feeling the invisible weight of her thoughts press down on her shoulders. The bartender brought out her food and placed it in front of her. 
“Anything else, dear?” he asked. 
Karen held up a finger and guzzled the rest of her beer. “Another please,” she said, placing the glass down on the counter and wiping her mouth with a cocktail napkin. 
The man returned quickly with another pint. 
“Hey, do you know that guy down there at the end of the bar?” Karen nodded to her right. 
“No. He just came in here tonight, like yourself.” 
“Get a lot of travelers?” 
The man laughed, motioning around the room. “What do you think?” 
“Guess that’s a no.” Karen smiled, shaking her head. “This your place?” 
“Yep. Me and the Missus.” He spoke proudly, making Karen like him even more. 
“What kind of name is O’Hulahans? Sounds Irish, but I’ve never seen it spelled that way.”
“Well I’m Irish. Name’s Mike O’Houlihan.” He spelled it out for her. “But my wife is Hawaiian. She came up with the name, spelling it how you see it. The ‘hula’ is her personal touch on the place.” 
Karen laughed loudly. The place suddenly felt warmer, friendlier. 
“Must be something in the air tonight,” Mike said. 
“Huh?” 
“We hardly ever get strangers in here and tonight, counting yourself, we have two.” He motioned to the entranceway. “Now, we have four.” 
Karen craned her neck and saw two large men standing just inside the doorway. Both wore black suits and had identical tightly cropped air. They looked rigid, like robots, while surveying the room. One caught Karen’s stare, then motioned to the other. She quickly turned back to the bartender. 
“Waitress had to go home early tonight, so I’m alone,” Mike rambled. 
Using the mirror behind the bar, Karen watched the men take a seat near the door. She tried probing them to see if they were agents who had found her somehow, but her gift wasn’t responding. Maybe it was the mirror. Maybe she needed to look directly at the person in order for her gift to work. It was times like this that she wished she had an instruction manual or that Josh was still alive to help her. She’d heard people’s thoughts without looking at them at the rest stop, but here it wasn’t working out that way. Must’ve been an adjustment phase, and now she was finally settling in. 
She grew progressively more nervous as the seconds dragged. Mike excused himself to see what the gentlemen wanted to drink. She needed to turn around and take a nice long look at them, see what one of them was thinking, but she couldn’t make herself do it. If she hadn’t had any liquid courage in her she’d probably have run out of there already. Was it possible they were there for her? How could they have found her? Needing to know, taking a risk, she turned around and looked at one of the men. 
A chill ran through her body as she heard two words: Karen Lakemire. Turning back around in her chair, she felt as if her heart might burst from her chest, her body no longer able to contain the muscle’s gallop. Damn, the man knew her name. They must’ve found her and were deciding what to do. With so many witnesses, they would probably wait for her to leave, then follow her. Frozen in a state of shock, Karen needed something to take her mind off of the men. She looked to her right and back to the loner at the end of the bar. She began reading him, trying to see if maybe she could leave with him. Having a bit of muscle might keep her alive a bit longer. 
To her surprise, the loner was watching the men, too. He didn’t like them and thought they might be…vampires. Karen disconnected and went back to staring at her half-finished beverage. She couldn’t believe it. Of all the people to look to for help, she’d picked a lunatic who believed in vampires. Maybe she’d heard wrong. That must be it. She immediately went back to probing the guy. He was still occupied with the two men. Whoever they were, he wanted to get away from them. He didn’t want any of the patrons to get hurt or killed if anything went down. Karen’s eyes widened. She needed to know more and concentrated harder, trying to search deeper into the man’s brain. 
Names flashed through Karen’s mind. Places old and new. The man seemed to be recalling past events, but there were so many. She saw a battlefield where men with muskets fought each other. Horse and buggies traveled along dirt roads. She saw Model-T Fords and steam-powered riverboats. Tanks and a Nazi platoon being blown to bits. The guy was a war nut, a real wacko. He truly believed he’d been in all those places, fighting in all those wars. Maybe an escaped mental patient. He’d looked so normal before the two men in black entered; now she read the thoughts of a violent and deranged man. As she readied to break her link with him, he turned and faced her, staring into her eyes with the ferocity of a lion. 
Karen felt a chill run over her and tried looking away, but felt trapped by his gaze. She stayed locked eye to eye with him, unable to move. Focusing her thoughts, she heard him asking who she was and what had she been doing to him? 
Are you prying into my mind?

The man blinked and Karen was able to break away. The need to flee had never felt so strong. Had that man really felt her prying? Or was he simply thinking that she was probing him because he was a psycho? She had been staring at him intently. 
Karen tossed two twenties on the bar, finished her drink, and hurried out of the place. 
She skirted the rear of the building where her car was parked. The back lot was surrounded by dense woods and consisted of a few parked vehicles and a dented green dumpster. Karen wished she’d parked out front where she’d be more visible to patrons coming and going. She glanced behind her, seeing if the men from the bar had followed. The way was clear. She began fishing in her purse for the car keys when someone called her name.
 
 



 
Chapter 15
 
 
 
“Karen,” a male’s voice said. 
She froze with her hand in her purse, fingers wrapped around the car keys. She was only a few feet away from her vehicle. She was better off not reacting to the name, pretending it wasn’t hers. She pulled the keys out and took another step toward the car. 
“I wouldn’t do that, Karen,” the voice said. 
Footsteps sounded at her back. Fear held her in check. 
“Karen,” the voice said, sternly this time. She turned around.
The two men in black suits stood no more than ten feet from her. The one on the right pointed a gun at her. 
“What do you want?” she asked, already knowing the answer. 
“You,” the man holding the gun said. 
“To come with us,” the other added. 
“If you shoot, everyone will hear it and come running and—” But before Karen could finish, the man holding the gun fired the weapon. She jumped back, her purse falling to the ground, as the asphalt near her feet exploded, sending pieces bouncing painfully off her shins. To her dismay, the gun hardly made a sound. She didn’t know much about firearms, but guessed the man was using a silencer. 
“You’ll come with us quietly,” the man holding the gun said, “or your friend, Melanie, gets a bullet to the brain.” 
Karen’s next breath clotted in her chest. Everything seemed to slow, her surroundings going out of focus. She blinked, shook her head, and exhaled. Karen knew the truth without reading their minds. They had Melanie. They must have heard the paramedic report go out and taken her before she had a chance to leave her apartment. But how could they have found her? She didn’t tell Melanie where she was heading. She herself hadn’t even known. Karen drew her sights on the man holding the gun and began probing his mind. 
“Where’s Melanie?” she asked, and immediately the man’s thoughts betrayed him. She was in a car in the parking lot. Relief flooded through her. Melanie was still alive. 
“Move it,” the man with the gun said, and motioned to a black sedan parked a couple of spaces to Karen’s right. 
She had found a tool she could use. By asking a question, whether the person wanted to answer it or not, she realized the individual usually thought about it. The man hadn’t told her a thing about Melanie, but by asking him where she was, she was able to read his mind. The mind would tell all whether the mouth moved or not. 
“How did you find me?” Karen demanded. She was stalling; it was all she could think to do. The man said nothing, but looking at him, really concentrating, she saw that he was the older paramedic from Melanie’s apartment, without the beard. They’d been following her, waiting for the right moment to take her. The motel had too many windows, too many watching eyes. The voice wanting to abduct her at the rest stop was his. 
“Where are you going to take me?” she asked, her insides feeling as if they were going to melt. Any hope she had had was almost gone. 
Still inside the man’s head, she saw a barn in the middle of a clearing, surrounded by a large chain-link fence. Armed guards patrolled the grounds. Inside the barn was a facility with levels. 
“I’m not asking again, bitch,” the man growled. Karen’s telepathic link broke. The man was serious. He wanted her alive, but would kill her if she disobeyed. She was still useful dead. 
Bending down, Karen picked up her purse and began walking toward the men. She stopped, knowing that once she got into the car with them Melanie was as good as dead. “I’m not moving another step until you release Melanie.” 
As if on cue, the black sedan’s driver-side door flung open. Karen stiffened at the sight of Agent McKlintock as he exited the vehicle. He walked to the rear door, eyeing Karen the entire time. He opened the door politely like a seasoned chauffeur. Karen couldn’t see inside the vehicle, but knew who was there. 
“Come out,” McKlintock said to the person in the car. His voice was gentle. A woman’s leg extended out of the car. The agent offered an arm, as if the person coming from the vehicle was a princess arriving at a ball. 
Melanie’s face came into view as her head broached the car door’s heavily tinted window. She stood, visibly shaken, next to McKlintock. Melanie spotted Karen and they locked stares. Karen immediately dove into her mind. She was think-talking, hoping Karen would be able to translate. Melanie’s thoughts were pleading and apologetic, telling Karen how sorry she was that she was caught. And sorry for not leaving her apartment fast enough and for not fully believing Karen’s story. 
Karen wanted to run over to her friend and let her know how silly she was being. That none of this was her fault and that Karen was the one who was sorry to have involved her. But the conversation was only one way. 
Karen guessed that once they had her in custody, they’d bring her to the place she saw in the agent’s mind where she’d be experimented on, extracting the alien fluid pulsing through her blood in order to make more of the coveted serum. 
“Okay, Karen,” McKlintock said, holding Melanie by the arm, less friendly now. “Here’s your friend. Unharmed and intact.” He smiled, but there was nothing genuine about the gesture. “Now please get in the car.” 
Karen’s thoughts raced. How could her mind-reading help them? The minute Karen got in the vehicle, Melanie was dead. 
“Not until you let her go,” Karen said. 
The agent smiled wickedly. “I’ve had enough of this,” he said, pulling out a gun and pointing it at Melanie’s head. 
Karen felt the situation slipping away. She heard McKlintock’s thoughts loud and clear. “No!” she screamed, her arms reaching out, but it was too late. A small chirp, bird-like in sound, popped from the weapon’s barrel. 
Melanie’s head jolted to the right as if struck quickly by some invisible force, her body following. The bullet exited the other side of her head. Her blonde hair fluttered as skull fragments and brain matter blasted out. 
The scene unfolded at lightning speed before Karen’s eyes, but she saw it over and over in slow motion after it happened. She knew McKlintock was going to kill Melanie a second before it happened, but there was nothing she could do to stop him.
Melanie’s body lay on the blacktop, her legs twitching. Karen tried diving into her friend’s mind, but there was nothing left. Melanie was dead. 
 
 



 
Chapter 16 
 
 
 
Morgan sat at the bar, wondering if it was too much to ask to have a relaxing evening. He’d found a pleasant little drinking hole, far away from any hunters or vampires. The music was agreeable and people around him were having a good time, letting loose and laughing. But somehow he’d managed to land in the middle of another peculiar situation. Who was that woman? Had she been reading his mind? And who were the two goons in matching monkey suits? They had clearly startled the woman, and after she ran out they left, too. Were they after her? 
Morgan had seen enough during his long lifetime to assume the men were government agents of some kind. He’d originally thought they were vampires after him, but that clearly hadn’t been the case. It seemed fate had again intervened, denying him the right to enjoy his vacation. Maybe he was brought here for a reason. Why else had he stopped in this little bar, of all places? He attempted to ignore his thoughts and mind his own business. He was after all on vacation. It wasn’t his job to save the world—at least when it didn’t involve vampires. Those men clearly weren’t members of the undead and had nothing to do with him. 
Maybe the woman was on the run and those two men were bounty hunters. Morgan could deal with that, deciding that was the situation and took a long pull from his drink. 
He cringed as the cold beverage went down hard, tasting sour and off. The beer had been delicious and smooth, but no longer. Letting out a sigh, Morgan realized he couldn’t delude himself any longer. Those men weren’t bounty hunters and that woman appeared to be in serious trouble. He slapped a ten dollar bill onto the bar and turned toward the exit. 
Outside, he looked around the parking lot. The woman was nowhere in sight. A deceptive modicum of relief flowed through him. It was selfish, yes, but maybe fate decided he was to have a quiet evening after all. Ready to head back inside, Morgan spun toward the entrance when an annoying thought stabbed at his brain. He needed to check the rear parking lot. Then he would be certain he was meant to have a quiet evening and truly enjoy himself, knowing that there was nothing more he could do. 
Heading around the corner of the building, Morgan heard a popping sound. He paused, his mind racing. It was then that he realized fate had more in store for him tonight than cold local beer. 
 
 



 
Chapter 17
 
 
 
Karen stared at Melanie’s dead body, seeing her best friend fall to the ground over and over as if her mind was stuck on repeat. Melanie was dead because of her. Her anger surged. Bullshit, Melanie was dead because of the agents, because of McKlintock. She wasn’t going to blame herself. She wasn’t going to be one of those people. Still, she found it hard not to scream, cry out, and go crazy.
Melanie would never have a funeral; her loved ones would never know what happened to her. Her family would call the police, report her missing. They would look for her, put up missing person flyers, but Melanie’s disappearance would go as an unsolved case, haunting those who loved her forever. 
Karen had to make it through this, if not for anything else than to give Melanie’s family closure. She might not ever be able to reveal the entire truth, because the people that were after Karen would never relent. She knew this for certain. 
“She was an instrument,” McKlintock said. He held the gun at his side, staring at Karen as if he’d simply disposed of trash. “I tried to make this easier on you, but it’s better this way. No more wondering what’s going to happen to her and no more guessing what kind of people we are. No more bullshit. I hope I’ve made myself clear. You do what I tell you and things will go smoothly. If not...” 
Karen looked from Melanie’s body to McKlintock. Pressure, as if a valve had been turned, was building in Karen’s head. At first, she thought it might be a headache, another gift-inducing one, but this was different. The pressure she was feeling was rage. She had never wanted to harm someone so badly in her life. No, not merely harm, kill. If Karen had her way, Agent McKlintock would be a dead man. Only hard reasoning kept her from charging at his throat. Dead or alive, they would take from her what they had wanted from Josh. Josh had had to burn his insides, destroy every cell, so that they couldn’t use his remains. Fighting these men would do no good. 
“Karen,” McKlintock said. “Get in the fucking car.” 
She began walking toward the car. A man’s voice sounded from behind. “Gentlemen, is there a problem?” the man said. 
Karen turned to see the strange man that had been sitting at the end of the bar. What the hell was he doing here? She couldn’t take another innocent person getting killed. 
“Everything’s…” Karen began, hoping to get the guy out of the area, but McKlintock fired his weapon. 
The gun chirped, sending a bullet into the stranger’s head. A small hole appeared just below the man’s hairline. He went down fast, collapsing onto the ground. 
“No!” screamed Karen.
“Sir,” one of the men said. “I suggest we leave now.” 
“Karen,” McKlintock said. “Bodies are piling up because you aren’t moving fast enough. What do I have to do? Burn down this hick bar with everyone in it?” 
Karen was staring at the dead man; another casualty. How long could she keep blaming others, telling herself that she wasn’t responsible, before she cracked? Did the guy have a family? Would they suffer the same unknown fate as Melanie? She felt the anger within herself beginning to fade, replaced with a sadness that would surely bring on the waterworks, which she needed to avoid at all costs. Continuing to stare at the dead man, as if transfixed by a spell, Karen heard him speak. Startled, her eyes grew wide. No, she hadn’t physically heard him; she’d read his mind. He was still alive. The man was in pain, but conscious, pretending to be dead, and very much pissed off. 
Karen focused on the men in the matching suits. She had no idea what was happening, but wanted no part in revealing that the man on the ground was still alive. But how could he be alive? His brains had exploded out of the back of his head. She looked at Melanie again, trying to read her mind, but received nothing. Needing to know, she stared back at the man on the ground, her mouth agape as he began rising to his feet. Horrified, she continued to watch, unable to comprehend what she was witnessing. She closed her eyes, squeezing them tightly before re-opening them. The man was up, standing as if nothing had happened to him. 
McKlinotck yelled commands, but Karen barely heard him. She was in shock, remembering what she had heard in the stranger’s mind when she was in the bar. 
The two men in suits turned around quickly. One took aim, but the stranger moved fast, like a blur, and swiped at the man, removing his arm from the elbow down. Blood spewed from the stump as the agent screamed. 
The other agent reached inside his jacket for his weapon. Like a gazelle, the stranger leaped into the air and landed on the man, straddling him. The stranger opened his mouth, revealing sharp fangs, and sank his teeth into the agent’s neck. Karen’s rescuer, if that’s what he was, tore a large chunk of flesh away. A geyser of blood exploded from the exposed artery. 
The agent with the severed limb hobbled toward McKlintock’s vehicle, leaving a trail of blood behind. “We aren’t prepared for this, for a vampire,” he said. 
The stranger sprang up and sailed through the air, landing on the fleeing agent’s back. The force of the impact sent the two tumbling to the ground. The agent extended his arm, and what remained of the other, trying to brace his fall. Karen winced as she heard the man’s good arm snap, the sound echoing through her mind like a crack of thunder. The agent howled in agony, but was quickly silenced when the stranger punched a fist through the back of the man’s neck, ripping out a portion of the spine. 
The black sedan’s engine roared to life and tires screeched across pavement—McKlintock. He was getting away. 
She began sprinting toward the car, but was cut off by the stranger when he landed in front of her. She froze, staring into the man’s blood-splattered face. Backing away slowly, Karen shook her head. “Please, don’t kill me.”
The man’s eyebrows scrunched together. “Are you all right?”
Karen looked into his eyes and saw they were gentle, sane again. 
“Miss, are you okay?” The man took a step forward. Karen matched his advance with one in retreat. 
Immediately she dove into his mind, trying to see what his intentions were. She saw he had no desire to kill her and that he was wondering if she was in shock. She began breathing rapidly, her chest feeling as if it were constricted. “I don’t feel so…” she began, but then the world turned dark.
 


 



 
Chapter 18 
 
 
 
Karen woke in her hotel room. She felt groggy and confused as she glanced around the unfamiliar room. Closing her eyes, she remembered everything: the bar, Melanie’s death, the agents coming after her, and the stranger. 
She sat up, her heart pounding as anxiety soared through her body. Taking deep breaths, she calmed herself, and like a cool glass of iced tea on a hot summer’s day, she felt relieved. It was all a nightmare. Not the part about meeting Josh and having a secret organization after her; those things had happened. They were real. But Melanie dying, and having a strange, supernatural man save Karen was only a dream, or rather, a nightmare. She must have been so exhausted that she simply passed out on the bed after checking in, which meant Melanie was still alive. 
She smiled, putting a hand to her head and laughing. How could she have believed a person could leap into the air like a lion and slaughter trained agents as if they were made of paper? 
She got out of bed, her stomach, amazingly, still full from the rest-stop food. How could that be? Stretching, she felt the muscles in her body tense, then relax. Karen felt good, strong. 
Walking to the bathroom, she stood in front of the mirror and stared at her reflection. To her surprise, she was wearing a red T-shirt. She remembered packing one, but not putting it on. Looking down, she noticed she had on a different pair of jeans, too. Her pulse resumed its panicked cadence. 
She leaned on the sink, trying to remember if she had changed after arriving in her room. She must have slipped into new clothes, thinking she was going out to the bar before passing out onto the bed. That was it. She had her answer, and the surge of panic that had begun to fester was quickly exorcised. 
Leaving the bathroom, she looked at the clock radio resting on the nightstand. It was only six a.m. She was used to rising early, but after everything she’d been through, she should have wanted to sleep late. As it was, she felt rejuvenated and decided to take a hot shower before running to get a cup of coffee and breakfast. 
Letting the water run hot, Karen tried relaxing but found little solace. She was alone and that horrible dream was a reassurance that she couldn’t involve anyone else with her problems. As time wore on, a barrage of thoughts flew around inside her head, making her want to scream. She didn’t know where to go or what to do. Josh hadn’t been very helpful in that department during the short time they’d had together. How was she supposed to find an alien ship? It was her against a secret military force with limitless resources. 
She could try disappearing; take a job as a waitress in a small town and start her life anew. But what did she even know about starting over? She would have to find a women’s shelter. If anyone could help her, keep her identity a secret, it would be them. 
She stayed in the shower until her fingers became prunes, matching her toes. She tried thinking back to her time in high school and college when she had learned why that happened. It had something to do with osmosis and the evening out of pressure? She shook her head, unable to remember. 
After shutting off the water and stepping out of the shower, she went to grab one of the towels from the rack and paused. She thought she remembered seeing three last night, but now there was only one. She shook her head again. Man, was her head screwed up. She dried off and then wrapped the towel around her middle. 
Karen turned to exit the bathroom and slammed into something solid. She let out a deafening scream as she realized it was the man from the bar. Retreating, she backed into the sink. It couldn’t be true. 
But it was. 
 
 



 
Chapter 19
 
 
 
“How are you feeling?” the stranger asked, his voice almost a whisper. 
Karen stared, mesmerized. “No, you can’t be real.” 
“How do you think you arrived back at your motel?” The man leaned casually against the doorway as if everything were normal. 
Karen felt the blood drain from her face. Reaching back, she grabbed the sink for support. The man sprang forward. She let out a scream, putting her hands up protectively. When she didn’t feel the stranger on her, she opened an eye. Peeking under her forearms, she told him to stay the hell away from her. 
“Relax,” the stranger said. He moved aside and motioned for her to pass. “Sit on the bed before you fall down. You don’t look so good.” 
Karen shimmied past. If he had wanted to attack her, he would’ve already. Bending over and putting her head in her hands, she replayed the images from last night’s events. “It was all real, wasn’t it?” 
“Yes,” the man answered, drawing nearer. 
Karen stiffened. “What the hell are you?” 
The man sighed. “It’s a long story.” 
“You’re a vampire,” she blurted, having heard the answer in his head. “No, not a vampire.” Karen was confused. She squinted. “A former vampire. Now something else.” She didn’t know whether to be horrified or amazed. She’d been an avid reader of horror fiction, especially vampire books, but like the rest of the world had never for a second believed them real. 
“My name’s Morgan.” He came closer and held out a hand. 
“Karen,” she said, considering the offer before deciding to shake the stranger’s hand. 
“I might ask you the same question, Karen. What the hell are you?” He smiled. “I felt someone in my head at the bar and now it’s confirmed. That was you, wasn’t it? You’re a mind reader.” 
Silence ensued for a moment. Karen heard Morgan’s thoughts clearly. “I’m running from those people, the ones back at the bar. I’m not, nor have I ever, worked for them,” she said, answering the stranger’s question before he could ask it aloud. 
“You’re definitely reading my mind,” Morgan said. 
“Yes, I am.” Karen wanted to deny it. She didn’t know this man, or whatever he was, but he’d saved her life. She felt as if a burdening weight had been lifted off her soul. It was exhilarating to be able to tell someone about her ability. Staring at the being in front of her, she realized he was special, too; something different, like her. She’d seen him take a bullet to the head and survive. “Please, sit,” she told him, patting the bed with her hand, needing and deciding to tell the stranger everything.
“That’s an incredible story, “Morgan said, after Karen was finished. “But aliens?” 
Karen couldn’t believe it. She began to laugh. “I’m sitting here talking to a vampire and he’s questioning me about aliens? I don’t know which one is harder to believe in, vampires or E.T.s?” 
“First,” Morgan said, holding up a finger. “I’m not a vampire, as you said earlier. At least not anymore. And second,” he paused as if thinking about something. “Stop that.” 
“What?” 
“You’re in my head again. I can feel you poking around.” 
“You can?” 
Morgan nodded. “I felt it at the bar; a presence.” 
Karen released her connection to him. She wasn’t sure how she was able to connect and disconnect so easily now, but it was a welcomed thing. Then just as easily, she began probing the man again. 
“Hey, stop that,” he told her. “How would you like the feeling of someone in your head? Let me talk out loud.” 
Karen shrugged. “So what happened last night, after I passed out?” Immediately she wanted to dive back into Morgan’s head, find the real answer, but decided not to. 
“It wasn’t pretty. You went into a convulsion and were clearly in a lot of pain. I carried you to your car and placed you inside while I cleaned up the lot.” He began nodding his head as if proud of himself. “All that’s left are a couple of large stains.” 
Karen tried not reading his mind but couldn’t resist. “You put the bodies in the trunk of my car?” she said, jumping to her feet. 
“Stop doing that. It’s creeping me out. And no, they were in the trunk, but not anymore.” Karen disconnected from Morgan’s thoughts. The dark realization of what occurred behind the bar hit her. She only cared about one of the victims. Swallowing, she asked, “What did you do with the woman’s body?” She sat back down and closed her eyes while trying to control her emotions. She did not want to cry. 
“I assumed that she was your friend. I buried her body deep in the woods near here. I left a marker so you could find her again.” Morgan placed an arm around Karen’s shoulders. 
She looked at him. “So she’s not with…?” 
“No,” Morgan assured her, shaking his head slightly. “I didn’t put her with them.” 
Karen pulled away from Morgan. Her body trembled, but she held the tears back, knowing she could never allow herself to cry again. She was too dangerous now, a living weapon. She couldn’t risk anyone else, former vampire or not, becoming infected with what she had. Never being able to cry again made her want to cry more. She thought about running to the shower, a place she could cry and not worry about another person becoming infected, but would her tears contaminate the water supply? She didn’t know. 
“I need your help,” she said. “I’m all alone and everyone I love is in danger, not to mention the world. I need to find that spaceship I told you about, the one with the dead alien still inside, and stop those people from getting their hands on it.” She looked down to see that at some point during the conversation she’d gripped Morgan’s arm. “Sorry,” she said, releasing him. 
He looked her in the eyes, catching her stare. “Normally I’d say no. I don’t get myself involved with others’ affairs. I work mostly alone. It’s better that way. But in this case…” 
Karen’s face brightened. “So you’ll help me?” 
“I’ve dealt with these people before. Well, people like them, but at an earlier time many years ago. From what you’ve told me, it sounds like the Murphy Unit, known as the Murphy Group during the early eighties.” 
Karen wanted desperately to read his thoughts, hear everything fast, not wanting to wait for his words, but she listened aloud. Morgan went on, telling her about his time with the Murphy Group and what had become of them. 
Karen was speechless when Morgan finished with his tale. What could she say? “And the sun actually heals you?” was the first thing out of her mouth. 
Morgan laughed. “Yes. Being captured wasn’t all bad. I’m grateful for it, actually. I’m no longer a monster of the damned, now an instrument of good.” 
“You’re an anti-vampire?” Morgan shrugged. “Why do you want to help me? The real reason.” 
“The doctor I reported to became like a father to me. He was working on a possible cure to make me human again.” A note of sadness fell over Morgan. “The Murphy Group had him killed. His wife, too. Those bastards didn’t want me to become human. I was too valuable a tool for them.”
“I’m sorry,” Karen said. 
“They’re evil men. They needed me because they were afraid the vampire population was growing out of control. I was the experiment designed to even the odds.” 
“Are there any more of you?” 
“From what I know I’m the only one.”
“And they just sent you out to kill as many vampires as possible?” Karen asked. “Wouldn’t the undead come after you?”
“I made sure to blend in. I pretended I was still a bloodsucker. They couldn’t tell that I was no longer one of them. I kept an ear out, listening for any vampire-related news when it hit the streets. I assassinated certain threats. I had to eliminate the enemy with extreme care. If the vampire world found out about me, I’d be their biggest threat and hunted from inside as well as out.” 
“And you think the people after me are the same people that changed you?” 
“I can’t be certain, but word went out that the military was getting involved with supernatural occurrences. Of course it couldn’t be made public, so The Murphy Group, what remained of them, became a secretive branch of the military known as The Murphy Unit. I was their main target for years, but then one day not too long ago they stopped chasing me. It was as if they had something more important to do.” He stared into Karen’s eyes. 
“The alien ship,” Karen said. 
“That would be my guess, but the first thing we need to do is find out who they are. Guessing isn’t good enough.” 
“How are we supposed to do that? We don’t even know where they’re going to be.” 
Morgan grinned. “If they’re some kind of military unit, like the Murphy people, then yes, we do.” 
 
 



 
Chapter 20
 
 
 
“What?” Karen asked. “You want me to go back to the bar? And wait for those bastards to show up?” 
“They’ll be returning with a clean-up team. And as far as they’re concerned, you’re long dead.” Karen looked quizzically at Morgan. “Hello, vampire here. Or at least that’s what they thought I was.” 
“They’d never expect you to let me live.”
“Exactly,” he said. 
Morgan was correct. Karen was free. The Murphy Unit would think her dead, killed by a vampire. She hadn’t thought about it, but she was truly free and no longer on the run. No more hiding. She’d have to lay low for a while, change her name and keep under the radar, but she no longer had to look over her shoulder every second of every day. She could start over somewhere. 
“That’s the best news I’ve ever heard.” Karen said. “Do you know what this means?” 
“It buys you some time, that’s all,” Morgan answered flatly, killing her buzz. 
Karen began pacing the room. She had an out. It was selfish, but weren’t people allowed to be once in a while? Especially given everything she’d been through? She had to take this present; it was practically a get-out-of-jail free card. 
“I’m no mind reader, but I know what you’re thinking.” Morgan stood, blocking Karen’s path. “Are you forgetting everything you told me? What Josh said to you about not letting them find the ship?” 
As if slapped, Karen stared at Morgan’s face. She felt her insides deflate like a popped tire. She couldn’t make a new life by leaving everything behind unfinished. She’d never be able to live with herself knowing that the world might be in peril. In the wrong hands, the power she was given would lead to further bloodshed. 
Morgan held her by the arms. “If your ability gets into the wrong hands, life on this planet will end. Think about it: everyone paranoid and untrusting. Secrets revealed. Nations wondering who knows what. Thoughts, emotions, no longer private. People won’t be able to handle it.” 
Karen remained guarded but listened. She knew everything Morgan told her was true. The gift had to die with her. 
Morgan raised his voice. “Karen, are you listening?” 
“Yes,” she yelled back, pulling her arms free. “I know all of this already. Can’t I at least have the dream of having my freedom back? I know how horrible this curse is. I’m living proof. I knew that man was going to kill Melanie before he did it and I could do nothing. I knew eventually he was going to kill me, too. And I know that this gift has to end with me.” 
“I’m sorry,” Morgan said, reaching out to her. Karen pulled away as tears fell from her face. 
“Stay away, please, until I get myself under control.” She took a moment, wiping her eyes. Clearing her throat, she turned around. 
“So, are you in?” he asked. 
Karen nodded, too choked up to speak. 
“Okay,” he said. “We need to move fast, establish a few things.” 
“Like?” 
“We need to see how far away you can be from a person and still be able to read their mind.” 
Morgan led the way outside to the back of the motel. The day was beautiful. Puffy cumulus clouds dotted the sky, surrounded by a sea of cobalt blue. A couple hundred feet from where Karen stood was a mountain, something you didn’t get to see in the city. She took in a sip of the crisp air, feeling as if things could only get better. 
“Karen,” Morgan said, breaking her daydream. She glanced his way. “Okay, do your thing and connect with my thoughts. I’m going to start walking away from you. Let me know when you lose the connection.” 
“Sure,” she said, before tapping into Morgan’s head. He counted from one to ten, repeated the sequence over and over as he walked. Karen wondered how he knew she was in his head. Normal people had no idea, at least none that she knew of. 
“Still with me,” he said, standing about twenty feet away. 
“Yep.” 
Morgan continued further on. At thirty feet, he turned. 
“Yes, still hear you,” Karen told him before he could ask. He kept walking and the numbers stopped. He was wondering if Karen was getting tired, if her abilities used up her strength. “No, I’m fine,” she yelled. 
When Morgan reached a distance of about seventy feet, Karen began having difficulty hearing his thoughts, like static on a radio station. “Having trouble reading you.” 
“What am I thinking?” Morgan asked. 
Karen concentrated harder, but it was like trying to single out a lone voice in a loud, crowded room. Squinting her eyes, as if the sun was bothering her, she said, “Something…need to…something…the bar. Something about a bar?” 
Morgan jogged back. “About seventy-five feet, give or take.” 
“Just what I guessed, too.” 
“Let’s try something else.” Morgan took off again, telling her when to connect to him. At fifty feet away, she connected, hearing his thoughts loud and clear, but it was slightly more difficult to get inside his mind. He had her disconnect before walking twenty-five more feet and telling her to try and read him. She couldn’t. 
For the next hour, they experimented through glass. Morgan sat in the car with the windows rolled up while Karen tested her range as she backed away. Then they changed positions, Morgan walking away while Karen remained in the car. It seemed that glass had no impact on her ability. 
Next, Morgan had Karen connect with him before disappearing around the corner of the motel. Once out of view, she lost contact with him. When they finished the experiment outside, the two returned to the motel room. 
While in the bathroom and out of Karen’s view, Morgan told her to connect to him. She was able to do so, but his thoughts were no longer loud and clear, coming across as more of a whisper. Once he closed the door, she lost all contact with Morgan’s mind. They both assumed Karen’s ability worked using the walls as reflective barriers; outside there were none, hence the reason she lost all contact with Morgan when he turned the building’s corner. She remembered it not working with the mirror in the bar, but assumed her body had still been developing, adjusting. 
“I guess we sorted that out,” Morgan said, standing in the bathroom doorway. “Now we have a better idea of your strengths and weaknesses. Do you have any earthy-colored clothes?” 
“Why?” 
He looked impatient and spoke again, slower. “Do you. Have any…dark brown, or green-colored clothes?” 
“I think so, yes.” 
“We’re going for a ride.” He headed for the door. “I’ll be in the car. Time is of the essence, so be quick.” 
 
 



 
Chapter 21 
 
 
 
Morgan sat in the car while Karen changed her clothes in the motel room. He hoped he wasn’t underestimating whoever it was that was after her. There was a chance that they had already returned to the bar, but he didn’t think it was likely. They’d have to gather a team, equipment, and formulate a tactical plan. That would all take time and O’Hulahan’s would be closed until three p.m. according to the hours posted on the front door. 
He was sure it was The Murphy Unit. The men he had encountered were clearly top military echelon in training. Their movements, appearance, and weaponry suggested so. The men had American accents, helping to narrow the guessing down as to which organization they belonged to. But it was more the feeling in his gut that made him believe he was dealing with his old foils.
Karen exited the motel room and approached the car. The woman was beautiful; Morgan unable to deny the fact. She wore black pants and a dark maroon blouse. It wasn’t what he’d wanted her to change into, but almost anything dark would do. 
Karen opened the passenger door and got in. “Nothing green,” she said, shutting the door. “Wasn’t sure if I should put on any makeup, so I only used a pinch of clear lip gloss.” 
“You look fine,” Morgan said, meaning it. He started the car and took off toward Salisbury Mills. 
The bar was only a few miles from the motel. Morgan sensed Karen’s nervousness, the scent of fear coming off her body in clear pulses. He wished he could put her at ease, but where they were about to go and what she had to do would surely terrify her. 
He liked Karen. Morgan believed people were like shapes, certain ones linking together better than others. Maybe it was the chemicals in people’s bodies, or the spirit, but whatever it was, certain people just felt right around each other. Karen was one of those few Morgan fit right with. 
He’d felt the connection almost immediately when he saw her at the bar. He wouldn’t have gotten mixed up with just anybody, and besides truly needing his help, Karen was special. He would do everything in his power to protect her, and hated putting her in danger, but it needed to be done if she wanted answers. Karen would be more prepared this time, knowing the limits of her ability. 
The people after her would assume she was dead, killed by a vampire. The Murphy Unit would go over the area with a fine-tooth comb, making sure that the target had been neutralized. If they didn’t find any DNA at the scene, they might assume she’d gotten away or was taken. If that was the case, they’d scour the area for her. 
During the ride, he felt her occasionally probe his mind, saying she did it by accident. He didn’t believe her for a second, and thought of a blank chalkboard when he felt her intrusion. 
As much as he liked her, Karen made him nervous. He’d seen many fantastic things during his lifetime, but Karen terrified him more than any of the creatures he’d crossed paths with. He couldn’t remember the last time he had felt so vulnerable. Even though he could sense her when she pried into his mind, picturing the chalkboard to keep her from his thoughts, he knew it wouldn’t always work. He worried about not being fast enough, letting an answer slip through before the wall went up. And if the people after Karen ever got their hands on the alien spaceship, he feared for not only the human race but all races. 
“So, are you going to tell me what we’re doing?” Karen asked. 
Morgan noticed she wasn’t looking at him, probably on purpose so as not to be tempted to read his thoughts. He smiled. Good girl. 
Morgan drove past the bar, taking the road that ran along the side, making sure the rear parking lot was empty. Good, no one was here yet. He pulled the car over but kept the engine running. 
Pointing out of the window, he said, “The place is surrounded by dense forest. You’ll hide up on that hill. It looks to be about thirty feet from the building, so reading anyone in the parking lot shouldn’t be a problem. All you do is remain still and listen to everything you can until they leave.” 
“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Karen said, shaking her head. “I’m free now. I could just take off and start over, not have to worry about them coming after me. Now I’m going to be sitting just a few feet away from them.” 
“I won’t let that happen,” Morgan assured her. “You have my word.” 
“And you’re sure about this?” Karen asked, her eyes revealing her hesitancy. 
“Yes, it’s a good plan. The only plan.” 
“And how are they going to reveal anything to me about where their base is located? Or what they’re doing? They may only think about cleaning up the mess.” 
“Oh, I’ll take care of the questions.” Morgan grinned. “I wrote this up this morning when you were still sleeping.” He pulled a handwritten note out of his pocket. 
“What is it?” 
“A little message, asking all the questions we need to know.” 
Karen closed her eyes. Morgan watched as her chest rose and fell with deep breaths. She was sexy and a tough woman, remarkable. Fate had taken away his vacation, his time to renew, but instead had delivered him a friend. 
“You know, I’m really glad we found each other, Morgan.” 
“Me, too. Do you know how long it’s been since I had someone I could talk to?” 
Karen’s eyebrows arched in surprise. “You mean I’m the only one who knows about you?” 
“Yes. The only other person was Doctor Rivera.” He looked away, out of the window. “I never stay in any one place for too long. I never get to know anyone, and when I do, I can’t tell them about myself. If the vamps found out what I am…it’s better that nobody knows my secret.” 
“It’s only been a day for me. I can’t imagine how tough it’s been for you, not being able to talk to anyone for so long.” Karen gazed into his eyes. 
“There’s something else you need to watch out for,” he said, his tone serious. 
“Great, what?”
“It’s in my nature to know when people are staring at me for prolonged periods. Vampires have the ability to charm a person, catch and hold their stare. They can open a person’s mind to suggestion.”
Karen nodded. 
“What I’m saying is, if you see anyone acting strange when you’re probing them, moving differently or whatever, disconnect from them quickly. We don’t know if it’s just me that can feel when you’re inside someone’s head.” 
“I don’t think others can. Humans anyway, but I’ll keep an eye out.” 
“If I have to, I’ll be there.” 
“Thanks, but they won’t know I’m there.” 
“Good, and they definitely won’t expect me to be there, either.” 
 
 



 
Chapter 22
 
 
 
Karen and Morgan left the car parked along the side of the street and walked into the wooded area behind O’Hulahans. Karen cringed every time her feet crunched over a branch or rustled leaves. 
“We need to find you a safe vantage point,” Morgan said. 
“I’ll leave that to you,” Karen said, ducking below a low-hanging limb. 
“Here,” Morgan said, stopping. He pointed to a small clearing. “This will do.” He crouched down and looked toward O’Hulahan’s. “Perfect. You’ll be able to see the entire rear parking lot, but it’ll be almost impossible for anyone to see you.” 
Morgan stood up, ushering Karen to take his place. She squatted. A short but thick bush stood in front of her. The top was uneven, giving her places to look through while staying hidden. A large oak tree stood just next to the bush. 
“Should, and I don’t think anyone will, but should anyone spot you, this tree will provide cover until I take over.” 
Karen felt a jolt of electricity rise up her spine. “This tree’s going to stop them from killing me?” She stood, wanting to leave. 
“Relax, that’s not going to happen. It’s just a precaution. This bush provides great camouflage for you, but it wouldn’t stop a pellet from a pellet gun. This oak,” Morgan pounded on the tree’s trunk, “will stop anything short of a missile.” 
“Great, I feel so much better. Just don’t get me killed.” 
“I’d never,” Morgan said, jokingly. “Okay, keep your head in the game and read the bastards’ minds when they show. I’m going down to the lot to make sure I can’t see you from it.” 
Karen stood up, grabbing his arm. He turned to her. 
“Everything will be fine.” He took her hand, holding it gently. “Trust me. I won’t let anything happen to you. And these clowns won’t be prepared for a vampire, let alone one who can walk in daylight. I’ll rip them to shreds before they even get a bead on you.” 
Karen let go of his sleeve. “Okay, let’s do this.” Morgan turned to walk away. “What’s with the blackboard?” 
He laughed. “To keep my thoughts private. Neat trick, huh?” 
Karen shook her head. She grinned, watching Morgan disappear into the foliage. A minute later she saw him enter the parking lot. He looked in her direction and began pointing to his head. Karen took the signal and connected with his thoughts. 
He told her to enjoy reading his mind, because it wasn’t going to happen often. Even with his superior vision, he was unable to see her. With that, he again told her not to worry and that she would be fine, then the blackboard went up and she disconnected from him. 
Crouching in the woods, looking upon the place where her best friend died only a night ago, Karen began to feel nauseous. A sense of loneliness crept into her heart like an ominous storm cloud, threatening to overwhelm her. She couldn’t let that happen. She needed to be in top form. This was life or death. Even if she managed to escape, she might possibly get Morgan captured or killed. For herself and for him she had to remain calm and focused. Still, she’d never felt so lost in all her life. 


 



 
Chapter 23 
 
 
 
Karen took a seat, the earth damp and cool beneath her. She imagined what she must look like. A couple of days ago she would never have imagined herself sitting here, so far from the familiar. It was eye-opening, terrifying, to think how a person’s perspective on life could change so quickly. 
An hour later, and still no action. She felt partially relieved, glad that no one had shown yet, but at the same time she knew the agents would. 
She viewed the lot with boredom, her anxiety having dwindled. Morgan was out there somewhere and she looked for him, but with the foliage in her way she knew it would be impossible. She figured even without the forest obscuring her view, she probably wouldn’t see him anyway. Like a chameleon, he would blend in. 
Doubt challenged Karen’s resolve with a horrifying thought: what if Morgan had decided he wanted no part of helping her and took off? Panic rippled through her body. Her breathing grew shallow, drawing air into her lungs a challenge. 
She took deep breaths; in through her nose and out through her mouth. She repeated the practice ten times before settling down. Shaking her head, she felt like a fool. She’d only known Morgan one day, but that didn’t matter. She knew him. More importantly, she trusted him, as if she’d known him her whole life. People were like that sometimes. They just clicked, knowing everything was going to be okay. Morgan was out there, watching. He would never abandon her. And she would never abandon him. Deep down, she felt it in her bones. 
Morgan had the whole blackboard thing going on, but she’d managed to sneak into his mind a few times before he got it up. She saw how he genuinely worried about her. Even without the mind reading it was obvious how much he cared. He didn’t want to lose her. Karen felt a little guilty for prying, but was relieved to have seen his intentions. 
Another hour passed. As Karen began to stretch, a black town car pulled into the lot. It was followed by two identical looking sedans and a large black Dodge Sprinter van. The agents had returned. Morgan’s theory was correct. Karen felt her pulse quicken as fresh sweat pooled at her hairline. She began her breathing exercises again, quickly getting herself under control. 
A pair of agents exited from each sedan. They were dressed in identical black suits and had short, cropped hair, as if they had all come off the same assembly line. Two men guarded the back entrance while two more circled to the front of the bar and out of Karen’s view. The remaining pair stood at the back of the black van. 
The Sprinter’s rear doors opened and Agent McKlintock jumped out. He wore a black suit like the other agents and a pair of dark sunglasses. Karen’s stomach churned when she saw him, remembering how easily he had killed Melanie. 
Taking in the whole picture, Karen saw dark splotches, like old oil-stains, on the pavement. Realizing what they were, she stiffened. They were the only evidence of the previous night’s crime. 
Three men exited the van, each dressed in white Hazmat suits, only their faces visible. 
“I want every inch of this place covered,” McKlintock barked. “Start here.” He pointed to a stain. “Take samples. Hair, blood, skin, whatever. If it looks like it’s from a living creature, I want it.” He began walking back to the truck, then paused. “You’ve got two hours and then I want this place scrubbed clean. Make it look like nothing ever happened here.” 
Karen dove into his head and began reading his thoughts as the man continued toward the truck. McKlintock was angry, hoping a blood sample could be found from Karen. If not, he would have to switch his priority to finding the spaceship, which was something he didn’t want to do. Icy climates were not his thing. Karen lost the connection when the agent disappeared into the van. Damn. Forgetting about McKlintock, she connected with one of the men combing the lot for forensic evidence. 
The agent held a scanning device, something resembling a handheld vacuum. She heard the man thinking about hair, that he had found one. He took out a pair of tweezers from a pouch slung over his shoulder, picked up the hair and placed it into a tube. 
As Karen continued to watch, she heard numerous words come across the agent’s mind: blood, bile, glass, chicken, semen, bird shit, and flesh. Each time the man thought a word he stopped and carefully collected a sample. 
Connecting to another agent, Karen noticed he was performing a different task. Producing a small bottle filled with some kind of liquid substance, he placed a drop onto what looked like a giant Q-tip and then proceeded to dab at the blood stains. Like the man collecting samples, the agent placed the Q-tip into a small vial. He continued with his task, thinking very little to himself. Before long, the man had collected blood and small pieces of flesh and bone. Morgan had said he’d cleaned up the place, but guessed that the things left behind were something only a forensic specialist would find. 
The men were clearly looking for traces of Karen. She hadn’t been injured, nor cried in the parking lot. The agents would find nothing from her, leaving McKlintock frustrated. Karen smiled, feeling a small but important flicker of satisfaction in the victory. 
She linked with the different forensic people as they all performed the same task, collecting anything human in origin. As time went by, she grew more and more confident that she’d be fine. No one had even glanced in her direction, and she was beginning to feel truly invisible. Occasionally, McKlintock would show, ask for status reports, and then return to the vehicle. Karen received nothing of importance from him.
Her back tightened. Needing to stretch, she sat, taking her eyes from the scene. Pins and needles raced through her legs, making her want to cry out. Damn, she should’ve shifted her weight around more. Staying statuesque had its price. She began gently prodding her legs, trying to get the feeling back into them. 
“Over here,” someone yelled. “I’ve got something.” 
“Shit,” she whispered. She was missing the action. She began massaging her legs forcefully, the sensation agonizing, but she gritted through. 
“What is it?” asked McKlintock. 
The agents had found something important, and Karen was temporarily out of commission. They continued speaking, but their voices were lower now and she couldn’t make out what they were saying. She got up again, kneeling this time, grabbing the tree next to her for balance. Focusing in, she saw McKlintock. He was holding a piece of white paper. The man began glancing around, nervously. Karen immediately linked up with him. 
The letter was threatening in nature. It warned the agents to leave the area quickly before it was too late. Vampire Nation agents would be returning to the scene to clean up the mess one of their own had made. The vampire that attacked the agents was a loner and dealt with by the sun’s rays. 
McKlintock pulled his eyes from the note. Karen could almost see the gears working in his head. He and his men would have to gather up the equipment and leave. A glance at his watch—it was only half past one. Still plenty of time to continue with the task at hand. Looking at the note again, McKlintock read on. 
The agent found the next part of the letter confusing and odd; the handwritten letter asking the reader if they knew where the main headquarters for the Vampire Nation was located. New York City was the answer that came to agent McKlintock, although where he didn’t know. Then the letter became stranger, asking if the reader knew where he was going, followed by the question: where is your base located? And, what roads do you travel to get there? Do you like country or city life better? In closing, the letter informed McKlintock that a multitude of weaponry was pointing at him and his agents as he was reading. Again the man glanced around. He was nervous and pissed off, looking to see if he noticed any figures with guns pointing in his direction. He saw none, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true. 
“We’re leaving,” he told the other agents. 
Karen watched as the crew gathered their things, packed them into the truck, and drove away. Letting out a breath, she sat back, stretching her arms and legs. A minute later Morgan was standing by her side. 
“Did you get anything?” he asked. 
“I’m fine, thanks.” She held out her arm and Morgan grabbed it, helping her to her feet. 
“I know you are,” he told her, his tone serious. “Did you read anything from them?”
“Something about a letter. It was really strange.” 
Morgan smiled. 
“I know,” he said. “I planted it there. I wanted them to believe the Vampire Nation was involved, throw them off our trail and at the same time find out where they’re heading; where The Murphy Unit base is located.” 
“You what? Why the hell didn’t you tell me?” 
“I’ll explain everything when we’re in the car, okay?” 
Karen held up a hand in protest. “I’m not going anywhere until you explain yourself.” 
“I’m sorry. I thought it was for the best. But the important thing is, did you get any names or places when he read the letter?” 
“Yeah, lots. Names and places.” 
“Good,” Morgan told her, reaching for her arms and trying to unfold them. “I promise to explain in the car, but we need to move. They’ll be back with a sweep team, more prepared and armed to the hilt. They weren’t ready to deal with vampires, but when they come back, they will be.” 
Karen remained steadfast for a moment. She was pissed that he hadn’t let her in on everything. She’d trusted him, thought they were a team on equal ground. Knowing they needed to leave, she decided to drop it for now. 
“Fine,” she said, “I’ll leave with you, but I’m mad.” She sounded like a child, but that was all right with her, because her inner kid was angry. 
“Can you at least let me know where we’re heading?” she asked as they stepped from the woods. 
Karen dusted herself off as she walked to the car. “We need to find a library with Internet access.” 
Starting the engine, Morgan said, “Now, tell me everything you heard.” 
 
 



 
Chapter 24
 
 
 
Karen and Morgan drove to the Washingtonville Town Library, a small antique building built in 1888, with green ivy crawling up gray stone walls. Inside, the place was like any other library, with computers toward the back. Only one of the half dozen was in use by a young boy. Morgan sat in front of the computer that was farthest from him. Karen took the chair from the terminal next to Morgan’s. 
“Can you tell me why you felt it necessary to lie to me?” She spoke calmly even though her insides burned with anger. 
“I will, but first let’s take care of business.” Morgan called up the Google search screen. “What names did you hear when McKlintock read the question about the base’s location?” 
Karen knew this wasn’t the time, but she needed to know why Morgan decided not to tell her about the note. She’d completely trusted him and now she no longer could. “I’m not talking until you answer me.” She leaned back in her chair. 
Morgan turned to her and, in a serious tone, said, “Give me the names and I’ll show you what we’re doing.” 
“No.” 
“We don’t have time for this. We need to move fast.” He looked Karen in the eyes and she felt spellbound again, like when she was in the bar. Confused, she could only stare at him. Then she began focusing her thoughts, realizing Morgan was using his vampiric powers to entrance her. Shaking her head, she fought back, staring into his eyes. She saw a fire there now, an anger, but also a longing. Morgan was onto something and he didn’t want to explain himself. He just wanted things done his way. But still, why the deception? 
“Without me you have nothing,” Karen said. She didn’t want to waste time, especially if each passing moment was as important as Morgan stressed. But she demanded that he look at her as an equal; to respect her and fill her in on all the details, relevant or not. And if he wouldn’t give that to her, then she would have to force his hand. 
Morgan closed his eyes, clearly frustrated. “I almost always work alone. I’m not used to trusting anyone and I figured the less you knew the better.” 
“I’m not some little girl. And don’t give me that crap about me not being able to handle myself, because I can. Do you know what I’ve been through in the last forty-eight hours?” 
“I know you’ve been through a lot,” Morgan said. “But I’ve got a few years on you in that department. When I do something, it’s for a good reason.” 
“Fair enough, but this is a partnership, and I’m here to do whatever I have to. I’m not some prissy little thing that needs tenderness. I want to be included in everything from now on or I’ll do this on my own.” As if slapped, she was startled by her own words, and not totally sure she believed in them herself; because she needed Morgan’s help. But she had to be strong-willed, let this man think she’d leave him in a second if she had to. It was a bluff, but one that needed to be played.
Morgan smiled, his face showing true joy. “Deal,” he said, holding out a hand. “I’ll include you in on everything from now on unless of course it’s a last minute decision. And sometimes I roll without a plan.” 
“You’re stubborn, but as long as we understand each other…” Karen trailed off. 
“I left the note for a number of reasons. I needed them to think the Vampire Nation was involved.” 
“And they are…?” 
“A group of old and powerful vampires that decided things in the vampire community needed to change. They set rules for my former kind and keep order; at least for the most part. They can’t be everywhere at once, but they try. Kind of like the police, they do so much, but they can’t do everything. Anyway, let the Murphy people worry about them for a while.” 
Karen nodded. 
“Second, I needed those agents out of there and what better way to threaten them than with images of armed VDGs pointing high-powered rifles at them.” 
“VDGs?” Karen parroted. 
“Vampire Day Guardians.” 
“Why would the Murphy people believe what was written in the note?” Karen asked. “Vampires can’t be out in the sunlight?” 
“No, they can’t, and I apologize. I forgot how much you don’t know about them. Most vampires, especially groups like the Vampire Nation, use humans as guardians during the daylight hours. Hence the VDG: highly trained humans, jacked up on a synthetic drug that heightens their reaction time and aids in healing.” 
“What human would agree to that?” 
“Mercenaries getting paid a bundle of money, or humans looking to prove themselves, wishing to become vampires. Overuse of the drug leads to premature death, burns the body out.” Morgan paused, his face serious. “Look, there’s a whole other world out there and I’d love to talk to you about it, but we really need to move with this. Time is critical.” 
Karen was fascinated to learn about this other world. She wanted to know more and had a hundred questions in her head, but Morgan was right. Now wasn’t the time. She needed to focus again, keep her mind on the task at hand. 
“Names and places?” she asked. 
“Like you told me earlier,” Morgan said, turning back to the computer screen. “Ask someone a question and even if they don’t want to answer aloud, they will think about it.” 
“Walter Road in Kingston,” Karen said, remembering the words McKlintock had thought. “There was also a red barn and a field surrounded by a high chain-link fence. It’s like whatever he thought, I saw the words that made up the images, or maybe I just saw the images. I’m still getting to know myself.” 
“Your ability is amazing,” Morgan said as he began typing a web address in the search window. “It makes sense though when you think about it. What are images after all but a jumble of atoms held together creating things we see, taste, and touch. Things we have names for. What would someone call a red barn without the word red in their vocabulary? Fascinating stuff, Karen.” 
“It truly is.” 
“And you’re sure about the road’s name?” 
“Yes, positive. And you’re lucky I have a good memory. Another reason to fill me in on what I’m looking for.” 
“Okay, okay. I get it,” Morgan said jokingly as he clicked the ‘go’ button. Within seconds, the Map-locater.com page popped up. He typed in ‘Walter Road’ and ‘Kingston, New York’ before pressing enter on the keyboard. 
A map of Kingston came into view, but no Walter Road was found. 
Together, the two searched the screen, following the multitude of lines, blues and reds, intersecting like pieces of discarded yarn. Morgan zoomed the map in and out. After an hour of searching, neither he nor Karen found the place. 
“Are you sure it was ‘Walter’ and not ‘Water’ or ‘Walker’?” Morgan asked, frustrated. 
“I’m sure. I hear people’s thoughts as clearly as if they’d spoken them aloud. It’s as if I can see a picture of whatever the person’s thinking. We’ve looked over this thing enough already. It must be a new or very old road. Dirt maybe. One that never made it onto the map. Let’s head up there and ask around. Someone is bound to know where it is.” 
“Do you know how large of an area this is?” Morgan said, pointing to the map. 
“No, but the base is located on farmland. That should help narrow our search. 
Morgan shook his head. 
“There are thousands of acres of farmland in Kingston. Believe it or not, most of New York State is open field and forest.” 
Karen saw how frustrated Morgan was getting and felt herself growing discouraged, as well. They had this one chance to find out where the agents were going to be and had used it. They wouldn’t get another. “We can’t just sit here and do nothing.” 
“You’re right,” Morgan agreed, his tone suddenly upbeat. He stood up. “Time to get going.” 
“Where?”
“To Kingston. We’ll take the Thruway and hope we run into them.” Morgan clicked off of the Internet. 
“Run into them?” Karen asked, her eyebrows knitting together. “You mean follow them?” 
“Sort of,” Morgan said, wiping a hand through his hair. “They’ll be sending an assault team back to the bar, hopefully leaving a lot less armed men at the base.” 
Karen stood the followed Morgan as he walked toward the exit. He was planning on entering the base. That seemed like suicide. No planning. No thoughts. 
Outside, as they were about to get into the car, Karen stopped. 
“You’re planning on going to the base today, aren’t you?” Morgan didn’t answer; just stood with the car key in his hand. “You’re going to kill everyone at the base?” Morgan clicked on the car remote, unlocking the doors. 
“No, not everyone,” he said coldly. “Only the ones responsible for this mess. And anyone that was there when Doctor Rivera was killed. They must be stopped.” 
“You don’t even know if these are the same people, the same group.” 
Morgan turned on her, his eyes savage. “This is the closest I’ve come to finding the men who ruined everything and killed a decent human being. These men after you…they are the same ones who changed me. I can smell them, and their odor is just as putrid. I saw an insignia inside the truck. It had the same design as The Murphy Group that I knew. Either way, some people are going to die, and if I get my revenge by killing Commander Keegan, the bastard who murdered Doctor Rivera, then the better for me.” 
Karen felt tears welling in her eyes. She slapped the top of the car roof hard, the pain welcoming. “You can take your revenge, but it can’t be your goal. We need to find the spaceship, and if anyone in that place knows where it is, we’ll need them alive.” Karen needed to break through to Morgan. She could see the hatred burning in his eyes. There was a much larger issue, and she needed her partner calm and clear-headed. 
“Fine,” he said. “I’ll think of killing Keegan as a bonus. Happy?” 
Karen wasn’t convinced. “Morgan, we need to stay focused on the plan. Find and destroy that alien ship, then we can worry about getting Keegan.” 
Morgan began pacing back and forth, running his fingers through his hair. Karen had never seen the man so agitated. She took a step toward him, wanting to calm him down, but stopped abruptly as Morgan spun to face her. They locked stares. 
“I won’t jeopardize our objective. The ability you have is dangerous, world altering. I know. I get it. It needs to die with you.” 
Karen was taken aback by his words. As true as they were, she wasn’t ready to hear them spoken. Without hesitation, she dove into Morgan’s mind, but before she could see anything, the blackboard went up like an impenetrable wall. 
“Don’t,” Morgan said. 
She wondered if he meant to kill her. Was she just a tool being used to get the job done? She thought she knew Morgan, had felt a connection. 
“What do you mean, ‘die with me’?” She dove into his mind again only to find the blackboard. 
“No one can have the ability you have. I get it. Now stop worrying. I said I’d help you and I mean it. Let’s go, we’re wasting time.” 
Karen opened the car door and got in. They drove to a gas station in silence then filled up the tank before heading to the New York State Thruway. 
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Nothing was said during the car ride, and Karen didn’t bother trying to read Morgan’s mind. He seemed to relax, the anger leaving him with the passing miles. Karen’s own trepidation dwindled at the thought of Morgan ending her life after all this was over. She wondered, was that for the best? She didn’t want to die; had hoped in the end to have her life back. But realistically that wasn’t possible. With her ability, she’d never be the same again.
“I guess they had a pretty good head start, with us being at the library for so long,” she said, breaking the silence.
“I didn’t think we’d catch them.” 
“So we’re going to drive around until we find them?” 
“Of course not, but if they went this way, which is the shortest route to Kingston, then I figured they’d go back this way, too.” 
Morgan paid the toll and traveled down the exit ramp. He took a left at the end and then another left, getting onto the south-bound side. 
“I thought we were going to try and find the place, but instead we’re going to follow them back to the bar—when they’re fully armed?” 
An eighteen-wheeler drove by, its mass shaking the car like a mini-earthquake. 
“No,” Morgan said. “We’re waiting for them to drive by so we can follow them. All we need is one of them to tell us where the base is located.” 
Karen unbuckled her seatbelt and faced Morgan. “And how do you plan on abducting an agent?” 
Morgan smiled, and Karen could see that the old Morgan—the version she preferred—was back. 
“Run them off the road,” he said. 
Karen opened her mouth to comment, but decided not to. She had to stop being surprised by the new and frightening things in her life. The world was dangerous, but even more so now that she was aware of supernatural beings and organizations like The Murphy Unit. These things needed to become ordinary; as scary of a thought as that was. Morgan reached into the backseat and pulled his backpack to the front. Unzipping the front pocket, he produced a pair of sunglasses, a Yankee’s baseball cap, and a fake beard. 
“Are we attending a Halloween party?” she asked. 
“You’re a riot,” Morgan said, zipping up his bag. “I don’t need anyone seeing my face.” He tossed the bag over his shoulder. “You better get in the back. Stay down. Keep my bag company.” 
Karen frowned before climbing into the backseat. She lay down as flat as possible, positioning herself on her side in a fetal possession. Looking up, she could see a portion of the back of Morgan’s head. She watched as he put the cap on, along with the beard and sunglasses. He turned around, facing her. She wasn’t sure if what she was looking at was funny or frightening. 
“How do I look?” he asked. 
Up close, the beard looked fake, like something people wore on talk shows to hide their identity. From a distance, Karen thought it would be fine. 
“Honestly,” she said, laughing, “you look ridiculous.” 
“As long as it does the job.” Morgan turned back around. “Comfortable?” 
“I’m fine.” 
An hour passed by, the two not saying much. Karen began to grow tired when Morgan spoke, his voice excited. 
“I think they’re coming.” 
“How do you know it’s them?” 
“Oh, it’s them. Big truck and a line of sedans.” 
Karen’s sleepiness evaporated. Her immediate reaction was to sit up and look, but she remained down. Her pulse quickened as her heart thumped against her breastbone. She tried flattening herself further. She wanted no one from the Murphy Unit to know she was alive. She felt the car move as Morgan pulled away from the side of the road. Karen wished she’d thought more about the plan. Maybe she should’ve waited at a diner or gas station while Morgan performed his dangerous task. No, they were a team and needed to be together; to work as a unit against The Murphy people. Yes, she was terrified, but she had to be strong and believe in her partner. She needed Morgan more than he needed her. Asking him to do anything without her, to risk his life, wasn’t something she could or would ever do. 
“Ticket booth coming up,” Morgan warned her. Karen felt the car slowing. Morgan rolled down the window, took the ticket from the machine, and drove off. “Okay, we’re clear, just lay back and relax.” 
“Relax? How am I supposed to relax when we’re going to purposely cause an accident with the enemy? The same people who’ve been after you for years and shot at me all day.” 
“I’ll let you know when we’re going to hit them, and besides, it’ll just be a little tap. Don’t stress.” 
“Don’t stress?” Karen asked, incredulously. “I’ve been stressing out my ass all day and night. I was free. They thought I was dead, and now my ass is heading straight for them.” 
Karen heard Morgan laughing. She was glad at least one of them found the situation amusing.
“Sounds funny when you put it like that. But remember, we’re trying to save the world.” 
“No shit!” Karen told him. “Of course it sounds funny coming from a guy who’s practically indestructible.” 
Morgan was right. They were trying to save the world, and what could be more intense than that? “Do you mind if I keep blabbing,” Karen asked. “It’ll keep me from really freaking out back here.” 
“I told you, they’ll simply think I’m a bad driver who wasn’t paying attention. One car, two at the most, will stop and pull over. The rest will head onward to the destination. The mission is too important for all of them to stop and make a big deal out of a little fender bender.” 
“What do you care? You can’t be killed.” 
Morgan huffed. “Not true at all. I’m not indestructible. It’s just really, really, hard to kill me.” Karen could hear the smile in his voice. 
“And just how do you kill your kind? I mean your previous kind, the real vampires. Is it like in the movies?” 
Morgan laughed again. “Not all movies are the same. Let’s get through this, then we can discuss vampire killing.” 
Karen wanted to search his thoughts, see what he was thinking, but now wasn’t the time. Morgan needed to remain calm and focused. She knew the basics of how to kill a vampire through legends, but figured she ought to know for sure, since they really did exist. 
Silence filled the air, save the hum of the engine. Karen could sense the tension rise during the lapse of conversation. 
“Impact in a few seconds,” Morgan warned. 
She closed her eyes. 
The car swerved sharply, followed by a jolting impact that she felt in her bones. Then it was over. 
“That’s it,” Morgan said. 
Karen smiled, feeling a sharp sting and something moist on her lips. Touching her mouth with her fingers, she saw that she was bleeding. She must have bitten her lip. Her blood was bright red, almost candy apple in color, not like the dark crimson spilled back at the bar. She’d cut herself before, but never remembered her blood being so bright in color. Was her blood different now, altered because of the gift? 
The car slowed. Looking up, she saw Morgan’s hand waving. He was telling the man he hit to pull over. Karen swallowed; her throat tightened. 
“He’s slowing down with us,” Morgan reported. “The one we hit, along with another vehicle. The others in the convoy are still maintaining their speed. The driver is using a radio. He must be informing the others what happened.” 
As Morgan pulled to the side of the highway, the car began to vibrate and a loud propeller-like sound filled Karen’s ears. Her heart jumped in her chest before she realized it was just the divots alongside the road, used for keeping sleepy drivers awake. 
“Okay,” Morgan said. “This is it. We’ve only got two cars to deal with.” 
“Is that good?” 
“As long as the lead car is just there to pick up the other agent in the car we hit. Hopefully they’ll leave just the one guy to work out the details with me while the others go on ahead.” 
“And if they all wait together?” 
“Then there’ll be a lot of killing to do.” Morgan’s voice was grim, and Karen was taken aback by how easily he said it. He was fully prepared for battle and she needed to be, too. But he was, at least in part, a killer. “I’m getting out,” he told her. “Don’t move unless I tell you to. Okay?” 
“Yeah,” Karen said. 
Morgan opened the car door and got out. 
Karen couldn’t see a thing except for the back of the driver’s seat. She had no idea which way Morgan went. Did the agents’ cars pull in front or in back of theirs? Was one of the cars in the front while one was in back, a surrounding pattern? That would seem like the most strategic. She was being foolish. It was a minor fender bender and the agents wouldn’t suspect a thing; just some moron not paying attention. 
She hated waiting in the backseat; useless and helpless and having no idea what was happening. She heard voices, but between the windows being rolled up and the occasional vehicle passing by on the road, she couldn’t make out what was being said. Her job was to lay and wait, let Morgan handle this part. So she did. 
Gunshots rang out, almost causing Karen to sit up. She needed to see what was happening, but at the same time she needed the cover. Her chest ached as her heart worked triple time. 
No, she told herself. Stop it. Morgan was a supernatural being, a former vampire. She’d seen him take a bullet to the head and get up as if nothing had happened. She had to put her faith in him, knowing he could take care of himself. More gunshots rang out. Karen flinched with each thunderclap. 
She waited, listening as more and more gunfire erupted. She closed her eyes, feeling inadequate. More gunshots sounded. Karen couldn’t take anymore and was about to risk a look out of the window when a loud bang shook the car. The roof bowed inward just before the window above her head exploded, sending shards of glass down on her. 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 26
 
 
 
Morgan stood next to the car, away from the road. The air was brisk and the highway relatively calm, with only an occasional car or truck racing by. He smiled. The less witnesses the better. The driver of the vehicle he had hit—a rather large man—got out of the car. 
“Are you some kind of an asshole?” the burly man asked, slamming the car door shut. He stood somewhere around six-foot-five, was broad-shouldered and had a military style haircut. A small earpiece extended from the man’s ear to the side of his cheek. 
Morgan remained where he was, sizing up the scene. The agent riding shotgun remained in the car. Why had two cars pulled over if the passenger wasn’t going to get out and continue on with the group? Damn, if the other car didn’t leave, he was going to have quite a fight on his hands. If only vampire blood could be made into a powder form, like milk—easy to carry and no refrigeration needed. 
“You deaf?” the man howled. 
“Sorry about that,” Morgan said, glancing around. He’d made a mistake by pulling in front of the car he’d hit, letting the other agent-occupied vehicle sandwich him in. He was in the middle, the worst place to be for someone without eyes in the back of their head. “No need to get hostile and raise our voices. It’s only an accident and thank goodness no one was hurt.” The agent let out a long breath, clearly trying to remain calm, but not doing a good job. 
Through gritted teeth, the agent asked, “Are you going to just stand there like a fuck-sack or give me your information so we can move this along?” 
The man held out his hand. 
Morgan tried to keep a straight face, but the word fuck-sack was too funny. He grinned. 
“You think this is funny?” the man growled, his face reddening. “Do you know who I am?” 
“Some angry oversized accountant,” Morgan said. “I’m waiting for the police.” Morgan needed to stall, hoping that if he took enough time the lead car would leave. 
“Listen, piss-head,” the big man said, taking a step forward. “I ain’t waiting for the cops. Give me your info and I’ll get in touch with you.” The man seemed like he was trying hard not to explode. He obviously had anger management issues. 
Morgan shook his head. “Had this happen once before. The guy claimed a lot more damage than what I caused. Nope, going to do this by the book.” Morgan crossed his arms over his chest, showing that he wasn’t going to budge. 
The agent’s cheek muscles bulged and his nostrils flared. The man’s big fingers formed fists. He started forward, clearly no longer able to control himself. 
Morgan had hoped to buy some time, but wound up infuriating the guy instead. 
The agent came within a foot of Morgan and cocked his arm back, ready to swing, only to freeze. The man’s eyes narrowed as he put a hand to his earpiece. 
“Sir?” he said, pausing, becoming a completely different person. “Yes, sir.” The agent took a step backward. He brought his hand away from his ear and looked into Morgan’s eyes. “We’ll wait. My partner already called the troopers.” 
The agent in the passenger seat was talking into his earpiece. A moment later Morgan heard the car behind him pull out. He glanced back to watch the car drive off and hid his smile. When a plan worked, a plan worked. He returned his stare to the angered agent. 
“I believe you wanted to rip me a new one?” Morgan said. 
The big man, now calmer, said, “I’m warning you, buddy.” He wagged a finger in Morgan’s direction. 
Morgan needed to get the passenger out of the vehicle. The best way to do that was to get the guy in front of him to take a swing. “Your boys are gone. You don’t have to act properly. I’m sure your partner wouldn’t mind watching you kick my ass.” The man was reddening again, his chest heaving. Morgan pushed further. 
“You’re an oversized asshole, and I mean it. I can practically smell the shit coming off your breath. Why don’t you take your little ass back to your momma and let her give it to you good.” Morgan had no idea where the words originated, but they seemed to be just the kind of juvenile material the guy needed to hear in order to really get him going. Adding to the verbal insults, Morgan launched a spitball at the man, hitting him square in the forehead. Everything seemed to freeze at that moment as if caught in time, except for the man’s color, which went from crimson to purple. 
“Fuck this,” the agent said, and charged at Morgan. 
The agent in the car threw the door open and jumped out. Morgan smiled again, this time fangs revealing themselves. Hook, line, and sinker. 
He met the charging oaf, connecting a clawed hand to the man’s ribs while ducking past, the big man’s badly telegraphed move no match for Morgan’s speed and agility. 
The burly agent stopped abruptly. Morgan stood behind him, holding pieces of flesh, intestine, and rib. The agent looked down at the gaping hole in his side before collapsing to the ground. 
A gunshot sounded a fraction of a second before Morgan felt the bullet sting his right shoulder. Then another shot tore into his neck, followed by another. The other agent was fast, not allowing the gruesome scene to halt his actions. Morgan couldn’t let the man get off too many shots or his body, not having any vampire blood nearby, wouldn’t heal properly. 
Morgan spun around, catching the man’s stare with his gaze. He held the man still with his vampiric trance for a moment, but the agent must have trained for vampire attacks, because he came out of the trance quickly and began firing his weapon again. 
Another two bullets caught Morgan dead center in the chest. The agent was using a .45 caliber with hollow points. The inside of Morgan’s body was torn apart by ricochets. Killing the man would be easy for Morgan, even taking so much damage. But with the other agent dead, he needed this one alive. 
Morgan tumbled sideways using the agent’s car as a shield. His neck, shoulder, and chest were an inferno of pain, the rounds likely containing garlic—the convoy of Murphy people was vampire-ready. Poking his head around the corner, he saw the man duck behind Karen’s car. Crouching down, Morgan sprung upward, launching himself over the hood of the agents’ car, hoping to come down where the man was hiding. 
Morgan mid-air, the agent popped up and fired two more shots. One connected with Morgan’s abdomen, the other hitting him in the thigh. He’d taken a lot of damage already, and his body grew weaker by the second. The agent was well-trained, a soldier and an excellent shot. 
Even with taking the multiple bullets to his body, Morgan’s plan worked as he landed on top of the agent. They tumbled to the ground. Morgan knocked the man’s gun away. A second later he found himself standing over the downed agent. 
Breathing rapidly, his suit dotted in Morgan’s blood, the man said, “You’re him, aren’t you?”
Morgan grabbed the man by his collar, heaving him into the air and slamming him onto the roof of the car Karen was in. One of the rear windows shattered from the impact as the guy bounced off and crumbled to the ground. 
 


 



 
Chapter 27 
 
 
 
“Karen, stay down.” It was Morgan’s voice. He was all right or at least appeared to be. 
She closed her eyes and waited, not moving, leaving the pieces of glass where they lay. A thud sounded against the car’s door near her head. 
“Morgan?” she called, praying he was still all right. 
“Yeah,” he said. “Just wanted to make sure the guy was unconscious.” 
“Can I sit up now?” 
“Yes, it’s all clear,” he told her. 
She pushed herself up. Pieces of the window fell off her. Some of the glass clung stubbornly to her hair, not wanting to let go. She closed her eyes and shook her head before brushing herself off. 
Morgan opened the car door. Karen’s eyes widened with disbelief at the sight of her friend. “You look awful,” she told him. His shirt was shredded and bloody, as if his chest had exploded. He had blood on his neck and a red stream ran down his pant leg. 
“Yeah,” he agreed. “Guess I took some serious damage.” 
“Are you going to be okay? Is the way you look equivalent to me skinning a knee?” 
Morgan laughed tiredly. “I’ll be fine. Feels like I walked into a beehive, is all.”
Suddenly Morgan was yanked out of Karen’s view by some unseen force. She heard him yelling, his speech slurred as if drunk. “Run, Karen—get out of here.” 
Gunshots rang out.
Karen sprang from the car, leaving through the opposite door. Planting her feet on the ground, ready to run, she hoped Morgan was kicking whoever’s ass it was that had grabbed him. 
“Hold it right there, missy,” a voice commanded. Staring up the roadway, Karen saw that a car was approaching. It slowed as it neared the scene then sped up, clearly alarmed at the sight. Karen put her hands up. “Turn around,” the voice said, and she did. 
The agent was pointing a gun at her. He looked as if he’d gone ten rounds with a gorilla. His face was bruised and bloody, his suit torn in places and covered in a mix of roadside grime and gore. 
Karen couldn’t see where Morgan was, but guessed he was lying on the ground at the man’s feet. The guy lowered his weapon, pointed it toward the earth, and fired two shots. Morgan howled in agony. 
“Stop it,” she yelled. 
“Have to keep this one weak,” the agent said, before retraining his aim at her. 
Angered, feeling a kernel of warmth growing in her abdomen, Karen dove into the man’s mind. He’d shoot her dead without a second thought, but his main goal was to bring her in alive. “Okay, just stop hurting him.” The man laughed and fired two more shots into Morgan. “Stop it. Just stop it.” 
“You actually care for this thing?” the man asked, disgust apparent in his voice. “He seems pretty tough. I wouldn’t worry about him. He’ll make for an interesting study, along with you. I’ll probably get a promotion for capturing two of The Murphy Unit’s most wanted.” The man beamed then fired another shot down at Morgan. 
Karen screamed in rage. “Stop it, you bastard. You’ll kill him.” 
“Maybe. The faster you get over here, the quicker I’ll stop putting slugs into your boyfriend.” 
Karen walked quickly, hands up, to the agent. Looking down, she saw Morgan lying on his back, a bloody pulp she barely recognized. The man had been shooting him in the face. She wondered how much more Morgan could take. 
“You sick bastard,” Karen spat. “You have me, now leave him alone.” 
The man fired another shot, the bullet hitting Morgan in the gut. Karen charged at the agent like a crazed animal. He easily avoided her feeble attempt and tossed her to the ground. Anger coursed through Karen’s body, fueling her for battle. She got to her feet quickly. Her second attack was just as pathetic as the first. This time the man flung her at Morgan. 
She landed on Morgan’s body. A sickening, squishy sound filled the air as Karen’s hand slid across Morgan’s face. She stared at it in horror then glanced back at the agent, who was doubled over and laughing. The man before her was wicked; a self-absorbed sociopath working for an evil organization that needed to be destroyed. 
“Get up, bitch, and stop fucking around or this is only going to get worse for you and loverboy.” 
Karen only wanted to hurt this man. Make him feel even an iota of what he’d done to Morgan.
Morgan moved beneath her, and Karen’s thoughts turned to helping him. He was her last hope, her friend and someone she couldn’t bear to lose. She wasn’t surprised to feel this way. Love for another being had no timetable. 
Karen rose to her feet. The man grinned at her. She felt like a phoenix being reborn from ash. No longer just a woman, she had become something new, something more powerful. The man began laughing again. Karen connected with his mind. He thought she looked hot in her current state. He’d beaten women before; had gotten off on it. 
“Going to try again?” he asked. 
Karen’s chest heaved in and out, her breathing rapid, as if she’d just finished a quarter-mile sprint. Her insides were on fire, her gut filled with butterflies. She concentrated like never before, focusing in on the man’s mind. She went in deep, violating his most inner thoughts. She saw secret things locked away that even he himself wasn’t aware of. Things the mind knew better than to let out. She’d found his fears and began sifting through them, learning the worst, most terrifying truths. Karen brought them to the surface, releasing them like a pack of vicious wolves. 
The man began screaming. He fell to his knees, bringing his hands to his head, the gun still in his grip. 
“No!” he shouted. “Stop it. I can’t see them. Make them stop.” 
Karen dug deeper. She held onto the man’s worst images, adding more to the forefront of his thoughts as her hate grew. The man began bashing the side of his head with the gun, drawing blood. 
“Karen,” a garbled voice called out. She ignored it. The voice spoke her name again, this time louder. “You’re killing him. Remember, we need him alive. Please, Karen.” Something in Morgan’s voice connected, getting through to her, soothing her. 
She released her hold on the man and fell to her hands and knees. Staring at the ground, she took long, deep breaths, feeling the rabid animal she’d become subside. 
Looking up, she saw the agent. He’d fallen over unconscious; the side of his head a bloody mat of hair. 
She scrambled over to Morgan. Seeing his condition, her heart sank and tears welled. She turned away to compose herself. Facing him again, she said, “You’re okay now?” 
“Not really,” he said, and Karen could almost hear him wanting to laugh. “We need to get the hell out of here.” She saw one of his eyes open, the other gone and running down the side of his face. “Cops will be here any minute.” 
Karen helped Morgan to the car, sitting him in the passenger seat. He looked like an accident victim—the kind that belonged in a body bag. She took the keys from his pocket and opened the trunk. The space was empty apart for a few bungee cords, a milk crate, and a tool box. 
Using the bungee cords, Karen tied the agent’s hands together. She managed to drag his unconscious body to the car, but lifting him into the trunk proved impossible. The man easily weighed more than two hundred pounds. He was big. Morgan would be of no help, barely alive as he was. They had to leave now, but leaving without the agent was not an option. 
Karen dove into the man’s head. He was out cold, a blank slate. She tried penetrating his mind again, wanting to go deep into his head, but couldn’t. She tried again without luck. 
Frustrated, Karen pounded her fists against her sides. “Damn it.” It must have been the rage she felt that allowed her to raise her mind-reading abilities to another level. There was more to this gift than she knew and it would have to be explored, but later. Now she needed to get the son of a bitch up and into the trunk. 
Karen connected to the man. If there was more to her gift than mind-reading, then she needed to try other things. She began shouting with her mind for the man to wake up. When nothing happened, she slapped him physically while remaining mentally connected. She continued trying to send her thoughts into his head. She had no idea if it was the slapping or her mental jarring, but the man stirred. 
Holding his gun in her right hand, she grabbed his jaw with her left, staring intently into his eyes. “Get up and put your useless sack into the trunk of my car or I’ll make what I did to you look like a picnic in Central Park on a breezy summer day.” Karen had no idea if she’d ever be able to do what she did again, not at least without the rage, but she needed this man to believe she could. And even if she could bring him to the brink of a nervous breakdown, she wasn’t sure how she felt about it. What she’d done before was wrong, wasn’t it? She’d tortured another human being. Not physically, but mentally, which was just as shameful. 
The man deserved to be punished, but her enjoyment at his suffering wasn’t something she wanted on her conscience. 
She backed away, holding the gun at her side as the man got to his feet. He looked like a different person, unsure of himself. He was no longer the brash bully. His bulky frame trembled. 
“What are you?” he asked. 
“That’s what I’d like to know,” Karen demanded. “Now get in the trunk.” She wondered how much the Murphy people knew about the extent of her abilities. Josh had most certainly been raging when she met him, but Karen hadn’t felt anything from him like what she was able to do to the agent. She guessed the Murphy people knew very little or nothing at all; at least when it came to what she had been able to do to the agent standing before her. 
“Are you going to kill me?” the man asked. 
It was pathetic how feeble the man now was. She had fractured his soul. “Get in the trunk or I’ll bring on the nightmares again.” 
The man did as he was told. Karen slammed the trunk closed. 


 



 
Chapter 28 
 
 
 
“Karen,” Morgan managed, his voice a gurgled whisper. “We have to dump this guy.” 
Karen’s skin rippled with goosebumps at hearing his voice. She concentrated on driving, a million thoughts racing through her mind. “What? Why?” she asked, turning to look at Morgan before quickly looking back at the road. He was a mangled mass of flesh, blood, and tissue. 
“You have to question the guy. Drive to somewhere secluded and get the answers.” 
“Are you going to be okay? I mean, we never discussed…” She paused, unsure whether she wanted to know the answer or not. 
“I’ll be fine,” he insisted. 
Karen took a deep breath through her nostrils, held it a moment, then exhaled through her mouth. 
“Get off at the next exit,” Morgan said. Karen raced down the highway, keeping her speed to only five miles over the posted limit. 
They needed to avoid everyone, especially the tollbooth operator, because of Morgan’s present state. The last thing they needed was the police stopping them. 
Morgan crawled into the backseat, leaving slick blood everywhere. Karen winced as his groans of pain filled the car. They approached the tollbooth. 
“Dollar-fifty, please,” the woman said. 
Karen handed her two dollars. 
“Are you okay, ma’am?” 
Karen forced a smile. “Yes, just in a hurry.” 
“You an artist or something?” 
Karen opened her mouth to say no, then quickly changed her mind when she saw the blood covering the back of her hand. “Oh, this,” she said, still smiling. “Painting my barn, got a little messy didn’t I?” 
The woman’s face brightened. “You sure did, ma’am.” She handed Karen the change. “Have a good day.” 
“You too,” Karen said and drove off. 
Karen had no idea where to go and wasn’t sure how much Morgan would be able to help. 
“Take a left at the bottom of the hill,” he said, surprising her. “Think I’d leave you alone for this?” 
Karen wanted to cry. Even in the condition he was in, Morgan was still with her. Apparently, he knew the area well, and she was thankful. He told her when and where to turn. She made lefts and rights, waiting for the next set of directions. 
“It’s here on the left,” Morgan said. 
The place was an abandoned pool store with nothing but forest behind and to either side of it. Morgan had used the building as a hideout and hoped it was still vacant. Pale blue paint peeled from the outside walls and the windows and front doors were boarded over with plywood. As if the store’s condition wasn’t enough to indicate its vacancy, a real estate ‘For Sale’ sign was posted. Karen pulled the car behind the building and shut off the engine. 
“He’ll have a tracking device on him,” Morgan said. “So make it fast.” 
“You’re not coming?” Karen asked, before realizing what she was asking of him. 
“No, I’m going to lie out in the sun, catch some rays…and heal as much as I can. Without vampire blood, it won’t do much, but any little bit will help. Find out where the base is, then we get the hell out of here.” He paused. “Take the gun with you.” 
Karen got out and walked to the back of the car. She closed her eyes, took a few deep breaths, and told herself she could do this. Then she opened the trunk. 
The man lay awake, staring up at her, but shielding his eyes from the light. 
“Get out,” she commanded, pointing the gun at him. Reading his thoughts, she knew he wasn’t as scared as he had been. His military training must’ve kicked in, enabling him to fall back into soldier mode. “Try to take me down and I’ll make what I did to you before seem joyful.” 
The man climbed out slowly, his bound hands making the task difficult. “If you’re so powerful, what do you need the gun for?” 
Karen backed away a few paces, wanting some distance should he try anything. “Your files on me aren’t up to the minute, are they?” she asked. “You have no idea the things I’m capable of.” 
The man shook his head. “What do you want?” 
“Where is the Murphy base located?” Without hearing him answer, she heard his thoughts. She saw the same set of words and images that McKlintock had thought, giving her a picture: a red barn in an open field, surrounded by a fence just off Walter Road. 
“Go fuck yourself.” The man had shaken off the effects of what she’d previously done to him. In a way, Karen was relieved. She was afraid that her gift had caused permanent trauma and that scared the shit out of her. Knowing the human mind was capable of recovering from her assault gave her less pause to use her abilities. Along with learning to control herself, she would need to know how long an individual could stand the mental torture before the damage was permanent 
“He’s stalling,” Morgan croaked from behind, startling Karen. “We need to move this inside.” 
Morgan leaned against the wall of the building, looking like fresh road-kill, but seemed to have an inner strength missing just minutes before. Morgan worked his way to a rear door, grabbed the padlock attached to it, and yanked down, breaking open the lock. Karen was amazed. Even with his body so weakened, he was still much stronger than any human. “Take him inside and shoot him in the knee. We don’t have time for this.” 
“It’ll be dark in there,” Karen said. “The place is boarded up.” 
“It’s got skylights along the hallway and in the showcase room. The lighting will be fine.” 
Karen had never shot anyone before. Reading the man’s mind, he didn’t think she had it in her. He was grinning on the inside. Her eyes narrowed into slits. She needed to show her foe that she wasn’t fooling around. 
She ushered the agent inside the building. Morgan was correct. Dingy sunlight poked through the skylights in the hallway, illuminating the place well enough. She directed her prisoner down the hall, passing gloomy offices, and into what must have been the showroom. Dust-layered cobwebs hung from the ceiling. The air felt damp, stunk of mildew. Other than a few empty cardboard boxes, the place was empty. She told the agent to stop a few feet into the room. 
Karen lowered the gun, pointing it at the man’s feet. Pulling the trigger, she sent a single bullet into the linoleum floor close to his expensive shoes. He didn’t budge, still thinking she couldn’t do it. He was beginning to believe she’d used up her powers, according to the chatter ping-ponging through his thoughts. Karen took better aim the next time and fired a bullet into the man’s shin. He howled in pain and collapsed to the floor. 
“You bitch!” he screamed. “I’m going to cut out your heart and feed it to you.” 
She fired again, hitting the man in his foot and blowing off the front of his shoe, toes and all. He howled again, writhing around on the dusty floor, blood leaking everywhere. 
“Tell me where the base is. I want directions. Names of roads. And I’ll know if you’re lying.” She aimed the gun at his mid-section before lowering it slightly. “The next shot goes through your manhood.” 
The agent sat up, holding his shin. “I’m bleeding to death here, lady.” 
“Tell me what I want to know and you’ll be taken care of.” She spoke coldly as if she were a seasoned assassin. 
The man told her everything she asked, giving her names and directions along with a physical description of the place. 
“The base is a fortress though,” he added. “You’ll never get in. Now help me out.” 
Karen smiled. “I’m sure your men will be along shortly to help you. Hang tough until then.” She turned and left the building. 
Outside, she saw Morgan leaning against the car, absorbing the sun’s rays. He still looked terrible, like uncooked meat. The sun could only do so much; he needed to feed. 
“We have to kill him, Karen,” he said as she approached the car. 
“I got what we needed.” 
“He’ll talk. He’ll tell them everything. Like how you and me are working together. Our plans. They’ll send everyone after us and we won’t last long, let alone have a chance at getting into the base.” 
“I’m not a murderer,” she said. 
Wanting to kill the man earlier was just a raw emotion, nothing she would’ve acted upon unless left with no other choice. Karen had never so much as punched anyone before. But it was true, the man would talk and not only about what she and Morgan wanted to know, but about her new ability. And the less The Murphy Unit knew about her the better. 
“It’s not murder,” Morgan said, “just what needs to be done.” 
“I can’t.” Karen shook her head, the gun loose in her grip. She looked at it, dropping it to the ground. She needed the weapon, but couldn’t stomach holding it for now. “I’ve never killed anyone before, and unless it’s my or your life on the line I don’t think I ever will.” 
“Give me the gun,” Morgan told her, holding out a hand. “I’ll do it.” 
Karen remained still. The man inside the abandoned pool store was evil, but he was also unarmed and wounded, basically helpless. 
“Can’t we just leave him?” she asked, knowing they couldn’t. If they let him live, everything they’d done so far would be for nothing, their situation becoming even worse than it was. 
“Karen, we’re in a war. It’s imperative that we complete our mission. Please don’t make me bend down. Give me the gun.” 
Without thinking, she did as he asked. She would no doubt at some point have to end a life. But not now and not in cold blood. 
Watching Morgan stumble into the building, she felt sick. A single gunshot rang out from inside. She closed her eyes, willing her legs to remain solid. After a few moments, she heard the shuffling of shoes on pavement and opened her eyes. Relief flowed through her when she saw Morgan. Their plan and her new ability were safe. And the world had one less Murphy agent in it. How could she feel so terrified and sick one moment, but ultimately relieved the next? 
She ran over to Morgan, grabbed a hold of him, and helped him to the car. 
“Are you okay?” she asked.
He laughed. “No, not quite. I’m dying. I need to feed.” 
 



 
Chapter 29 
 
 
 
Karen helped Morgan into the backseat. They drove to Poughkeepsie, Morgan giving her directions as they went. 
The only thing that mattered now was getting Morgan to a safe and secure place where he could replenish himself. Karen wanted to probe his mind, find out how he was really doing, but she held off. Fear and panic came in waves as she drove, never letting more than a few minutes of silence pass without making sure he was still with her. He’d told her not to worry, that he’d be fine soon, but it did little to appease her fears. She couldn’t lose him. He’d become an invaluable partner and a friend. They had a bond. He had to make it. If she lost him, Karen was afraid she’d never recover and drift off into the world lost. 
She parked in front of his house and helped him inside. Leaving him on the kitchen floor, she went back outside and parked the car several blocks away. 
When she returned to the house, she found Morgan sprawled out on the couch. She wanted to curl up into a ball and cry at the sight of his ghastly body. His chest wasn’t rising and falling with breath. She ran over to him and felt for a pulse, then wondered if he’d ever had one. Did vampires draw breath or have pulses? 
“Wake up, Morgan,” she said loudly, swatting him in the face. 
He stirred. 
“I need blood. Resting, trying to save strength. Not much time.” Morgan mumbled, coming in and out of consciousness. 
Karen breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t need air after all, and he was alive, although barely. 
“What can I do?” she asked. 
He told her about a club not far from his house. She needed to go there, be extremely vigilant, and lure a vampire back to his apartment. Then, she would have to kill it, Morgan most likely too weak to fight. 
“You want me to do what?” she asked, incredulously. 
“It’s the only way. Avoid any prolonged eye contact. Use your mind reading to search through the club, find the right one. Don’t pry into any one too long. And make sure you leave the place with only one vamp. I’ll take care of the rest, don’t worry.” 
She looked at him. He could barely have a conversation. “You’re too weak. If I bring a vampire back here he’ll kill you, then me.” 
“Look around the room,” he said. 
There was very little in the way of furnishings, but on each wall in the living room, an oil painting hung. One painting was a prairie landscape. Another was of a thick pine forest, while another was of the sun rising over a mountain peak. The final painting was that of a naked woman with a snake curled around her. Looking closer, Karen noticed the woman bared fangs. 
“See the cord hanging along the wall as you enter the kitchen?” He pointed feebly in the general direction before his arm collapsed. She saw a thin strand of white rope dangling from the kitchen archway. She followed the rope. It ran along the top of the wall and into the living room through eye hooks. It intersected in the center of the room with four other ropes, all leading to the paintings. 
“What does it do?” 
“It’s a failsafe. Pull the rope and the paintings drop down, revealing four blessed crosses. They won’t kill a vampire, but they’ll trap it, weaken it. Surrounded on all four sides, it won’t be able to run away. That’s when you blast at its chest or head. Put every last bullet into the thing. It should weaken the bloodsucker enough for me to finish it off.” “What if I’m attacked before we get here?” 
“Park near the club entrance; there’ll be too many people around for that to happen. Once you’re in the car, head straight back. Tell the vampire you have a roommate. That she’s into sharing.” 
“Two meals for the price of one.” She liked Morgan’s plan; it could work. She was nervous as hell, but had to believe she would do fine. “I’ll basically be going in unarmed. Give me a quick lesson on how to kill a vampire, just in case.” 
“In my backpack. There’s a necklace. Take it. You’ll also find a canteen filled with holy water.” 
She grabbed his pack from the counter, rummaged through it, and found the items. The necklace was a chain of tiny crosses linked together. She put it on, hiding it under her blouse. 
“Not all crosses are the same,” Morgan continued. “The one you’re wearing was made in the sixteenth century by a Spanish priest, and had a powerful blessing placed on it. No ordinary vampire will come near it when brought into view, but it won’t stop a bullet. Don’t forget that bloodsuckers can be like humans—some carry guns. They don’t always rely on their strength. But at least you won’t be bitten.” 
Karen hadn’t thought about guns in regard to vampires. She assumed the only threat was their bite. 
“Find the right vamp and you’ll be fine. Pick a loner, not one from a group.” Morgan began coughing. Turning onto his side, he hung his head off the couch and threw up blood almost black in color. Karen needed to hurry. 
“I’m leaving,” she told him, wanting to comfort him. “I’ll be back soon.” 
“Wait,” he said. “You’ll need to clean up my blood from the backseat. It isn’t vampire blood, but it’s blood nonetheless. Use the bleach under the sink. That should mask the odor. Be generous with the stuff.”
Karen grabbed the cleaner, along with a few towels from the bathroom, and headed out. 
 
 



 
Chapter 30
 
 
 
Karen followed Morgan’s directions and made mental notes so she’d easily find her way back to the house. 
She parked in the lot across the street from The Dweller, the establishment Morgan told her about. Looking at herself, she realized she was hardly dressed for the occasion. The place was a Goth club. She fished through her luggage in the trunk and changed into fresh clothes. She was going to stand out like a fluorescent poster in the dark. 
As she exited the car, she had a terrifying thought. What if the bouncer didn’t let her in? Was there a dress code? She had to think of something, an alternate plan. She took several calming breaths trying to pump up her confidence. She could do this. She had to do this. 
The place’s name was spelled out in red neon letters above the entrance, which was in the shape of a large mouth waiting to swallow its victims. 
The Goth patrons entered willingly, and Karen wondered how many of them knew about the vampires and how many were actual vampires. She considered her attire—a blouse, blue jeans, and sneakers. As she approached the street, ready to cross, she stopped and sighed. She looked ridiculous. Her confidence dwindled. There was no way she was getting in. Morgan was dying. 
Screw it. She walked up to the bouncer. He was a large man with muscles that tested his black T-shirt’s elasticity. Two people ahead of Karen were told to get better IDs and departed whining. Karen was next. 
“Hi there,” she said, waving a hand in front of her.
The bouncer nodded. 
“Can I help you ma’am?” he said, clearly confused by her appearance. 
“Yes, I’d like to get in.” She fished for her wallet.
“I can’t let you in like that, ma’am.” 
“Why not?” she asked, hand in her purse. 
The big man pointed to a sign behind him. “Dress code. No sneakers or jeans. And to be honest, you’re not exactly the type the owner wants in here.” 
“Oh, really?” 
The bouncer smirked, one of his eyebrows rising upward. “Come back when you’re someone else.” 
Karen tensed with anger. The line behind her had grown with complaining people, some telling her to move it. Karen ignored the groaning and actually liked the attention, hoping it would play into her plan. She leaned in close to the bouncer. 
“Listen, Mister. My fifteen-year-old son is in there and unless you want my brother-in-law, who happens to be a cop, to come down here and cause a scene, I suggest you let me drag my son’s sorry ass home.” 
The bouncer frowned. 
“Give me a break lady,” he said, crossing his arms over his massive chest. “No fifteen-year-old gets past me.” He looked over Karen’s shoulder and said, “Next.” 
Karen held out her arm, blocking the people from going around her. 
“Do you think I want to be here?” she asked the bouncer, hands on her hips. “My son’s been sneaking out of the house for the past month. I followed him this time to see where he was going, and when I saw him on line I figured he wouldn’t be let in. You know, on account that he’s fifteen, but then I saw you let him and his friends in.” 
“Come on, lady,” said a man behind Karen. 
“Move it,” another groused. 
Karen ignored them. 
“What’s your son look like?” the bouncer asked. 
“Tall, spiked black hair to match his all-black attire—just like every other zombie here.” Remembering Morgan’s disguise, she added, “And the reason you probably let him in, and I can’t blame you, was because he was wearing a fake beard, making him appear older. It’s not your fault.” 
More groans, louder now, issued from the line. The patrons were becoming more restless, and it was only a matter of time before the bouncer bounced her out of the line. But it looked like she had his attention. 
Karen dove into the man’s mind. The guy didn’t want trouble. If his boss found out he let in a kid, beard or no beard, he’d be fired. And if cops came, his boss would probably kill him. 
“I tell you what,” she offered. “Let me go in quickly, grab him, and leave. No one has to know.” 
The man’s nostrils flared and Karen didn’t need to read his mind; his body language was clear. 
“Fine,” he said, eyes boring into her. “Do it quietly. Don’t make a scene.” He moved aside, letting Karen pass. 
Karen nodded and marched into the mouth. The throat was a narrow corridor painted glossy black with only a thin tube of red neon light to see by. Some kind of techno music blasted from the no-man’s land ahead. The floor shook beneath her feet. 
Continuing onward, she worried about the buzzing that resulted from hearing a multitude of thoughts when too many people were in close quarters. She’d done fine at O’Hulahans, but the harsh memory of the rest stop came to the forefront of her mind. Not that she had a choice. Morgan was at the brink of death. Karen braved forward. 
She came to a set of stairs and walked down them. A large room with a long bar against the left wall awaited at the bottom. To her relief, she heard no buzzing; no jumble of the mass of people’s thoughts. 
The overhead lighting was sparse, as if lit by candles, casting the room in shadow. The place was packed. People crowded at the bar and every table was occupied. Karen could see another room off to the right—the source of the techno music. Figures danced as strobe lights flashed about, the colors igniting the crowd in a sea of dream-like ecstasy. 
The bar area had a low ceiling. Chains hung from various places like broken manacles in a dungeon. The walls were black, lined with low, lit sconces and decorated with grotesque artwork. Pictures of alien creatures with horns and fangs hung from the walls. To Karen’s left was a piece of three-dimensional artwork: a figure clawing its way from the frame, covered in some kind of ooze. Chains, similar to the ones hanging from the ceiling, these with hooks on the end, dug into the thing’s face and arms, appearing to hold it back. A shiver tumbled down Karen’s spine. 
Dark-everything was the choice for the patrons’ clothing and makeup. Shades of rich plum, dark cherry, and black lined women’s and men’s lips. Many of the female patrons wore fishnet on their arms, legs, or both. 
Karen drew stares as she stepped into the room. But within seconds, as if she had turned invisible, the stares vanished, and the onlookers returned to their conversations. These people were freaks, outcasts, but she guessed they were not prone to pass judgment—if someone wanted to come to the club dressed in a banana suit, let them. She admired them for that. 
Surveying the crowd, she found it impossible to pick out the humans from the vampires. As far as she could tell, they were all children of the night. She would definitely have to read minds. 
Standing off to the side, she scanned the room, listening to thoughts. She moved quickly from person to person, not wanting to alert anyone to her presence. Some patrons proved harder to read than others. Those were the vampires. 
Their minds were more powerful than most of the human ones she probed, the latter revealing thoughts that ran the gamut from loving to suicidal. Among the vampires, she heard hunger, thirst, and ecstasy—clearly, vampires were very sexual in their bloodlust, wanting to not only ravage humans, but each other, during blood orgies. A few of the bloodsuckers glanced around the room when Karen connected for too long a time with them, alerted to a presence. She dropped her connection with them before any eyes could pinpoint her. With practice, she wondered if she could tap into a vampire’s head without alerting it. 
After ten minutes of surveying minds, human and vampire, Karen scoped out a bloodsucker standing alone against the wall to her right. He drank blood from an antique goblet and was tall, over six feet, but lean. His long silky hair was tied back into a ponytail. Peering into his head, she knew he didn’t care for the blood he was drinking. It tasted old and unclean. He was her man. She walked directly up to him. He turned his head slowly, his eyes a piercing emerald green. 
“Hello,” Karen said, acting shyly and averting her eyes from his. 
“Evening,” the vampire said. He didn’t move, only stared at her. Karen felt a coldness coming off his flesh. 
“I’m going to make this quick; get to the point if you will.” She squirmed, as if embarrassed to be speaking to such a handsome man. “My girlfriend and I are staying at a friend’s place who happens to be out of town.” Karen brought a finger to the vampire’s chest and ran it down the front of his shirt, circling around the buttons in a slow, snaking pattern. “She sent me out to find someone like you. Are you that someone?” 
“I could be,” the vampire said, his voice even, but with a hint of delight. 
Karen glanced into the vampire’s eyes for a moment. A chill ran between her thighs. Fighting off a twinge of elation, she said, “I haven’t got all night. My girlfriend is home getting wasted without me…us. If you aren’t that guy, I can find another.” She turned, ready to walk away. 
“Stop,” he said, his voice commanding, freezing Karen in her tracks. “There is no need to look elsewhere.” 
Karen turned around, making sure to avoid direct eye contact. 
 
***
 
She and the vampire walked out of the club. He seemed to glide as he walked, making Karen feel like a clumsy fool. 
“What’s your name?” she asked as they approached the car. 
“Garner,” he said, bowing slightly. “Glad to be at your service.” 
Karen pushed the button on the key remote, unlocking the doors. “Hop on in, Garner.” She smiled, glancing over at him before getting into the car. “My roommate’s going to love you.” 
“I’m sure I’ll love her, too,” he returned, smiling brightly.


 



 
Chapter 31
 
 
 
The drive to Morgan’s place was quick. Karen brought up the broken window and dented roof, telling the vampire that the car had been recently vandalized. 
“The bastards even urinated in the backseat,” she said. “I doused it with bleach. I wasn’t about to take any chances with disease, you know?”
“Yes, and that’s too bad,” he said. “The youth of today are out of their minds.” 
She felt a growing knot in her stomach, tightening as she neared the house. If the vampire sensed her nervousness, she’d simply attest the anxiety to having never been responsible for bringing home a stranger before. 
She also thought about Morgan, concentrating her thoughts on him and all the encouragement he had given her. She prayed silently that his plan would work and that she hadn’t taken too long. If Morgan was dead…No, she could think like that. He was alive and waiting at home. 
Karen parked the car directly in front of the house. It was risky, should the Murphy people somehow come across it, but she couldn’t risk the chance of the vampire attacking her as they walked to the house. She needed to get inside as quickly as possible. 
“We’re here,” Karen said, smiling at her new friend. 
“Fantastic,” the vampire answered coolly. 
They got out of the car and went inside the house. Karen strode swiftly down the short hall, wanting to get ahead of the vampire and to safety. She walked past the living room and into the kitchen, glancing at Morgan, who appeared very much alive with his one good eye staring at her, on the couch. 
“Make yourself comfortable,” she told Garner as he stood just inside the front door. 
The bloodsucker walked forward, his gaze locked on her the whole time. Karen smiled back, eagerly waiting for him to enter the living room. She turned away to hide the anxious look creeping past her defenses. Glancing forward again, she saw Garner about to enter the living room when he stopped, as if he’d hit an invisible wall. A look of surprise showed on his face before turning to one of bewilderment. 
Karen grabbed the rope, ready to yank it the moment Garner entered the room. 
“What the hell?” Garner asked, looking from the couch to Karen. 
“What?” Karen asked, pretending she hadn’t noticed anyone on the sofa. She needed the bloodsucker to take a few more steps, make sure he was far enough into the room. 
“There’s some beat-up homeless guy on your couch.” The vampire took a few steps into the room, approaching Morgan and staring at him intently like a marine biologist discovering a new species. “Hughes, is that you?” 
Karen’s jaw dropped. Garner knew Morgan. She wasn’t sure how in the hell he recognized him, but he did. 
“Now, Karen,” Morgan shouted. 
Karen yanked the rope. All four paintings hanging on the living room walls slid down, revealing the crosses. Garner hissed, immediately covering his eyes. 
“Bitch,” he said. “Morgan, why didn’t you warn me?” 
Karen watched as Morgan sprang up, amazed at how fast he was able to move, and wrapped his body around the vampire. Half of Morgan’s face disappeared, buried into the vampire’s neck. Morgan consumed Garner’s blood. 
The vampire struggled, but to no avail. Like movie magic, Karen watched as Morgan’s wounds healed. She couldn’t believe the speed he recovered. 
Garner tried to shove Morgan off of him. Finally they parted, Morgan coming away and landing gingerly on his feet. 
The vampire was down on one knee, weakened. “What the hell are you?” he asked, glaring wearily at Morgan. 
Karen dove into the vampire’s mind. He wasn’t as weak as he was letting on. “Morgan,” Karen yelled. “He’s pretending.” 
Morgan hissed, hands up, nails protruding like daggers from his fingertips. He lunged at the vampire, but Garner was too fast and avoided the attack. Garner spun on Morgan, smashing a fist into his back and sending Morgan flying into the coffee table, shattering it. 
“I’d heard rumors of something like you,” Garner said, grinning. “Now I know it’s true. And once I kill you, I’ll become a legend.” 
Morgan sprang. This time he collided with the vampire, slamming his spine into one of the crosses. 
Garner howled in pain as smoke rose from his back. The sizzle of cooking meat filled the room. Morgan held the vampire in place for a few moments as Garner kicked and clawed to be free. When the vampire seemed to tire, Morgan released him. Garner slumped to the floor, the flesh at his back molten, weeping. 
Morgan hunched down and sank his teeth into the vampire’s neck. After draining Garner dry, he thrust his hand into the corpse’s chest and tore the heart away. The vampire’s body rapidly deteriorated into a pile of oozing gore. 
Karen looked on with utter amazement at the gruesome but incredible sight. Staring at Morgan, she saw that her old friend was back, looking almost like himself again, apart from bruises and scrapes. 
“Have to vacuum this sucker up later,” he said. 
Karen ran over to him and hugged him tightly. “Are you okay now?” 
“Yes, much better, thanks to you.” 
Karen stepped away, afraid if she remained close she might cry. 
“I owe you big time,” he told her. “Thought I was a goner there for a while.” Smiling, he looked her in the eyes. “You did great.” 
Karen returned the smile, but then her face faltered. Her legs wobbled. The excitement was over, the rush of adrenaline no more. “I think I need to sit down and rest for a little. Maybe get something to eat.” 
“Me, too,” Morgan said, surprising Karen. 
“Eat? You’re not finished?” 
“No. I’ll need another feeding, then I’ll be fully recharged and good to go.” 
Karen nodded, rolling her eyes. “Fine. So, what now? Back to the club?” 
Morgan laughed. “No, I have another idea.” 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 32 
 
 
 
Warya’s Park was a beautiful nature preserve during the daylight hours, but after sunset it became a dangerous hunting ground for creatures of the night. 
From inside the park, Karen couldn’t see the city or its glare of lights, feeling as if she’d stepped into the remotest of countrysides. A breeze blew inland from the Hudson River and stirred the scent of pine from the surrounding trees. A set of swings swayed in the wind, as if ghost children were idling their time on them, Karen mused. 
“This place creeps me out,” she told Morgan, wrapping her arms tightly around herself. 
“I need to feed,” Morgan reminded her. “This place is full of lowlife vamps. Ones that truly need to be disposed of.” 
Karen looked at Morgan, the moonlight’s glow reflecting brilliantly off his eyes. She wanted to see what he was thinking, what the predatory part of him was like. But she resisted, knowing it would lead to nothing. 
“Strange,” he said. “There are usually vamps wandering about in plain view.” 
“Need bait?” Karen asked. 
Morgan shook his head in disapproval and pointed. “See that bench over there?” 
“Yes.” 
“Go sit there and don’t move.” 
Karen noticed, off in the distance, a group of teenagers. They were smoking cigarettes, or something else, and holding skateboards. “I take it they aren’t vampires?” 
“No.” 
“Morgan,” a voice said from somewhere in the darkness. 
Karen jumped, looking to see where the voice had come from. When she saw no one, she looked to Morgan, who immediately knew from which direction the voice had originated. 
A figure strolled out of the dense stand of pine. He looked disheveled, like a crackhead. His face was slack, fingers bone thin. 
“Good to see you, old buddy,” the figure said. 
Karen guessed Morgan’s old pal was a vampire. 
“How’s it been going?” 
“Surprised to see me?” Morgan asked. 
“To see you, no. But to see you here? Yes.” 
Karen did a quick probe and knew at once that the man was a vampire. 
The bloodsucker glanced at Karen. “Who’s this you got with you?” 
“The human’s with me,” Morgan said. 
The vampire rubbed his hands together. “She’ll make a tasty snack.” 
“Like I said,” Morgan reiterated, “she’s with me.” 
The vampire smiled. “Heard a rumor about you.” 
“Yeah?” 
Karen boldly probed Morgan’s mind. The chalkboard never went up, Morgan too occupied with his old friend. The vampire was the brother of another vampire named Thomas, now deceased—by Morgan’s hand. 
“That you killed my brother.” 
“He sold me out to hunters, Dean,” Morgan said, without hesitation. “Your brother nearly got me killed. And he murdered children.” 
Karen connected with the vampire again. 
“And why have you come here?” the vampire asked. 
“To find myself a meal.” 
The vampire did nothing to hide his confusion. He glanced back to Karen, questioned why Morgan was looking for cheap food in the park when he had such a delectable human with him. 
“You know, Morgan. It wasn’t just my brother that wanted you dead. I was in on it, too.” 
Karen knew the vampire was lying, but why? 
Morgan cocked his head. “Why would you tell me that? Aren’t you afraid I’ll do the same thing I did to your brother to you?” 
The vampire laughed. “Oh, I don’t think so.” 
Words passed clearly through the vampire’s thoughts. He wasn’t alone, had friends with him—the Morses. 
“Morgan,” Karen said. “We’ve got company!”
As if on cue, three figures marched out of the trees. Upon seeing the surprised look on Morgan’s face, Karen dove into his head. Morgan knew the men. They were human; hunters. He’d had run-ins with them before. 
The men looked like gunslingers straight from the Old West. They wore cowboy hats and long trench coats. The big man, Ben Morse, carried a crossbow, aimed at Morgan. The two men flanking the big man, Ben’s sons, wielded long lances or pikes. 
“You see, Morgan,” the vampire said. “You’re not going to lay a finger on me.” He took a step forward. 
“That’s correct, Dean, he’s not,” the burly hunter said. Karen watched as the man pointed his crossbow at the vampire and fired. The bolt shot forward, hitting Dean in the back. The triangular head of the projectile blasted through the front center of the vampire’s chest. Dean howled and spun around, confusion staining his face. He took a step toward the hunters then collapsed. The bloodsucker’s body began to convulse and sizzle before coming apart in a mess of slag. 
Morgan turned to sprint. Karen, still tapped into his thoughts, saw that she would be okay. The hunters wouldn’t hurt her, believing she was a prisoner under vampire hypnosis. 
Movement from the big hunter, the one named Ben, caught her attention. He pulled out a gun-like device and fired it at Morgan. The weapon made little noise as two darts flew through the air, hitting Morgan in the back. He went down immediately, his body convulsing before falling still. 
“One hundred-thousand volts will drop any vamp like a stone,” the big hunter said, laughing. 
“What’re you doing?” Karen gasped, walking toward Morgan. 
“You can go now, Miss. This bloodsucker won’t be bothering you or anyone else anymore. He’s been a tricky one. Not sure how he escaped us before, but we’ll make sure he stays dead this time.” 
“He wasn’t bothering me,” Karen shouted, her body fierce with anger. “He’s my friend.” 
The men stopped laughing. 
Ben shook his head. “Looks like we got ourselves a vamp lover, boys.” 
“Disgusting,” said the son on Ben’s right. 
Karen faced the men. “You’ve got the wrong idea. He’s not what you think.” 
Morgan started coming around, his body slowly moving. The hunter raised the weapon again, firing two more darts into Morgan, stilling him with convulsions. 
“I suggest you run along, lady,” Ben said. “We don’t have a lot of sympathy for vamp lovers. You’re only a notch above them on my scum-o-meter.” 
The hunters began walking toward Morgan. Ben’s sons raised their pikes to strike. 
“He’s not a vampire anymore,” Karen pleaded. “He’s like you, a hunter.” 
“I’ve had about enough of you,” Ben said. “Boys, remove the girl.” 
“Yes, sir,” they said in unison, dropping their lances and starting in Karen’s direction. 
They weren’t as big as their father, but large nonetheless. Karen wouldn’t stand a chance. 
She and Morgan had come so far, been through so much, and to let it all fall apart because of these idiots was outrageous. She couldn’t let that happen. Anger boiled within her. It couldn’t all end here. She was about to lose Morgan, someone she’d grown to love, to share secrets with, and to count on. She had to act fast. 
Karen looked in the direction of the two approaching men, focusing on the space between them. Using her peripheral vision, she saw them as a single entity, but in two places, and probed them together. She wasn’t sure it was even possible to do such a thing, but tried. 
Her mind was bombarded with a cacophony of the two voices, almost causing her to drop the connection as she was unable to decipher their words. Then, like putting the correct puzzle pieces in place, she was able to hear both sets of thoughts clearly. The man on the right thought she was hot and wouldn’t mind doing her. The other man just wanted her to leave the area so he could get back to business. She amazed herself at being able to read two minds at the same time. This was new territory, something she had not yet thought about. It was definitely something she would have to experiment with at a later time. 
She tried delving deeper into the two minds, hoping to repeat what she was able to do with the agent, but the strain was too much. She quickly abandoned her connection to one of the men, focusing strictly on the brother that thought she was hot. 
Karen was in a world unto herself now, seeing only the man she was probing. The peripheral vision was gone, blacked out as if she were looking through a tunnel, the man’s face at the end. Sweat began building on her skin. Karen was in deep, seeing more than just present thoughts. She saw fears, desires, and a number of other private things. She saw the man’s mother lying in a coffin before opening her eyes and mouth, fangs bared like a wild animal. Karen wrapped herself around the image, bringing it to the forefront of the man’s mind. 
She knew the man’s name. It was Boyd Morse, son of Betsy Morse. 
Boyd halted, as if his feet became cemented to the ground, his face contorting into an anguished grimace. He cried out, “Momma, no!” and fell to his knees, sobbing. 
Boyd’s brother turned upon Boyd, his face appalled. He glanced back to Karen, pointing a finger. “Witch!” he shouted. “Dad, she’s a witch!” 
Deciding to go with it, Karen said, “That’s right. I am a witch and a very powerful one, too.” 
The brother’s face screwed with rage as he charged Karen. 
“Stay at ease, Jim!” the father commanded, stopping the charging man in his tracks. Karen was impressed with Ben’s control over his son, but began back-pedaling as the man stormed toward her. She couldn’t show fear. She was a powerful witch and needed to act like one. Righting herself, she took a step forward. The son named Jim stopped, appearing wary. 
“You’re going to let my friend and I go or your boy here dies.” Karen felt her voice wanting to crack as her body trembled with nerves. 
“Bullshit,” Ben said, the wariness no longer present. “You ain’t no witch. But you are something else, aren’t you?” 
“That’s right,” Karen said, making sure her voice boomed over the crying Boyd. “Something much more powerful. So back off.” She took a step forward. 
“What have you done to my boy?” the man asked. 
“He’s getting a visit from Mommy and will go permanently insane if I don’t release him soon.” 
Ben and Jim remained where they were. 
Karen moved beside Morgan. “Drop the Taser,” she demanded. 
Ben did as he was told. 
Karen yanked out the darts. Boyd continued crying, but was now writhing on the ground, his condition worsening. 
“Dammit, woman,” Ben said. “Take your spell off my son.” 
“Not until we’re safely out of the area.” 
“Release him now. I won’t tell you again.” 
“I say we kill her, Dad,” Jim suggested. “Maybe it’ll break the spell.” 
“Do that and he’ll die for sure,” Karen said, trying to wake Morgan by shaking him. She felt herself growing weaker. Keeping her connection to Boyd was draining. How could she expect to add walking to the other activities without completely depleting her strength? And once they knew she was no longer a threat, they’d kill Morgan for sure, and probably her, too. 
“I want to show you something,” she said, and pulled out the cross-necklace Morgan had given her. She held it out for them to see. “I’m going to place this on Morgan’s skin.” 
Ben eyed her suspiciously. “I don’t think so. Jim, give the lady one of our crosses.” 
Jim removed a small wooden cross from one of his pockets and tossed it to Karen. Next, he produced a small vial and tossed that to her, too. “Holy water,” he said, then pulled a chain with a large cross on it from his shirt and let it rest against his chest. 
Ben followed suit and produced his own large silver cross from under cover of his shirt, letting it dangle on the chain. Karen figured they all wore them, but had kept them tucked away while dealing with Dean.
Morgan stirred. 
“Morgan, sweetie,” Karen said, shaking his body while keeping an eye on the hunters. She placed the cross on his forehead, then looked at Ben. The hunter’s mouth hung agape, his disbelief clear. She took the vial of holy water, undid the cap and poured the contents over Morgan. 
“What the hell’s going on, Dad?” Jim asked. 
“You see,” Karen said, her voice stern. “He’s not what you think he is.” When the vial was empty, she tossed the container back to Jim along with the cross. She stood and disconnected from Boyd, and he immediately ceased sobbing but remained shaken. 
Ben said, “I’ve never seen such a thing.” 
“He isn’t bothered by the sun either,” Karen added. 
“That would explain his escape from our trap the other day.” 
“It’s got to be a trick, Dad,” Jim said, looking ready to attack. 
“There’s no getting by the cross or the holy water, Son. You know that.” 
“I’ve released Boyd from my grasp,” Karen said. “Now, can we talk without the threat of another attack?” 
Ben nodded. “That, for now, we can do.” 
Morgan sat up slowly. Ben kept his weapon in hand while Jim tended to his brother. 
Karen explained Morgan’s situation, how The Murphy Group changed him into a vampire-killing machine. She knew Morgan wouldn’t be pleased. He needed to be able to blend in with the vampires, be a chameleon, taking out vampires when they least expected it. Informing the hunters was a dangerous risk, not that they would tell anyone, but simply having others know about Morgan made his secret that much closer to becoming public knowledge. 
“This would’ve been a lot less messy for all of us if you’d just told us the truth. You know, figured out a way of showing us like the missus here did,” Ben said to Morgan. 
Morgan stood and glared at Ben through narrowed eyes. 
“But,” Ben added, clearly seeing Morgan’s anger, “I can understand why you’d want to keep that a secret. You’d be useless if your own—excuse me—your former kind found out about you.” 
“You can’t tell anyone about this,” Karen demanded. “Not even the other hunters.” 
Ben considered the statement. “I agree. It won’t be easy, I’ll admit, but you can be assured neither me nor my boys will speak a word of this. We need someone like Morgan on our side.” He reached out and offered his hand. 
“We’ll see,” Morgan said. He stepped forward and accepted Ben’s gesture. The two men shook. 
“Glad you’re on our side,” Ben said. “And sorry for all the trouble we’ve caused you over the years.” 
Morgan shook his head. “I can’t blame you. You were doing your job.” 
“Well,” Ben began, “we better part ways. Wouldn’t want someone seeing this and getting the wrong idea.” 
Both parties said their goodbyes and began walking away when the big hunter turned around and said, “Hey, maybe we’ll work together some day in the future.” 
Morgan rolled his eyes. “I hope not,” he said softly to Karen as they walked out of the park. 
She smiled and was glad to see Morgan with a sense of humor again. 
 
 



 
Chapter 33 
 
 
 
Karen and Morgan arrived back at the house. Still needing sustenance, Morgan would find a vampire tomorrow night and restore himself to full health. 
Karen looked around the living room. The dead vampire was gone, only a small pile of ash remaining where the body had been. She didn’t understand much about the hidden world that existed alongside hers. Vampires were real. That much she was certain about. But what about other supernatural beings? With her world quickly merging with a new one, a dangerous one, Karen wanted answers. 
“What happens to vampires when they’re destroyed?” she asked as Morgan began pushing the paintings back into place and resetting the vampire trap. 
“Their blood dries up and they become ash.” After setting the last painting in place, he said, “I guess you’ll want to know a little bit about them…the former me.” 
Karen helped Morgan tidy the place up, almost laughing when he produced a dust pan and broom to sweep up the vampire’s remains. After the mess was cleaned, Morgan made tea—Earl Grey. They sat on the couch and talked between sips. 
“Vampires can be killed in a number of ways, and they have weaknesses.” 
“Like?” Karen asked. 
“Blessed items—the crucifix, Stars of David, Bibles, Torahs, Korans and whatnot can wound and keep vampires at bay. A blessed item, like a cross or a piece of wood soaked in holy water, can also be used to kill a vampire if stabbed through the heart. Chopping off the head works, as well as setting them on fire, or letting them roast in the sunlight for a few minutes.” 
“You make them sound so easy to kill,” Karen said. 
“Don’t fool yourself. But they’re not indestructible, as you know. Do enough damage to a vampire’s body, it will die.” 
Karen had seen the vampire trap in action, the power of the blessed crosses. And she’d witnessed firsthand what bullets could do. Remembering how bad Morgan looked mere hours before sent a shiver through her body. 
“What about garlic?” she asked.
Morgan flashed a humorless smile. “Oh yeah. It won’t kill them unless you shove it down their throats, but it will keep them away. The stuff burns like acid would to a human.” 
Karen took another sip of her tea and stared into the mug. She was hesitant about asking the next question and placed the cup on the coffee table before blurting it out. 
“And what about you?” she asked. Their eyes met.
“Me?” 
“Yes, you. Do the same things work on you?” 
“Beheading works against me,” he said. 
“I kind of figured that one.” 
“I burn up like anyone else when set on fire. Not feeding at least once a week will drain me and ultimately kill me. So I need to always be around vampires. Other than extreme damage and not feeding, there isn’t much. I don’t have a lot in common with them anymore.” 
“What about garlic?” 
“For some reason that stuff still bothers me. Maybe I’m just allergic.” 
“What about other beings? Other things out there?” 
“What is this, twenty questions?” 
“I’m curious and I think I ought to know. Especially now that I’m a part of this other, bigger world. I need to be prepared.” 
“There are other supernatural creatures out there besides vampires.” 
“What kinds of creatures?” Karen’s heart fluttered. 
“Zombies, werewolves,” he said, then added, “ghosts, demons, wizards.” 
“You’re screwing with me, aren’t you?” She shoved Morgan playfully. His face remained cold, serious. 
“No, I’m not. Those things are real. Very real. And very dangerous, especially to people who know about them.” 
“Tell me everything. Start with werewolves. I always loved them as a kid.” 
Morgan glared at her. “Karen, this isn’t the time or place. I promise we’ll go over all that stuff, but for now we need to concentrate on a bigger problem.” 
Karen’s shoulders slumped. Morgan was right. It was just nice to be able to talk about something other than their situation. She was sure if she had to face a werewolf or demon that it would be the scariest thing she’d ever have to do, but talking about that stuff distracted her from the Murphy business. 
“Okay, you’re right. So what do we do next?” 
“We plan a kidnapping.” 
 
 



 
Chapter 34 
 
 
 
The following morning, Morgan awoke early and went out. He left Karen behind, telling her it was safer than having her out on the streets. He purchased a couple of cheap throw-away phones, and on his way back, bought Karen breakfast. Her old phone could never be used again. 
She sat, legs crossed. “I didn’t like waiting around one bit,” she said heatedly. “I kept worrying that the agents found you or something.” 
He handed her a brown paper bag and a large cup of coffee. “I know, but it’s for the best. Wasn’t sure what you like to eat, so I went with eggs and a bagel.” 
“That’s fine. I’m starving.”
Morgan pulled out a chair and sat while Karen ate. “I got these phones for us to keep in contact with. They’re fully charged.” 
“Good idea,” she said between bites. Then her face faltered. “Wait, are you going somewhere without me?” 
Morgan sighed, placing the phone back into his pocket. “About the waiting around. You’re going to have to do a little more of it.” 
Karen stopped eating. “Why?” 
“We’ve got the location of the Murphy base, and I’ll need to scout the area to see what we’re up against. I won’t be able to do that as efficiently if you’re with me.” 
“So I’m just supposed to sit here and do nothing, hoping you come back in one piece?” 
Morgan wiggled the cell-phone in front of her. “We’ve got these to stay in touch with should anything happen, which it won’t. I move fast and quiet and I don’t think you’d want to go traipsing around in the woods with me.” 
“I sure don’t.” 
Karen took another bite of bagel. She looked tired. Morgan wondered how well she’d been sleeping. 
“Stay here and get some rest,” he told her. 
“I’m fine. It’s you I’m worried about. You’re about to head off into the enemy’s den without backup.” 
“True, but you agree it’s best if I do this alone?” 
“Of course. But you better keep that damn phone on vibrate.” 
Morgan smiled. He could see that she was upset but strong nonetheless. 
“Speaking of which,” he began, “there’s something I want you to know.” 
Karen’s face paled, obviously expecting more unsettling news. 
“I left the bank account numbers and passwords to my offshore accounts, should I not return. They’re in a lock-box upstairs in a safe in the floor under the throw rug. I left the combination in the top dresser drawer along with a key. After finishing with the combination, remember to use the key before opening it or everything inside will be destroyed.” 
Karen stood up quickly. “That’s it. I’m coming with you.” 
Morgan shook his head. “No you’re not. We’ve been over this and it’s better if I go alone. I’m only telling you about my accounts in the event this all goes bad. I have enough money to last you several lifetimes. Use it to disappear and pray those bastards never find that ship or you.” 
Karen slumped back into her chair. “I can’t think about that. I’ve lost so much already. I couldn’t take it if I lost you, too.” Tears began to well in her eyes. 
“I’m going to be fine. It’s just a reconnaissance mission, nothing more. They won’t even know I’m there.” He smiled. “And I don’t want to lose you either.” 
Karen pulled away, wiping her tears, and smiled. 
“You better be careful, Morgan Hughes.” 
“I promise, I will. Now finish your breakfast and get some rest. I’ll be back soon. My cell number is programmed into your phone already.” 
With that, Morgan left the house. 
 
 



 
Chapter 35 
 
 
 
Morgan hotwired a ’98 Chevy Camaro. Modern cars were a bitch to steal, making the Camaro an easy choice. The car was tattooed with rust spots, but rumbled to life immediately, and Morgan didn’t have to worry about a tracking system like those in newer vehicles. 
The directions Karen accessed via the Murphy agent were spot on. The roads led through the back woodlands of the Kingston area. Pavement became dirt. A wake of dust trailed behind the car. 
Morgan didn’t pass another vehicle after leaving the asphalt. One dirt road led to another until he came to Walter Road—the location of the base, according to the Murphy agent. He set the tripometer to zero, traveled another five miles, and came across the unmarked entrance to the Murphy compound. 
It could hardly be called a road, resembling more of an old farmer’s trail with a line of grass growing down the middle. There were no deep or uneven ruts, potholes, or large crevices, indicating that the road was maintained, but camouflaged to appear like some backwoods path. Adding to the disguise were signs posted on both sides of the trail, warning that the property was private and trespassers would be subject to arrest. 
Morgan turned the steering wheel and slowly drove the Camaro down the unmarked road for about a quarter mile before coming upon a bend. Leaving the car running, he exited the vehicle and raced into the surrounding forest. Working his way around the bend, he poked his head from behind a trunk, getting a clear view of the road that lay before him. 
Far in the distance, beyond the sight of normal human vision, he saw that the road ended at a chain-link gate. 
The gate stood ten feet in height and was crowned by a malevolent slinky of razor-wire along the top. Two guards dressed in camouflage brandished M-4 machine guns in front of the gate. 
Morgan returned to the Camaro, slid the gear shift into reverse, and backed the car up and onto Walter Road. He drove the car a mile back the way he had originally come, finding a copse of thick foliage just off the road, where he hid the vehicle. 
Now on foot, he headed back down the road, keeping an ear out for approaching vehicles. He reached the unmarked road that led to the compound and darted into the woods. 
He moved quickly and quietly, not making any noise, like a hungry jungle cat stalking its prey. Within minutes he reached the base. 
Morgan crouched at the tree line. An old red barn sat in the middle of an open meadow about the size of a football field. If it wasn’t for the ten foot high electric fence and armed guards around the property, no one would think the place was anything other than it appeared. 
Along the top of the fence at intervals of about thirty feet, Morgan saw mounted cameras. Positioned at downward angles, the cameras pivoted slowly left and right, scanning the ground along the tree line. Morgan counted five guard towers within the fenced area: one near each corner of the property with the fifth at the top of the barn where the weathervane would be. The place was well protected. 
There was no way he was getting inside during daylight hours. He would have to wait for the cover of darkness. Karen’s abilities would also come in handy, knowing if the guards were truly alert or just going through the motions. For now, he would sit, wait, and observe. 
A few hours later and Morgan’s view remained unchanged except for the occasional guard moving about or bug flying past his face. Feeling well-hidden in the shadowy forest, Morgan sent Karen a text message, letting her know that he was okay and that he would text her again in a couple of hours. He told her not to call and to only text him in the event of an emergency. 
Texting could prove dangerous enough, but making a call was out of the question. High-tech military telecommunication equipment could catch cell phone calls out of the air like a frog with flies. Text messages were a much more difficult form of communication to steal from the air waves. And unlike a verbal conversation, a text message was virtually silent communication, deaf to any sensitive listening devices. 
Two more hours passed, and Morgan remained stationary, one more part of the forest. He could remain motionless for days if need be; boredom, however, unavoidable. Finally, after waiting for hours and seeing nothing of consequence, movement stirred. 
Diesel powered big rigs rumbled in the distance. The growl of their engines grew louder, like an approaching storm, as they drew nearer. Peering through the trees, Morgan saw three large tanker trucks coming down the road. The vehicles were completely absent of any writing or identification, leaving Morgan to guess what was inside. 
Two soldiers that had been standing guard approached the first truck. Six more armed guards came from the barn. After opening a door in the gate and coming through, they broke into groups of two, with each group approaching a different vehicle. After speaking with the drivers, they began inspecting the outside of the vehicles, using mirrors attached to long handles to view the undercarriage. The Murphy people took no chances. 
When they finished, the six armed men returned to the compound’s grounds with the gate guards returning to their posts to either side of the entrance. The gate trundled open, and the lead truck drove onto the compound’s grounds. It pulled alongside the barn and stopped. The other two trucks waited to enter. 
The driver for the lead truck exited the cab, pulled a hose from the side of the tanker and connected it to a port in the ground. He then pulled a lever on the side of the tanker. 
Morgan guessed they were pumping fuel into the base. The scene looked identical to when fuel trucks pumped gasoline into the tanks at gas stations. A surly grin spread across his lips. He might not need to break in and spend time sneaking around. No, he had a better idea. 
The Murphy compound was a self-contained unit. There were no wires running to the place, at least none that Morgan had noticed, keeping the base off the grid. The whole place was a giant generator, hence the reason for so much fuel. For The Murphy group to operate its labs, it would need a large supply of power, and that would draw attention. He and Karen would infiltrate the place, leveling it to the ground and creating such destruction that in no way could the Murphy people cover it up. Morgan grinned, his cheeks almost aching from delight. 
 
 



 
Chapter 36 
 
 
 
It was getting late, and dusk would soon cast its fingers over daylight. Karen sat on the couch, nervously rubbing her hands together. Morgan had sent her a text message three hours ago but nothing since. No longer able to sit still, she got up and paced the living room. She was hungry, but wouldn’t have been able to eat—even if there was actual food in Morgan’s house—until she knew he was all right. 
“You need to stay calm, Karen,” she told herself, digging in her heels. 
She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths, supplying her red blood cells with as much oxygen as possible. All the worrying in the world wasn’t going to change a thing. Maybe some fresh air would. Her shoulders sagged. Going out was not a good idea. She walked over to the living room window and pushed the shade aside. 
The day was still beautiful, picturesque, the sun low in the sky, about to disappear below the horizon, but she could still feel its warmth. She remained at the window for some time, letting her mind take her where her body could not. She counted six black birds in a small maple tree across the street. Then she waited for cars to drive by, trying to come up with a game she could play by herself. Seven vehicles passed by before she grew bored, realizing the time of games for her was ended. She watched an elderly couple stroll by, holding hands. Sighing, Karen was about to turn away, the view only making her want to leave the house more, when she spotted a teenage girl crying. She stared at her until remembering her abilities, and began reading her thoughts. 
The girl was upset. Her boyfriend had dumped her. She kept repeating the same words over and over like a stuck recording. She was meticulous, replaying everything the boy had said to her. His name was Jimmy and he no longer liked her. He liked someone else. Suddenly the girl stopped crying and looked up as if someone had called her name. She began looking around, growing nervous, thinking someone was watching her. Karen broke contact and backed away from the window. 
Karen felt ashamed for prying into an individual’s private thoughts. The weight of everything she’d been through played on her mind as if the box that held it all in had burst open. 
She shuffled back to the couch. The scene with the crying girl had hit Karen hard, reminding her of how serious her own situation was. The abilities she had were dangerous, and in the hands of The Murphy Unit they would be devastating. Feeling a bit anxious again, she went back to taking deep, controlled breaths. 
As bad as she felt for prying into the girl’s thoughts, she was glad to have done it. She had to test her abilities, find out what she was capable of and get control over them. She’d need them to fight the Murphy people. She’d need them to survive. 
There was only one way to get better at something and that was to practice at it. Karen went to pick up her cell phone when it chimed. She had a new message from Morgan. He would be back in a few hours, maybe sooner. Perfect, just the amount of time she needed. 
 
 



 
Chapter 37
 
 
 
Morgan sent a text message to Karen, letting her know he would be home within a few hours, but he sensed it could take longer. He hadn’t planned on staying so long at the compound; nearly the entire day. Karen must be starving, but the plan was not yet formulated. 
An hour after sending the message, a car drove down the road to the facility. It stopped at the gate. The driver, male, spoke to one of the guards. He showed the guard an ID badge from around his neck before proceeding onto the property and disappearing into the barn, car and all. 
Four more vehicles, all civilian in make and model, followed within a few minutes, repeating the same actions as the first car. Morgan made a mental note, remembering the last car’s license plate number, wishing he’d done the same for the previous ones. 
Half an hour after the last vehicle entered the barn, all having arrived within a ten minute period of each other, four different vehicles exited the structure and drove away from the compound. Morgan looked at each license plate as the cars drove from the barn, burning them into his memory. 
Feeling a tingle of joy in his stomach, Morgan grinned. Like all twenty-four hour businesses, the Murphy Unit had shifts. 
Morgan decided to prolong his stay, continuing to observe. Half an hour after the last civilian car departed the property, the guards changed shifts, with new soldiers on duty. No vehicles came or went with the changing of the guards, indicating to Morgan that the soldiers remained on the premises. The base would have plenty of reinforcements and he had no idea how many there were, but things were becoming clearer. 
 
 



 
Chapter 38
 
 
 
The diner was crowded. As soon as patrons left their seats, new customers filled them. Waitresses and waiters bustled down the aisles with trays of delicious-looking food before returning to the kitchen’s double swinging doors. 
Karen sat in a booth by herself. Her waitress, Mary-Beth, brought her a cup of coffee and a well-done burger and fries. 
“Anything else?” Mary-Beth asked. 
“No, this looks great,” Karen said. 
“Enjoy, I’ll be back to check on you in a few.” The woman turned quickly and began waiting on another table before Karen could even lay a finger on her food. 
After gobbling down her burger and fries, consuming every last bite, Karen spent the next hour probing the room. The waitress came by twice, refilling her coffee and supplying more Half & Half. 
Karen had circled the room, listening to everyone’s thoughts and growing tired, bored. Hearing people was easy now. She was able to focus in on one person without much bother from the surrounding masses. Occasionally what she labeled a “bleeder”—a non-targeted individual’s thoughts—crept into her mind, but for the most part she was able to block out all thoughts except for those she chose to probe. 
Her powers hadn’t come with any directions, and Karen was proud of herself and much more confident in her abilities than even a day ago. Like professional athletes trying to improve themselves; maybe that was all part of how to control the gift. The more she practiced the more her confidence would grow.
The dinner crowd thinned. After wrestling with the notion of going deeper, she spotted a middle-aged man sitting alone at the counter. He wore worn blue-jeans, a red T-shirt with a pocket over the left breast, and a yellow baseball cap with CAT on the front. 
The man was thinking about the long drive ahead of him. He was a trucker, hauling car parts to Buffalo. He was to be in Albany in a few hours, where he’d meet Valerie, a hooker he often visited on trips Upstate. He was married; Karen sensed a slight flicker of guilt, but nothing so powerful as to keep him from paying for sex. She wanted more and dove deeper. 
Unlike the agent’s mind, this man’s seemed fragile. Karen guessed most non-military types were. She pressed harder, wandered into the dark part of the man’s head, finding his fears. She found it astounding how the mind was divided into sections or rooms, each one holding a different type of file. A chill went up her spine. She was deep inside, remaining without much effort. Each time she used her abilities it became easier and easier to employ them. 
The man’s fears were real, right there in front of her, waiting to be unleashed if she wanted—images of undercooked meat filled with bacteria and worms, falling asleep while driving, heart attack, cancer. These were only some of his fears, but one in particular stood out from the rest. Karen saw it as if it were written in bright neon colors: Martha, the name of his wife. 
This man held a strong fear of the woman. On the outside, he looked rugged and road-tough, but it was a facade. He was a no-nonsense type of guy, but at home his wife was the law-maker. 
Karen had never been inside a person’s mind while under control of her emotions, as if the action were no more than a casual dinner conversation. She had been desperate when she inflicted the agent, bringing him to his knees, her anger at its peak, her mind almost out of control, raging. Now she was relaxed and in complete control. 
She was tempted to unleash a few of the man’s fears on his cheating ass, but held off and decided to explore different areas of his mind. 
Like the fear section, she came across other areas, finding one of particular interest. She saw happiness and joy there, her own emotional state lightening in unison to the discovery. She saw the man’s dog named Boy, his three children, his mother, a recliner, hot shower, and again his wife, but this time the words used to describe her were positive, uplifting, and respectful. She’d found the man’s comforts, his loves. These were the things that kept him going, giving him reasons to exist, and balance to his fears. 
The man was eating now, a steak dinner. 
Karen latched onto his greatest fear, bringing thoughts of his wife forward. He dropped his fork, grabbing onto the counter as if to steady himself. Karen focused on the wife, bringing her and only her to the forefront of the man’s mind. It was all he was able to think about. The woman was full of rage, throwing his clothes at him along with dishes while his children sat on a couch, listening to it all and crying their eyes out. 
The man’s wife shook with rage, her face beet-red, homicidal. She suddenly held a kitchen knife in her hands and began screaming questions—why she wasn’t good enough for him? Was it her weight? Had she gained so much after popping out three kids? 
His wife’s rage vanished as fast as it had come on. She now looked somber, bewildered and fragile like a beaten woman with no spirit left. She began sobbing, asking him how he could betray her like this, ruining the life they’d made together. The life they’d built. 
The man’s heart raced, his body rigid with anxiety as tears streamed down his cheeks. He appeared ready to shatter. 
Karen quickly dumped the fear images, bringing up the joyful ones of his wife. The woman looked beautiful, radiating warmth and love. He imagined himself coming home to her after his trip, feeling the warm embrace of her bosom and the familiar flowery scent of their home. She called him sweetie and had dinner ready for him. She’d also called a sitter and told him they would have a relaxing and fun night out, go bowling, share a few drinks. Then when they came home, she would massage his muscular arms and legs before they made love. 
Karen held the images for a while, wanting them to seep into the man’s mind. 
The man began wiping the tears away with his sleeves before taking out his cell phone. He dialed a number, the whore’s. 
“Hello, Valerie?” he said. “I can’t make it tonight or any other night. I’m sorry.” He hung up and dialed his house. 
“Hi, Baby,” he said. “I love you.” The man looked ready to cry again but held off. “No nothing’s wrong. I was just missing you and wanted to say hi.” 
Karen detached herself from the big teddy bear, feeling her task was done. She managed to work on her skills and at the same time maybe save a marriage. She’d gotten her guinea pig and hadn’t caused any damage. There was no way of knowing if the man would stick to his words. Maybe after her intrusion wore off, he’d go back to seeing his whore. Nevertheless, she accomplished something positive.
Sitting and drinking her coffee, the beverage cold now, she thought about what had just happened. Had she controlled the man’s thoughts? Told him what to see? Manipulated his mind? Or were those his thoughts? Had she doctored the mind-conversation of his wife? There seemed to be more to the gift than she originally thought. 
The waitress came by with more coffee, but Karen suddenly had a taste for something sweet. She couldn’t remember the last time she had a regular soda, having switched to diet long ago. She desperately wanted the sugar. “I’ll have a Coke please.” 
“Sure thing,” the waitress said, then left the table and returned with it quickly. “Shift’s ending, so have a nice day, hon.” 
“I will and thanks for everything,” Karen said, and then drank the entire contents of the glass in one gulp. She’d been in the man’s mind longer than anyone else’s, and the effort must have taxed her body. 
With one mystery solved she’d opened up another. She’d have to experiment further; see if she could truly manipulate another’s mind. And see if the urge for something sweet returned. 
 
 



 
Chapter 39 
 
 
 
Morgan came through his apartment door an hour after leaving the Murphy compound. Karen lay on the couch, appearing to be in a restful and pleasant slumber. She looked radiant, beautiful. He wondered if she was dreaming about her past; a moment of normalcy. 
He’d picked up a tuna salad sandwich, fries, and a container of orange juice on the way home, and set them on the kitchen table. 
“That you, Morgan?” she asked. 
“The one and only,” he said, glad she was awake. “Brought you something to eat.” 
“Thanks, I’ll eat it later.” 
Confused, he said, “I figured you’d be starving.” 
“Um,” he heard Karen say. 
Leaving the kitchen, he stood in front of her as she sat up. 
“You didn’t.” 
Karen nodded. “I kind of did.” 
Morgan ground his teeth. Anger bubbled through his blood. 
“I thought we agreed that it was safer for you to stay inside,” he said. “Remember the whole ‘you’re supposed to be dead’ thing?” 
Karen stretched. “Yeah, but I had a breakthrough. A major breakthrough.” She smiled at him from the couch. 
Morgan didn’t care about any breakthrough at the moment. He was pissed at her lack of responsibility. Most likely The Murphy Unit believed she was dead, but her being in the same vicinity with them was extremely dangerous. 
“You’re angry with me, aren’t you?” she asked. 
“I don’t want to see you get hurt. You could have been spotted, followed here.” 
“You’re right,” she said, looking away from him. “I completely agree with you. It was stupid of me to go outside. I could’ve jeopardized everything.” She stood up, fists clenched at her sides. “I just wanted to help out in any way that I could.” 
“I’m sorry that I left you here for so long, and without any food.” 
Karen came back to the couch and sat. She smiled and patted him on the knee. 
“I made great progress today,” she told him. 
Morgan sighed. “How so?” 
Karen explained what had happened at the diner. Morgan was impressed. After she finished, he told her about the compound, the guards coming and going, and the fuel trucks. 
“Wow, we both had eventful days,” Karen said. “But it sounds like getting into the compound will be nearly impossible.” 
“Not necessarily.” Morgan grinned. “I have a plan.” 
Karen sat back. “Of course you do.” 
 
 



 
Chapter 40 
 
 
 
Karen loved the plan to blow up the compound using the fuel trucks. 
Morgan went to bed but woke at two a.m. and phoned an old acquaintance. 
Her name was Elise, a vampire he met in Chicago in 1959. She’d been a thief and he a night watchman for a savings and loan company. One night while Morgan was on duty, the two ran into each other. After some conversation, Elise agreed to leave the place without a fuss if he’d agree to have a drink with her on his night off. He accepted her proposal, and for the next twenty years, the two vampires became lovers. 
They moved to the Big Apple and fed on their victims together, wreaking havoc throughout Manhattan. With no official vampire authority around, the bloodsucker population was growing out of control. Hunters flocked to the area. One organized alliance in particular, The Murphy Group, had set up a siege for the building Morgan and Elise were living in. Morgan was captured and taken prisoner. Elise escaped, thinking him dead. It was only years later at a Pink Floyd concert that the two ran into each other again. But Morgan was different by that time, changed and no longer a creature of the night. Elise had wanted to start up their tryst again, but Morgan declined, sending her away confused. 
Fifteen years after that night, they met up again in a nightclub in Manhattan. With the invention of the Internet, and having deep ties in the underground world, Elise became an information-getter. She was hired to hack into databases, whether for corporate espionage or by a spouse suspecting his or her significant other of cheating, for a large retainer, always in cash. Her services were highly sought after; and Elise lived an upscale life. 
Morgan was a vampire-killing machine, but that didn’t prevent him from having contacts, even friends, that were vampires. All vampires drank human blood, but some were more civilized about it than others. Elise used blood bank supplies or willing human donors. 
“Morgan, my dear,” Elise said, answering her phone on the fourth ring. Her sultry voice brought renewed pain to his soul. He had loved her once and guessed he always would. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
Morgan felt guilty about calling her out of the blue for nothing more than business. But he would pay her like any other client, hoping she wouldn’t make his request any tougher than need be. 
“I’m guessing this isn’t a social call? No reminiscing about old times?” she asked before he could answer.
“No, I’m afraid not. I’m in a bit of a jam and need some information.” 
Elise sighed. “What is it? Hunters on your ass again?” 
“No, nothing like that. I need you to run a plate number for me and get an address.” 
“Can I ask what this is about?” 
“Better that you don’t. I’m putting you in enough danger just by asking this of you.” 
“Trouble is one of my favorite words, remember?” 
“Yes, but this is different. Hopefully one day I’ll be able to share the story with you over a candlelit dinner, but for now it must remain on the down-low.” 
Elise huffed into the phone. Morgan knew she was curious, but soon heard her laughing. 
“Morgan, Morgan, Morgan,” she said. “Always in some kind of predicament.” 
“You could say that.” 
“I wish you’d clue me in. Ever since you were captured by those hunters…” 
“Elise,” he said. “Please, I haven’t got time for this. I need your help, but I can’t get into specifics.” 
“Give me the plate number.” Elise’s tone had changed abruptly from sultry to cold. Morgan gave her the number. “I’ll call you back when I have something.” 
“Thank you, Elise. You have no idea what this means to me.” He waited for a response but received none. “Elise?” Looking at his phone, he saw that he was talking to no one. She’d hung up on him. 
He placed the cell phone on the nightstand next to his bed. Lying down, he stared at the ceiling. His chest ached, his soul still longing for the past. Even though he was no longer a vampire, Morgan still held onto his feelings for one. All these years later and he still loved Elise, guessing he always would. 
Most vampires were incapable of love or even caring for one another, but when two damned souls met—in rare cases, it was said—the two could yield a bond between them that would last for eternity. That bond of unification, when broken, brought on a form of humanity for the damned involved. 
Elise had changed, too. Her love for Morgan had been her method of alteration; Morgan’s from the Murphy people. She still drank human blood and most likely was involved in the occasional kill, but she no longer let it be the driving force behind her existence. Elise knew there was a bigger picture to living, vampire or not. 
She’d told Morgan all of this on that long ago night: no longer feeding on the first available prey, avoiding families and children. She sought blood-bank blood and the occasional derelict of society: drug pusher, rapist, killer, and the like. It made life more difficult for her, of course, but she was happy doing what she believed in. He wondered if part of the reason he was able to change wasn’t just from what the Murphy people had done to him, but also from his disconnection from her. 
Morgan felt the pain of loss, like a sharp dagger drenched in garlic, in his gut. Letting a true love go, Elise reduced to nothing more than an acquaintance, was pure agony, forever torturing his being. It tormented him to treat her as if their past together meant nothing. She still loved him, this he knew. He knew calling her would bring him pain—her as well—but he didn’t have a choice. The world and Karen depended on it. 
He’d been on the run for too long. Hiding and moving like a miscreant from hunters and the Murphy people. Now the latter were back in his life. He would not stop until he saw them destroyed. 
Morgan continued to lie in his bed, thinking about the past, then nodded off and dreamed of long ago. 
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Elise phoned Morgan back just before sunrise, giving him the name and location of where the license plate number was registered before quickly hanging up. Morgan had wondered about the payment, but guessed this one was on the house, or maybe Elise would call on him some other time for something she needed. Either way, he was glad that part was over. 
He and Karen had discussed an idea, formulating it into a plan. They needed someone with inside information who would break easy. Morgan figured one of the civilian scientists would serve better for their purpose, where a guard might be much tougher to crack. 
“We’re here,” Morgan told Karen, who was lying in the backseat, making sure to keep out of sight. Morgan had wanted to leave her at his house, but Karen persuaded him to bring her along, convincing him that he might need her abilities during the kidnapping. 
The house of the soon-to-be captive appeared as normal as any on the block. Ranch-style, painted white, with a one car garage. A few small well-groomed shrubs sprouted in the front yard. 
“He must have parked his car inside the garage,” Karen said. 
“Yeah, I’m sure he did. 
The Murphy Unit would want their people to keep everything looking normal, but also to make sure everything was well-secured. Cars included, making them less of a target for bombs, tracking devices, or bugs. 
Morgan turned around. “You’re supposed to be keeping out of sight.”
“I know,” Karen said, resignation in her voice. “Boy, I can’t wait until the day I can show my face again without having to worry about having it killed or captured.” 
“Soon enough,” Morgan assured her. 
“You seem a little on edge,” Karen said. “It’s not like you. You’re usually revved up for things dealing with The Murphy Unit.”
Morgan didn’t want to get into his past about Elise, especially now. Maybe when this was all over he could share more of himself with Karen and get some of the weight of what he carried around off him. He’d never been able to tell anyone, not even Doctor Rivera. He and Karen had definitely bonded, becoming more than friends. Soulmates? Maybe. He wasn’t sure he believed in such things, but he’d think about all that at another time. Now he needed to focus and needed Karen focused as well. 
“Sorry,” he said. “I’m all right. Just had a rough night.” 
“Anything you want to talk about?” 
“Later, now’s not the time.” 
“True. Okay, let’s focus…or rather you focus while I lay here and stay invisible.” 
Morgan opened the car door and got out, then gently closed the squeaky thing behind him. This time, the method of transportation was a 1991 Lincoln Town Car. The Camaro was available, parked back where Morgan had taken it from, but he didn’t want to use the same vehicle for fear of it being recognized. Morgan had no idea if anyone had seen it along the road leading to the compound. Maybe he was being paranoid, but it was better to be vigilant than not. 
He walked up to the front door and knocked. A few seconds later a man opened the door. Morgan leaned against the doorframe, wanting to appear casual to anyone, a neighbor or mailman, that might be watching. 
“Yes?” the man said. 
Morgan was a little surprised. He hadn’t expected the guy to open the door. It was clear this man had no military training or street smarts. Maybe The Murphy Unit made him feel untouchable. Either way, Morgan grinned, revealing fangs. 
The man’s eyes widened and he took a step backward. 
“Don’t make me chase you,” Morgan told him. “You won’t like it when I catch up.” 
The man stopped. “What do you want? Are you with The Murphy Unit?” 
“Used to be. Now I’m on my own…well, actually I have a partner now. She’s waiting to meet you. You’re going to come with me. Quietly. And if you refuse, I’ll rip your arms and legs off and leave you to die slowly and alone.” 
The man closed his eyes. “If you’re going to kill me, then just do it.” 
“It doesn’t have to be that way. All I need from you is information then you’re free to go.” 
The man opened his eyes. “Guess I don’t have much of a choice?” 
“No, not really.” Morgan stepped aside. “After you.” 
The man walked out of the house, closing the door behind him. They approached the Lincoln. 
Morgan took a look around. Only two houses had a view of where the car was parked. Using his incredible vision, he scanned the two houses’ windows, seeing no one. 
“Okay,” he said, opening the trunk to the Lincoln. “Climb in.” 
“Please, I’ll behave. I’ll do whatever you ask. Let me ride in the car up front with you. I hate small spaces.” 
“Get in before I shove you in,” Morgan demanded, wanting to put fear into the man. Without another word the man climbed inside the trunk. “Comfy?” Morgan asked.
The man simply lay there, not uttering a word. 
“Good.” Morgan gently closed the lid. 
He despised The Murphy Unit and all its employees. Whether they knew what they were doing working for an organization like that or not, he didn’t care. But for some reason he felt pity for the man in the trunk. The guy seemed genuine. Shaking off the feeling, Morgan opened the driver’s side door and climbed in. 
“Well?” Karen asked. 
“Step one complete,” he said, raising an eyebrow and grinning. 
 
 



 
Chapter 42 
 
 
 
Morgan drove to an abandoned warehouse in the downtown Kingston area. He parked the car behind a mound of rusted oil drums and packing crates. 
The warehouse itself was run down, shabby, the windows broken out. Graffiti lined the walls like sun-faded tattoos. Morgan had stumbled upon the place a few years ago after following a vampire, hoping it would lead him to a lair. 
The building had served as a hangout for druggies, miscreants, prostitutes and their johns, and lower echelon vampires. He staked out the place, scaring away the humans and feeding upon the bloodsuckers. Eventually, all forms of life and un-life stayed away while rumors of the place being haunted by a malicious spirit spread. 
The interior of the warehouse matched its exterior. Graffiti decorated the walls. Grime and filth covered the floors—everything from used needles, gum wrappers, and newspapers to condoms and a mildewed blanket. 
Morgan released his prisoner from the trunk and fast-marched him into the warehouse. A table with four chairs sat in a corner of the airplane hanger-sized area. The Murphy employee, Paul Necroski, was directed to one of the chairs. Karen sat across from him while Morgan paced. 
Paul stood about five-foot-eight, had a frail build, and was balding on top of his rather large head. Karen thought he resembled the prototypical scientist, especially with his John Lennon glasses. 
Karen introduced herself pleasantly, the man acknowledging who she was. 
“How long have you worked for The Murphy Unit?” she asked, already tapped into his mind. 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, sternly. “I’m only a consultant. My real profession is with Marist College. I’m a biology professor.” 
Karen heard Morgan hiss. In the blink of an eye, his face was an inch from Paul’s, fangs bared. 
“We don’t have time for this, Paul,” he said, through gritted teeth. The man leaned back, visibly shaken and clearly petrified. Morgan’s face suddenly went slack. He turned away. 
Karen immediately tapped into Morgan’s head. He didn’t put the blackboard up, knowing Karen was there, showing her what had happened. She tried not to laugh at what she saw—the crotch of the man’s pants darkening when Morgan confronted him. Paul had pissed himself. 
Turning back, Karen said, “You know who I am and I’m sure you know who he is.” 
The man nodded. 
“I know what he is,” he said, nervously. “Please, don’t let him bite me.” 
Karen grinned. The man thought Morgan was a vampire. He didn’t know who he truly was. 
“Tell us what we want to know and I’ll make sure he doesn’t harm you.” Karen leaned forward, trying to imitate a fierce detective she’d seen on television. 
Paul’s face scrunched up, confused. “Wait a minute.” He turned around in his chair to look at Morgan. “You were out in the sunlight. What are you?” 
Morgan took a step forward, his piercing blue eyes cutting into Paul’s psyche. “How long have you worked for them?” 
“Five years,” Paul said, seeming to shrink in the chair. “Only five years. I’m fairly new.” 
Morgan looked to Karen; she nodded. The man was telling the truth. 
“I won’t lie,” Paul continued, turning back to face Karen. “I know who you are.” He had frightened but curious eyes. “By now your abilities are working and you’ll be able to tell if I’m lying. We all thought you were dead.” 
“Still?” Morgan asked quickly. 
“Yes,” Paul said, craning his neck to face Morgan. “It was said she was killed by a vampire. I assume that vampire was you, although it’s clear you didn’t kill her.” 
Morgan took another step toward the man. “You really don’t know who I am?” 
“No,” Paul said, pushing his glasses back up the bridge of his nose. “Should I?” 
“Moving on,” Karen said, wanting to stick with the plan she and Morgan had discussed earlier. “When do the fuel trucks deliver to the compound?” 
“What?” the man asked. 
Morgan shot forward, grabbing Paul by his head. 
“I’m not sure. I think once a week.” 
“You think?” Morgan asked. “Don’t lie to us.” 
“He’s telling the truth,” Karen said. 
“Damn,” Morgan yelled, letting go of Paul’s head. “We’ll need to take a guard then. One of them will know the delivery schedule.” 
“I see your abilities have come along quite well,” Paul said once Morgan’s threat passed. 
Karen sprang to her feet. Her chair flew backwards. “You’re happy about this, aren’t you?” She spat on the floor, something she couldn’t ever remember doing. “You disgust me.” 
“Please,” Paul said. “I’m a scientist and anything this extraordinary is simply fantastical in nature. Science is in my heart. I would love to help you.” 
“Help me?” Karen asked incredulously. She took a step forward and leaned on the table, facing Paul. “Let me help you.” 
“Karen,” Morgan yelled. “Don’t.” 
Not heeding the request, Karen burrowed deep into Paul’s mind and exhumed a dreadful memory of the abusive step-father Paul suffered under growing up. She yanked it to the surface and let loose all the horrible and torturous scenarios, showing them to Paul as if they were happening again. 
Suddenly the scientist was balling, begging for help. He bent over, falling off the chair onto the grimy floor. “No, no,” he said. “You’re dead. You’re supposed to be dead.” 
Morgan placed a hand gently on Karen’s shoulder. “Karen,” he said, softly. “We need him coherent.” 
Karen was in a trance-like state, intently focused on her subject and not much else. 
“Please, Karen,” Morgan reiterated as Paul lay crying on the floor. “Let him go.” 
Karen blinked and shook her head. She disconnected from Paul, her environment coming back into view. Holding her hand to her face, taking a step backward, she said, “What have I done?” 
Morgan bent down to check on Paul. He’d passed out after Karen disconnected from him. “He’s fine, just unconscious.” 
“I can’t believe what I did.” Karen’s eyes were wide with fright. She felt confused, ashamed, and angry all at the same time. Morgan came to her. 
“It’s okay. With everything you’ve been through, your anger is natural. You just have to learn to control it and not give in to your rage.” 
Morgan drew Karen toward him, but she pushed away. “Don’t come near me,” she told him, holding a hand over her eyes. “I might start crying.” 
“Come on,” Morgan said, motioning to the chairs. “Sit, relax. I’ll go to the store and get us a couple of hot drinks.” Karen walked over to a chair and sat, resting her head in her hands.
An hour later Morgan returned with coffee, bagels, and candy bars. Paul was awake, sitting on a chair, looking tired. 
“Did you two make friends?” Morgan asked. 
“We got to know each other a little better,” Karen said, before filling Morgan in on the details. 
Paul had never married and had always loved the sciences. He was hired by The Murphy Unit after his previous employer, a bio-engineering company, laid him off due to cutbacks. 
The Murphy Unit promised him state-of-the-art equipment and the most up-to-date facility in the world. This of course came with a stipulation: Paul’s outside life would be virtually non-existent while working on highly classified projects. Unfortunately for Paul, all of his projects were classified and the Reader project involving the alien mind-reading serum was the most important project to date. 
Paul had thought The Murphy Unit was a blessing. The only thing he’d ever cared about was science, making incredible breakthroughs and furthering his studies. The Murphy Unit gave him all he could have ever wished for, and Paul gladly accepted their terms, until the day he found out he had a daughter. 
He’d reluctantly attended a party hosted by one of the guards from the compound. What seemed to be unlimited amounts of alcohol were present, along with the evening’s entertainment—strippers, with most of the women doing more than simply taking their clothes off. 
Paul had gotten laid that night, and had actually met a young woman who was putting herself through college. She was going to be a doctor. After having sex, he and the woman chatted for hours. 
“Aren’t you going to be missed?” Patricia asked. 
“No. I usually don’t come to these things. I’m more of a lab geek, hanging with other lab geeks. I think those guys out there thought it’d be funny to bring me.” 
The girl smiled at him. “Well, I’m glad you came. It’s nice being with someone normal.” 
“Normal? Me?” 
“Yeah.” She tapped his small chest. “You’ve got a heart in there. Most of these guys are pigs. All they want to do is screw and drink. Some of them can’t even get it up they’re so wasted. And after they’re done, they get up and leave. Not even a ‘had a nice time’ or ‘it was fun.’” 
“Meatheads,” Paul said. 
“Yeah,” Patricia said, laughing and tickling him. 
The two remained in the room for the entire night, continuing to talk. He’d told her his real name and where he lived. He genuinely liked her, wondering if he’d ever have a chance with such a beautiful person. It was a shame that she had to sell her body to afford school. For as brief as it was, Paul had found his second real crush, but it was the last time he’d ever see her. 
A few years later, he found out that the woman, Patricia Keyes, had given birth to a girl. It turned out that after that night with Paul, Patricia left the hooker business. Paul had liked that, smiling at the news, but then felt like a piece of him had died with the next revelation. Patricia, after deciding to tell Paul about the baby, was killed in a car accident, hit by a drunk driver. 
To be certain about the baby, Paul had a DNA test performed, allowing Patricia’s parents to meet him in secret; The Murphy Unit never would have allowed such a distraction. The baby girl, now three and named Annabel, was his. 
It was as if nothing else mattered anymore after finding out that he was a father. Annabel had become his reason for living. Science was still his passion, but it was no longer his driving force in life. 
Knowing what he had to do in order to be a father, a proper parent, Paul went to Commander Keegan. He explained everything and told the commander that the girl wouldn’t be a disruption. Commander Keegan denied his request to be a father, forbidding Paul to see his daughter. Paul’s place of residence was moved, all traces of his existence wiped away like dust on a windowsill. He was then threatened and told that if he decided to leave or contact the grandparents, they and the little girl would be killed. Paul had signed on as a member of The Murphy Unit, and for the next twenty years he was theirs. 
“It’s all true,” Karen confirmed when Paul was done talking. “I was tapped into him the entire time he was speaking.” 
“Then it seems we’ve lucked out in choosing you,” Morgan told him. “Sounds like you want out of the Murphy Unit and for you and your daughter to have a life together.” 
“Very much so,” Paul said. 
“He wants away from the company as much as we want to destroy it,” Karen confirmed. 
“If you have a way,” Paul said, “I’m onboard.” 
“What about the spaceship?” Karen asked. “Have they found it yet?” 
Paul looked shocked. “You know about that?” 
“Yes,” Karen said, leaning over her chair and peering into Paul’s mind. 
“They haven’t found it yet, but I would guess it won’t be long. With them thinking you’re dead, all resources will be focused on finding that ship. General Krueger gets what General Krueger wants.” 
“Who is General Krueger?” Morgan asked. 
“The head honcho,” Paul said. “The man in charge.” 
“What happened to Commander Keegan? I thought you said he denied your request to be a father?” 
“He did, but that was years ago. Commander Keegan left and a new bastard is in charge.” 
Morgan felt stricken. He’d been counting on having a chance to kill Keegan and now that would have to wait. 
“Where is Keegan now?” 
“I’m just a lowly scientist,” Paul said. “I have no idea, but I haven’t seen the man since he left.” 
Morgan felt cheated, but there were bigger fish to fry at the moment. Finding Keegan would just have to wait. 
“We need to get to one of the gate guards,” Morgan said. “They’ll know the fuel schedule.” 
“You’re going to blow the place up?” Paul asked, alarm in his voice. 
“Yeah,” Morgan answered. “How’d you know?” 
“Why else would you want to know the fuel delivery schedule,” Paul said. “I think I can help with that.” 
“Go on,” Karen told him. 
Paul went on to explain that the base was well-armed and fortified. The barn was simply a false structure. The real compound was underground, consisting of four levels that could withstand any outside attack short of a full-on aerial bombardment. But it did have a weakness, one he could hardly believe was never corrected. 
“It’s basically one gigantic gasoline tank,” he said. “But running a truck…five trucks into the building and blowing them up won’t do much. The place is too well-built and if one section does happen to get breached from physical damage, or a contagion is let loose, the other sections are sealed off with four-foot steel doors.” 
“So what’s the vulnerable position?” Morgan asked. 
“The filling point,” Paul said, a glint of triumph in his eye. 
“Where the tankers’ hoses connect to the ground,” Morgan said. 
“Exactly. You’ll need to pump as much fuel into the place as possible. Then just drop a match, or better yet a flare and ka-pow!” 
Paul grabbed a candy bar from the assortment on the table. He seemed much more relaxed now, Karen feeling the man’s excitement. He truly wanted to be free, to be with his daughter. 
“We’re going to need some time to formulate a new plan,” Morgan said. “Having the fuel schedule is paramount, but abducting another Murphy employee, a guard no less, will surely draw suspicion and put the Unit on high alert.” 
Paul held up a finger as he finished chewing. “I think I can assist with that, too.” 
“And how’s that?” Karen asked. 
“By letting you know where and when the guards will be during their one night off of the week—the only time they leave the compound.” 
Very interested, Karen looked at Morgan who took up a seat at the table. 
“Well then,” Karen said. “Go on.” And Paul did, telling them where the soldiers would be and when. Together, the three of them hatched a plan to acquire the fuel schedule—the next step in taking down The Murphy Unit. 
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They decided that Paul would work and perform his tasks as usual. When the time came to blow the place up, he would simply call in sick that day. Seemed easy enough.
Paul only had two call-ins, or sick days, during the five years he worked for The Murphy Unit. The first had been a case of the flu—which he couldn’t believe the company hadn’t eradicated—and the second a stomach bug. The important thing was that no one from the company checked on him. So when the time came to call-in, he would be in the clear. 
Karen was glad to have Paul aboard. He seemed genuine, likeable. Even without probing him, she knew he was a nice person. But having done so, she knew he was fully onboard and would prove to be a valuable asset. 
A week after joining forces at the warehouse, Karen and Morgan headed back there to meet with Paul. He hoped to help her fully develop and control her abilities. 
“Hello, Karen, Morgan,” Paul said upon entering the warehouse. 
“Park around back?” Morgan asked. “Behind the wall of garbage?” 
“Yes,” he answered. 
“How has work been? Anything unusual?”
Paul took a chair and sat. From his satchel he pulled out a bag, dumping its contents onto the table—a variety of candy bars, ten. 
“Yes,” he said. “Everything’s fine. I think I’m a natural at the whole espionage thing.” 
“Sugar junkie?” Karen asked. 
“Oh, no. These are for you. I figured we’ll be practicing a lot and you’ll need them.” 
“Very thoughtful of you, Paul. Thanks.” 
“You’re going to need them with what we’ll be doing.” 
Karen remembered the diner, telling the story of how desperately she craved a sugary drink following her last experiment in thought control. 
“Like anything else,” Paul continued, “the more you work on your abilities, the stronger you’ll be and the less energy you’ll require. But it’s always a good idea to be prepared.” 
During the next few days, Karen and Paul worked together on her abilities, Paul acting as the guinea pig. It was tough and draining, but he was a good sport and thrilled to be of service. He understood the need for Karen to have her abilities under control and ready to use. Even Morgan allowed Karen into his head, but only on occasion. As Karen’s training progressed, it became harder and harder for Morgan to feel her presence. He was happy for her, but not exactly pleased, warning her to keep out of his head unless authorized.
Karen’s brain, Paul informed her during one of their much needed breaks, had undergone a physical and chemical change, hence the headaches during the beginning infection. The alien contagion, known as AS-1, was responsible for enhancing her brain’s abilities to those of the alien’s. In particular, the temporal lobe in conjunction with the Dorsolateral Prefrontal area of the brain, were now connected directly with each other, working as one. 
“Those areas of your brain have re-wired themselves and grown in size,” he told her. “The new parts of your brain are extremely complicated, and we still haven’t figured out what is what exactly, based upon the data from our previous test subjects. There is so much to study, but this is the hypothesis that we have come up with based on the data we have and the autopsy results.” 
“Autopsy?” Karen parroted. Then she remembered Josh telling her about the man who had come before him, Roger. So that made her the third person infected, and the only one still alive. 
“Also we found that the Lateral Orbitalfrontal area of the brain was altered as well, becoming smaller.” 
“And that does what?” 
“Controls the emotional response to situations, events and whatnot.” 
“Emotional…” Karen began, her voice barely above a whisper. 
“Karen?” Paul asked. 
She went on, telling Paul about her want to punish, to make suffer, the agent that had hurt Morgan; and how she was unable to stop herself because she enjoyed hurting him. 
“That seems to be one of the normal emotions that occurs when a subject infected with the alien serum is confronted with objects or persons of great dislike. We don’t understand why this happens, but we assume the alien race is so far advanced that they have somehow progressed to a state of equilibrium or emotionlessness, using logic as their key motivator. For some reason, the alien contagion has altered the Lateral Orbitalfrontal area, shrinking it, causing impulse control to go haywire. With practice, you should be able to control it better.” 
“You mean I won’t be able to control myself when I’m hurting someone?” 
“Of course you will, but it will take mental reasoning to override your immediate and primitive thinking.” 
At least Karen understood why she enjoyed hurting the man, and hadn’t in fact become evil. 
Karen and Paul spent the next few days working on anger control, but as hard as she tried, she couldn’t bring herself to dislike Paul or Morgan. That lesson would have to be learned in the field. 
All in all, Paul was impressed by how much she was able to attain. Mind-reading and Fear-Letting, as she called it, were almost second nature now. 
On the Wednesday, Paul revealed another aspect of Karen’s abilities, one that Josh hadn’t fully grasped before his demise. 
“I can make people do things against their will?” 
Paul held up a finger. “Not exactly,” he said. “You possess the ability to suggest. Depending on the person’s psyche, you have within you the ability to plant an idea in someone’s head. You might suggest that a person is thirsty and needs a drink or go as far as to kill another person.” 
Karen’s stomach tied itself into knots. The sour basement air grew nauseating. “I need a minute,” she said, pushing back from the table. Paul asked if she was okay. “I’ll be fine.” 
Karen walked outside, needing fresh air. Morgan materialized beside her. 
“You okay?” he asked. 
She confessed what Paul told her. 
“Look, nothing’s changed. If anything, you’re even stronger and more dangerous to the enemy now. That’s a good thing for us. I say look at it as a plus. More ammo for the good guys.” 
Morgan was right. Maybe she just needed to cry, let out some of the dark emotion bottled up inside. And since meeting Paul, she’d grown aware that the man hadn’t touched her, not even a pat on the shoulder. Was he afraid of her? She was beginning to understand what a person with an incurable and contagious disease must feel like. 
“I have to know how contagious I am.” She marched back into the warehouse. Morgan kept pace. 
“What’s wrong?” Paul asked. 
“How contagious am I?” 
Paul broke eye contact.
“Tell it to me straight.” 
“Tears, blood, saliva. They all spread the contagion. Basically all bodily secretions except sweat and urine transmit AS-1.” 
Karen slumped into the chair. “I’ll never be close to anyone again.” 
Morgan placed a hand on her shoulder. 
“I’m sorry, Karen,” Paul said, looking down at his hands. 
Karen absorbed the information. “Right now, the only thing I want to do is destroy The Murphy Unit.” 
“Why don’t we head home,” Morgan said, standing behind Karen. “You look like you could use some rest.” 
She turned toward him. “There’s no time. I want to continue.” 
“You got it,” he said. 
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Over the next four days, Karen and Paul worked together on refining her abilities. 
Multiple mind-reading was like listening to a room full of people and tuning in and out of various conversations, both near and afar. 
Suggestion proved far more difficult and taxing than anything else Karen had attempted to date, but by Day Four of her training it was almost second nature and required less willpower than when they’d started. 
Against Morgan’s wishes, Karen and Paul went to the diner, using the multitude of patrons as test subjects for both suggestion and multiple mind-reading practices. Karen got a number of people to order things that she’d found in their brains by pulling memories to the forefront of their mind the same way she performed fear-letting. 
“That’s it,” Paul said during the fourth night of training at the warehouse. “You did it.” 
He moved to hug her, but she stepped away.
“I thought you were afraid of me. Afraid to touch me.” 
Paul shook his head. “Not afraid. And I know the risks, what’s safe and what isn’t. Basic touch is all fine.” 
They moved back together, the connection brief. Then they resumed Karen’s training.
She dove back into Paul’s mind. Paul’s outside appearance made him seem meek, but his mind was powerful, especially given his knowledge of Karen’s abilities. But if she could use suggestion on a knowing participant, an individual fighting against her and having a strong mind, then a normal unaware person would prove effortless. At least that was the assumption. 
Karen concentrated, focusing on the simple task of making Paul feel the need to go to his car. She found the vehicle in his mind, showing it to him so that he could focus on nothing else and blocking out all other thoughts. She found the words “Go” and “To,” bringing them to the front of Paul’s mind. She flashed “Go,” then “To,” then the image of his car, repeating the barrage of images over and over in hypnotic fashion. 
Seeing into his mind, Karen sensed Paul’s resistance. She increased Paul’s longing to urgency so that nothing would stop him from doing as she suggested. A knife layered in blood flashed between “Go” and “To” almost worked. She added a loaded gun to the sequence and set it on the driver’s seat. An assailant was coming for him, armed with a knife. Paul’s life was in danger. He needed to get to his car, to get to the gun. 
Karen squinted, her focus one-hundred percent on Paul. 
He was frightened and confused, not understanding what was happening. Paul got up and marched outside, behind the warehouse. Karen sensed relief fall over him as he drew nearer. He continued forward and out of sight, behind the pile of trash. 
Karen was afraid of losing her connection with him, but held on until he opened his car door and climbed in. When the connection broke, her legs turned to jelly and she started to collapse. Morgan caught her. 
“Whoa there,” he said. 
Even speaking taxed her. “Did I do it?” 
“Let’s ask the professor.” 
Paul came trotting around the makeshift wall. “You did, Karen. You sure did.” 
“Okay,” Morgan said. “Let’s get home and get you some rest. Tomorrow’s a big day—I return to the Murphy base and you get to worry about me being there.”
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Morgan crouched in the woods outside the Murphy compound, taking up the same location as his previous visit. He arrived shortly before sunrise, wanting to have the entire day for his stakeout. Eleven hours later and Morgan felt like he was watching a rerun. Nothing had changed. The place was like a ghost town apart from the guards changing shifts and scientists coming and going in their vehicles, Paul’s among them. 
He sent text messages to Karen every four hours, letting her know he was okay. By seven p.m. Morgan was satisfied that he’d seen enough and was ready to leave when two black Sprinter vans like the ones from O’Hulahan’s exited the barn. Intrigued, he watched as the vehicles raced out of the compound and down the road. He heard the opening of a door and turned his attention back to the barn. 
A door had opened, and soldiers, heavily armed, marched from the structure. They wore full body armor, helmets with face shields like riot police, but with guns instead of batons and shields. 
The guards in the towers remained as they always were, clearly not a part of what was happening. The soldiers spread out along the fence closest to where Morgan lurked, lining up with their backs to him like a row of nutcracker soldiers on Christmas Eve, guns at the ready. Silence filled the air as if everything had frozen in time. Then: loud rock ’n roll music erupted from the P.A. system, obliterating the calm. 
What kind of silly drill was The Murphy Unit running? Morgan rose to leave when he felt a painful sting in his back. Four more quickly followed. The music stopped and he heard the hustling of footfalls and hushed voices. Aware of what was happening, he spun in the direction of the assault. 
Movement, numerous dark silhouettes in the forest—damn, he’d been tricked. The trucks that had left the compound were for him, filled with soldiers and sent to come in from behind, pinning him between them and the compound. 
He turned back toward the fence as his body seared with agony from whatever they’d shot him with. The soldiers inside the compound faced him, the laser sites of their rifles focused on his chest. More stings bit at his body, and Morgan knew he’d made a mistake by underestimating his enemy. 
He watched as the soldiers’ red lasers multiplied in number, his vision blurring. He attempted to run but fell flat on his face as the tranquilizers did their job. 
 
 



 
Chapter 46
 
 
 
The knots in Karen’s stomach pulled tighter. It had been two hours since Morgan’s last communication. He said he’d be home no later than eight p.m. unless something came up, in which case he’d let her know. The routine had been the same for the past week and a half: home by eight p.m., eat dinner, then head to the warehouse and meet up with Paul. It was probably still too early to fret, but for some reason she couldn’t shake her worry. 
Grabbing her cell phone, she dialed Paul’s number. 
“Karen,” Paul said, answering his phone. “Where are you guys?” 
“Morgan hasn’t come home yet. I think something happened.”
“I’m sure he’s fine,” Paul reassured. “He’s probably on his way back now. Maybe his phone broke or the battery died. It’s Morgan we’re talking about, remember? Hold on a second, Karen, my work phone is ringing.” 
She could hear Paul’s side of the conversation. 
“Right,” he said. “Okay…six a.m. No problem.” Silence followed for a moment, then: “Karen?” 
“Yeah, what’s up?” 
“I have to go in early tomorrow.”
“Did they say why?”
“No, but when they tell you to come, you obey.” 
“You better head home then. We can work tomorrow night.” 
“I can wait a little longer for you guys. It’s no problem. We can still get some work done.” 
“Okay,” Karen said. “I’ll call you as soon as Morgan’s home and let you know when we’re on the way.” 
“You got it.” 
After hanging up, Karen went to the kitchen and put a kettle of water on the stove to make tea. While waiting for the water to boil, she went over to the living room window. The day looked pleasant enough, but staring out through the glass was like looking at a still photograph void of people. The sidewalk was empty, as was the park across the street. The only people she did see traveled past in cars; there one moment, gone the next. 
She made the cup of tea, sat on the sofa, and sipped without realizing what she was doing. The hot beverage lasted in her cup only a few minutes, Karen finishing it way too quickly.
Two hours later, she knew something was wrong. As she reached for her phone, it began to ring. 
“Heard anything?” she asked. 
“No, was hoping you did. He’s still not home?” 
“No.” 
“I dozed off in my car or I would’ve called you sooner. The only reason I woke up was because my work cell rang. They want me to come in right away.” 
Karen’s chest began to ache, as though something heavy were pressing against her sternum. “Do you have any idea why?”
“I’ve been called in to work early before. It could be a number of reasons—trouble with equipment or one of the other team members out sick.” 
“So you don’t think it has anything to do with Morgan?” 
“No, no.” 
“Okay, you’d better go then.” 
“I’ll talk to you tomorrow. And Karen…” 
“Yeah?” 
“Don’t worry about him. You know how he is. I’m sure he’ll walk through the door any second.” 
“Thanks, Paul.” 
“No problem. Bye.” He hung up. 
Karen had never felt so alone. She stared at the phone in her hands, her mind traveling to a very dark place. If something happened to Morgan, if he was hurt or worse… 
She stood up, unwilling to allow herself to think like that. It was pointless and unfair to Morgan. He deserved better. He was, after all, Morgan Hughes. A smile crept onto Karen’s face. He was fine. He had to be. 
Morgan had survived hundreds of years. Maybe the car had broken down, and right now as she pondered everything, he was running back to her. She made another cup of tea, sat on the couch, and waited. 
Karen received a text message. The familiar chime was an overwhelming relief, bringing with it a feeling of anticipation. 
Opening the phone, beyond eager to read Morgan’s message, she frowned. The message wasn’t from Morgan, but from Paul. The feeling of hope that had exploded from her heart was gone; her body suddenly feeling as if it tripled in weight. With her thumb on the OK button, Karen pressed down. The screen changed, revealing the written words. 
They have Morgan. Stay there until you hear from me. 
Karen sagged back into the sofa. She felt dizzy, the world around her fading until darkness embraced her and she fell unconscious. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 47
 
 
 
Morgan woke from the fog. He tried moving his arms and legs, but found himself pinned down by reinforced steel. The feeling was familiar, but the memory was distant. He opened his eyes. 
“Ah, welcome back, Mr. Hughes,” a man’s voice said. “Thought maybe we’d pumped too much tranquilizer into you and you’d be asleep for days.” 
Looking around the room, Morgan understood where he was. Everything he saw was new, undated, but relatively the same. He’d been in a room like this before. Men stood to either side of him, one of The Murphy Unit’s prized possessions back where it belonged. His eyes stopped on a familiar face, Paul’s. Quickly, he took his glare from the man and resumed scanning the room. 
“This is a special night, gentlemen,” the voice said. The person speaking was out of Morgan’s view, behind him. He didn’t recognize the speaker, but knew the tone just the same. It was a voice filled with assuredness, leadership, and authority. Footsteps clacked loudly against the tiled floor as the figure walked to Morgan and his face came into view. 
The man had short cropped platinum hair and was clean shaven. His eyes were blue but cold, lacking any mercy. 
“This, gentlemen, is the famous—or should I say infamous—Morgan Hughes.” 
Voices ping-ponged, some of the men clearly impressed. 
Morgan grimaced, straining against his bonds, hoping to break free and kill the bastard, but the steel restraints held firm. 
“Typical,” the man said, moving closer. “It’s been years since anyone from this organization has laid eyes upon you, let alone known your whereabouts. But that’s neither here nor there now. We have you back and I will finish what my predecessors started. No,” he quickly added, holding up a finger. “Improve what they started.” 
“And who the hell are you?” Morgan asked. 
This brought a grin to the man’s face. “My name is General Krueger. I am in charge of this facility. The previous head is occupied with other duties.” 
Morgan was taken aback, almost disappointed. Paul had told him such, that Commander Keegan was no longer in charge, but now it was confirmed by his own ears. 
“So I did you a favor when I destroyed the old place?” Morgan said. “Helped promote your ass.” 
“Indeed.” 
“Don’t get too high on your own fumes because when I get out of here I plan to do the same to you. Nice touch with the music earlier,” Morgan said. 
Krueger said, “I couldn’t have you running away again. You’re not a very smart man, are you? You just couldn’t stay away.” 
“I like to finish what I start.” 
“You destroyed everything. All data relevant to yourself as well as so many other projects. But that was a long time ago. We’re better prepared now and not as foolish and careless as we were in the past.” 
“Like I said, don’t get too comfortable. I plan on bringing this place to its knees.” 
“Very confident for a thing in your position, aren’t you?” Krueger asked, picking up a steel mallet. “You see, Morgan, I’m not a man to fuck with. And I’m not like my predecessor. No, I’ve evolved. I have gone to extreme lengths to make sure this facility is secure and well-run. I only take on the best employees, as provided by the U.S. military. 
“When one of my guards spotted a life form on the infrared camera, he brought it to my attention. It could’ve been a deer or a camera malfunction. Other cameras, when panned to that particular area, showed the same image. It wasn’t a camera error. It wasn’t so much that a life form appeared on the infrared, no. It was the fact that it had no heat signature and hadn’t moved in hours. Maybe it was a zombie or a ghost?—they can remain motionless for long periods of time. But no, for they haven’t got the discipline. I knew it couldn’t be a vampire because they fry up like pieces of bacon in the sunlight. Then it hit me. I couldn’t believe it at first. Could it be the one who had escaped us so many years ago? Come back to finish The Murphy Unit? I wasn’t one hundred percent sure of course, with all the abominations running around free in the world these days, but I thought we ought to find out.” 
“Go to hell, you sick fuck,” Morgan spat. 
Krueger grabbed Morgan around his throat. 
“But what I don’t understand, not for certain, is why you came back here. Or how you found us.” 
“That was easy,” Morgan said, laughing. “I just followed the smell, you arrogant asshole.” 
Krueger shoved himself away from the slab, then swung the mallet downward onto Morgan’s arm, where forearm met bicep. The sound of crunching bone echoed throughout the room. Morgan clenched his teeth, refusing to yell out. The general smiled, raised the mallet up high, and smashed it down on Morgan’s left kneecap. This time, the pain was too intense for Morgan to hold back a cry. 
General Krueger placed the mallet down on a tray next to the table. “I’m done here for now. Bring in Mr. Kubek. Tell the man to break every bone in Mr. Hughes’ body. But make sure to inject him with vampire blood first; I want to ensure that our guest is in top condition. Continue the process until he talks. I want to know why he’s here and how he found us.” 
“Sir,” one of the scientists said, stepping forward. Morgan turned his head. It was Paul. “We need to begin testing this specimen. This is an incredible find. We shouldn’t be wasting our time with torture. The simple fact is: he’s here and he’s ours.” 
“Finding out why Mr. Hughes decided to show up, especially after all these years, is essential. When Mr. Kubek is finished with his persuasion techniques, then you and your team of scientists may use him as you will.” 
“Sir—” Paul began, but Krueger cut him short. 
“My decision is final.” 
With that, the General left the room. 
“I will wait with the subject, getting the blood supply ready,” Paul told the other scientists before they ushered themselves out of the room. 
“Paul,” Morgan said, softly. “Get me out of here.” 
Not looking at Morgan, Paul said, “I can’t. There are cameras in here. I’ll come up with something, just give me some time.” 
Morgan closed his eyes, resigned to what was to come. He could have Paul release him, fight his way out, but that would severely compromise the bigger plan. 
“I’ve been through this before,” he said. “It’s just going to hurt a lot for a while.” He wanted to mention Karen’s name, tell Paul to let her know what has happened. But it was too dangerous. He hoped Paul would tell Karen what was going on anyway. 
“I’ll see what I can do about getting you out of here, but for now my hands are tied.” Paul held a vial of vampire blood. “Open up and drink this. It’s all that’s going to keep you alive, I fear.” 
Morgan opened his mouth and drank the fluid. The taste was delicious, revitalizing his body and spirit. Two things went through his mind: one, the general wanted Morgan alive, hence the vampire blood; and two, having been given the vampire blood, Morgan knew he was in for a world of hurt. 
 
***
 
A tall, skinny man wearing thick-rimmed glasses entered the room. His skin was chalk-white, and, like Krueger, he gazed at Morgan through dead eyes. 
“Good evening,” he said, pulling up a stool to Morgan’s bedside. “My name is Kubek. I’m going to get right to it, then. And I’ll be fair, giving you a chance to answer my questions without persuasive measures. Why are you here?” The man spoke evenly, like a recording. 
“I was looking for a job and figured I’d need a referral from my last place of work.” 
Kubek opened a metal attaché case and produced a crochet-like needle from it. Standing, the man held the thick needle, point down, to Morgan’s leg just above the knee. With his other hand he removed a stainless steel hammer and pounded the needle into Morgan’s leg, not stopping until the tip hit the table underneath. 
The pain was immense, as Morgan knew it would be. And he knew this was just the beginning. The only thing making the situation not all that terrible was the fact that there was no garlic on the instrument. He was at least glad for that. 
“Why are you here?” the man asked again. 
“Go screw your sister,” Morgan spat. A childish comment, yes, but he didn’t care. 
“I do not have a sister and I can see that we need to skip a few steps.”
 Morgan didn’t like the sound of the man’s words. Kubek took out more needles and before Morgan knew it, the man had begun hammering them into his flesh, from chest to feet. After a time, twenty-five long steel needles protruded from Morgan’s body, which had become a bloody mess, before he eventually fell into blackness. 


 



 
Chapter 48 
 
 
 
Karen awoke a short time after passing out. Her mind still swirled with panic, leaving her shaky and disoriented. It took her a few moments of forced, slow breathing to steady herself enough to think clearly. 
Morgan was captured, maybe even dead. It took all of her will-power not to call Paul back. She had to know what the hell was going on. 
The next couple of hours were the worst Karen had ever known. Finally, her phone rang. She saw that it was Paul. 
“Karen, we need to meet,” he said. 
“I don’t have a car.” 
“Meet me at the diner on Maple Street. I’ll be there in about thirty minutes.” 
“Wait, Paul,” Karen said. “Is he—” 
“He’s alive. I’ll meet you in thirty,” he said and hung up. 
 
***
 
She waited outside the eatery, near the sidewalk, before realizing she might be making a terrible mistake. What if Paul was coerced into calling her, forced at gun point? What if the Murphy people had gotten information out of him, or worse, out of Morgan? 
She quickly headed down the block and away from where she said she’d meet Paul and entered a carpet store. From there, she would be able to see his car and verify whether or not he was alone. 
Twenty minutes of nervous waiting later, she spotted Paul’s car pulling into the diner’s parking lot. To her relief, he was alone or at least appeared to be. Hadn’t she, on more than one occasion, lain across the backseat, out of view? 
She waited for him to exit the vehicle, but he remained inside. Her phone rang, startling her. 
“Yes?” she asked.
“Karen,” Paul said. “Where are you?” 
“Are you alone?” 
“What?” 
“Are you alone? Did anyone follow you?” 
“No, no. I’m alone, now get over here.” He hung up. 
Karen walked to Paul’s car. She glanced into the backseat, making sure no one was hiding there, then opened the door and climbed in. 
“Paranoid?” he asked. 
“Let’s just get out of here.” 
They drove to the warehouse. 
“What happened? she asked, her voice almost cracking. “Is he hurt? What did they do to him?” 
“It’s bad, but I talked to him and we came up with a plan to get him out.” 
“What’s the plan? How do we get him out of there?” 
“Try to stay calm. They’re not going to kill him; not yet anyway. He’s too valuable a specimen. With Morgan being the only creature of his kind, they need to keep him alive.” 
“Why don’t they just call in the priest who changed him? They could have an army of non-vampire vampires.” 
“From what I know, the priest, nor anyone from his order, can be found. It’s feared they were either wiped out or went into hiding.”
Karen’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not going to let them dissect my friend,” she said angrily. “I don’t care if he’s been through it before. I’ll walk in there and fry all their minds, turn the place into one giant microwave.” 
“I like your attitude,” Paul said, “but we need to stick to the plan. As powerful as you’ve become, you can’t take on the entire facility.” Paul chuckled. “At least not yet.” 
“What do you mean?” 
The man shook his head. “Damn. I let my ego rule me sometimes. Pretend I said nothing. We need to—” 
“Paul?” 
The man sighed. “I’ve been working on something… Something that might help amp up your abilities. A ‘just in case’ button, if you will. But it’s not ready. Not by a long shot. It hasn’t been tested and quite frankly I hope we’ll never need to use it. For now, you need to worry about tomorrow night.”
“I know what’s at stake. It haunts me every second of every day.” She stared off into the distance, letting her fury subside. After a minute of silence, she looked at Paul. “So are you going to tell me about the plan to free Morgan or do I have to pick your brain?” 
“I’ll let you know the gist of it, but since you’re not going to be involved, and we are going through with the first step of taking down The Murphy Unit tomorrow, we better concentrate on that.” 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 49 
 
 
 
The next day, after a restless and agonizing night, Karen received a text message from Paul. He’d managed to find out where some of the guards were going for their night out: a tavern called McKinley’s. With Paul’s work schedule so unpredictable now, he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to pick Karen up. She might have to find her own way there by taxi or bus. 
With all the craziness going on, the only good news Karen had heard since Morgan’s capture was with the spaceship situation. The Murphy Unit’s prime objective was still the craft, but following Morgan’s capture they no longer concentrated one hundred percent of their resources on the goal. 
At six p.m., Karen walked to the diner. Paul sent her a text message, informing her that he would be able to pick her up and was in fact on his way. Karen sent him a reply, telling him that she was at the diner and to meet her there. Eating became much easier, the food going down smoothly, after hearing that Paul would soon join her. 
Ten minutes after he picked Karen up, they arrived at the bar where the soldiers were. Opting not to use the parking lot, Paul parked the car a little ways down the street and out of view from McKinley’s. 
The bar was cedar-sided, a popular choice during the late ’70s and early ’80s. Two small cottage windows with illuminated neon signs advertised brands of beer. Above the entranceway, written in sun-faded and weather-beaten green and white script, was the name McKinley’s. A few motorcycles and cars were parked out front. 
“You brought the wig and clothes?” Karen asked. 
“Bag’s in the back seat,” Paul said, motioning unnecessarily over his shoulder. “So, we’re all good on what’s happening?” 
“Yes,” Karen said, “you get them good and drunk, text me, and then I come in.” 
Paul smiled. “Simple enough.” 
“Let’s hope so.” 
“See you in a bit,” he said on his way out of the car. 
Looking totally out of place in his white button down work shirt and tan slacks, Paul walked across the street and down the sidewalk, then disappeared into the bar’s parking lot. 
Karen maneuvered into the backseat and quickly grew tired while waiting for Pauls’ text, which arrived two hours later. She put on the blonde wig and changed into the clothes Paul had purchased for her: a short black mini-skirt, red heels, fishnet stockings, and a low cut top that revealed plenty of midriff. Karen had never felt so vulnerable in her life. How the hell was she supposed to pull off wearing such an outfit? She had a good figure and was pretty, but she’d never worn anything so slutty. She felt like a cheap whore, then remembered that was the part she was supposed to play this night. 
She adjusted the wig one last time in the rearview mirror before stepping out of the car. Not used to the needle-thin stilettos, her legs wobbled like she was already half in the bag. She’d worn heels before, but never one’s so high and thin, ones worthy of a porn star. She had to be at least a foot taller in the things. 
When traffic cleared, Karen hobbled across the street. Making it up the sidewalk and across the parking lot without falling, she managed to draw more than a few stares from patrons hanging outside the bar smoking cigarettes. A shiver tumbled down her spine and consumed her flesh in concentric circles. She looked up and met numerous sets of eyes, both male and female, and didn’t have to connect with their minds to know what they were thinking; especially the women, the resentment evident on their scowling faces. 
Karen suddenly felt scared, her confidence reduced to almost nothing. She thought of what was at stake, of Morgan. Grinding her teeth, a measure of her confidence returned. She was undercover, and her performance would decide whether or not the mission got accomplished. Her body was transformed, her appearance altered. Now she needed to do the same with her mind. 
She strutted her stuff: shoulders back and breasts out. Karen owned the outfit; the outfit didn’t own her. 
As she approached the door, one of the male smokers moved aside. A whistle sounded off to her left, making her want to blush. She bit down on her tongue, not enough to draw blood, but giving her the extra push she needed to appear like a hardened woman. 
She was hot, sexy, and had a role to play. She was an actress in a movie, giving the performance of a lifetime. She needed to do this for herself, for Paul, for the world, and most of all, for Morgan. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 50 
 
 
 
The interior of McKinley’s was low-lit, most of the place hidden in shadow, save for the rear where the pool table shimmered under the soft golden glow of a hanging lamp. A jukebox next to the pool table played The Doors’ “Riders on the Storm.” A group of men Karen assumed were locals stood around the pool table laughing, holding pool cues and drinking bottled beer. 
The bar’s countertop ran the length of the right wall. Tables and chairs took up most of the floor area, with booths along the left. 
Karen scoped out the men she was sent in to probe. They sat around a table, Paul among them. The soldiers were dressed in civilian clothes, each with the same short cropped hair and square jaw. From their size, they could’ve been mistaken for a group of linebackers. She stared at them for a moment. Paul didn’t give her a glance, making her unsure whether or not he even knew she was there. 
Karen sauntered to the bar and leaned over the counter’s edge, allowing her ass to become a focal point for men’s eyes. 
Paul, as planned, nudged the man sitting next to him, then nodded Karen’s way. The soldier looked up and gawked, his eyes widening. The other men at the table followed suit and soon they were all glancing at Karen and commenting to each other. 
Karen ordered a White Russian before turning around to survey the room. After getting her drink, she pulled a ten out of her pocket and told the bartender to keep it. 
“Hey there,” a voice said. 
Karen turned to her right. An emaciated man in a ripped and stained T-shirt and jeans had moved next to her. The smell he exuded was a nauseating mixture of sour milk and whiskey, and it took all of her willpower not to gag. She needed to stay stone cold and told the dirty skeleton to piss off. 
“Lenny,” the bartender said. “Leave the lady alone.” 
“Was just making conversation. Geez,” the guy said, and skulked away like a beaten dog. 
“Sorry about him, Miss,” the bartender said. “He’s harmless.” 
“It’s okay, just keep him away from me and the tips will keep coming.” With that, she pushed away from the bar and strode over to one of the booths, taking a seat that faced the Murphy men. 
Wrapping her full, red lips around the tiny red straw, she nursed small sips while glancing at the table of soldiers. 
A waitress came over to the men carrying a tray full of drinks. She placed the beverages on the table one at a time before retrieving the empties. A guy in a baseball cap pointed at Karen as he was talking to the waitress. The woman nodded before heading back to the bar. 
A minute later the waitress came over to Karen’s booth. 
“From the gentleman with the baseball hat,” she said, placing a White Russian down on the table. The woman smiled, revealing a mouth of tobacco stained teeth, then walked away. 
Karen raised the new drink in a toast, her original not even half finished. 
For the next twenty minutes while waiting for the inevitable, Karen spent her time diving into each man’s head, sifting through the contents and in search of anything useful about the fuel schedule.
Locating their fears was relatively easy, but for now she didn’t need them. Her main goal was to ascertain the schedule, but such a specific thought proved difficult to locate. She refocused on a single person instead of head hopping. 
Her concentration broke when the man with the hat rose from his seat and sauntered over to her. The guy was well over six feet and must’ve weighed two-fifty or more, most of which was muscle. 
“Howdy,” he said, a hint of southern accent in his voice. 
“Hello,” Karen said, a coy smile on her lips. “Thanks for the drink. I was wondering if and when you’d say hi.” 
“May I?” the man asked, motioning to sit. 
“Please.” 
The large man squeezed into the booth across from her, almost spilling the beer in his hand in the process. As soon as he was situated, he upended his glass, finishing the bottle’s contents in one chug. “Care for another round?” 
“Oh, gosh, no. I’m already pretty tipsy.” 
“Oh, come on,” he said, grinning like a fool. “How about a shot then?” 
“You want to party, huh?” 
“It’s my night off.” 
“Well in that case, let’s party. Go ahead and order us a couple of shots.” 
The man shouted to the bartender, his voice reaching through the music. “Two shots of…” He turned to Karen, lowering his voice. “What’re we drinking?” 
“How about vodka on the rocks with a twist of lime?” 
The guy barked the order to the waiting bartender then turned back toward Karen. “You planning to tell me your name or should I just call you ‘Beautiful’?” 
“Yours first.” 
“Mike.” 
“Jill.” 
“Jill,” Mike repeated. “Like Jillian?” 
Karen laughed. The guy was so wrecked. “Yeah, sure. Like Jillian.” 
“Jillian’s a hot name. Sexy.” 
The man’s eyes filled with lust. Karen connected to his mind, read his desires to get her drunk, bang the shit out of her, then pass out, spent. The next day at work, he’d tell the guys how she couldn’t get enough of him, and that he was the finest lay she’d ever known. And the best part: never having to see her again. 
The waitress approached and placed the shots on the table. “Anything else?” 
“You can bring us another couple—these’ll be gone quickly,” The guy chuckled. “So, Jillian, you a regular? I don’t remember seeing you here before. Then again I only come in once a month.” 
“No, I’m visiting my sister, but she’s a bore. She’s already in bed. I figured I’d head out on my own and see if I could get lucky.” She raised an eyebrow and stared into Mike’s eyes. 
He grinned. 
She picked up her shot glass and held it out. “To getting lucky tonight.” 
Mike mirrored her movement, the glass looking like a thimble in his huge hands. “To getting lucky,” he echoed, and together they toasted. His smile increased in severity, his face looking almost in pain. He brought the glass to his mouth and downed the shot. 
Karen wanted to dump the contents of her glass, but the men at the other table were watching, and she couldn’t do it without being seen. The vodka burned on the way down, warming her stomach. As she placed the empty shot glass on the table, fighting off the burn, the waitress set another full one in front of her. 
By the time the fourth round arrived, Karen knew it was time to move on to the next step of the plan. Mike quickly downed the shot. Karen left hers on the table untouched. 
“Drink mine, too,” she told him. 
“That’s for you, sweetie.” 
“I want you to have it.” She pushed the small glass across the table. “I’ll perform much better if I’m only buzzed. I’m a sloppy drunk.” 
“What do you say we go…” Mike belched. “…out to my car?” 
“Feeling lucky or was it my forward talk?” 
“I’m going to rock your world. Let me just go tell my buddies I’ll be back in a bit.” Mike grabbed hold of the table and heaved himself out of the seat. 
Karen couldn’t believe he used the line about rocking her world. The guy was a total loser. She reached out, grabbing his wrist. He turned to her. 
“Are they your parents, Mike?” 
He grinned, showing teeth. “Fuck ’em, right?” 
“Yeah, fuck them.” 
Karen rose to her feet, holding onto Mike’s hand and led the big man, like a child, out of the bar.


***
 
Outside, the night air was cool and refreshing. It helped Karen to focus. 
“Forget the car,” she said. “Not enough room to move. Let’s go around back. We’ll have lots of privacy there.” 
She led him around the building to the small dead-end alley. A putrid odor of rotting garbage and stale beer filled the air courtesy of the overflowing dumpster to the right of an exit door. Debris, wrappers, broken beer bottles, and crushed cans littered the ground. An old cemetery surrounded by dense woods lurked beyond the chain link fence. 
“Close your eyes,” Karen commanded, and the big man did. 
She jumped into his head, finding his deepest fear, and released it. 
Karen brought forth Mike’s mother, a woman who had been a beast to him and his siblings. She’d turned crazy after Mike’s dad up and left the family for a younger woman. Mike was punished daily by his mother, whipped repeatedly on his back, buttocks, and legs. He carried numerous scars not only from the lash of leather, but from the scorching burn of the stove and his mother’s curling iron. He was often locked—naked—in the basement. Rats and spiders nipped at him as he slept. His mother barraged him constantly about how men were nothing but evil creatures and that he needed to live a life of hating himself and beg the Lord for forgiveness. 
“No, Momma,” Mike screamed, holding his meaty hands to his head. “Please, stop. Don’t do that.” Tears flowed down his cheeks. “Not the basement, Momma, please.” 
The big man resembled an oversized child now, regressed to the age of six. Karen had seen the horrible things he had done as a child, including killing his mother at the age of fourteen. He’d gone to a juvenile facility; his sisters taken to an orphanage. At nineteen, he killed a man during a bar fight after having a drink spilled on him. Instead of jail, he was offered a post in The Murphy Unit and enlisted for twenty years. 
“Mike,” Karen said, speaking softly. “I can make this all stop and go away.” 
“Please, Momma. No more. Make it stop. The rats…” The big man fell to his knees and steepled his hands together in prayer. 
“Tell me about the fuel trucks, Mike,” Karen said. “The one’s that supply the base. When are they next scheduled to arrive?” 
“No! Momma!” he wailed. Karen began to worry someone walking nearby might hear the man’s cries; it was time to move this along. 
“Mike,” she said, sternly. “Tell me about the fuel schedule and I’ll make your mother stop.” 
A squeaking noise sounded, causing Karen to look past Mike’s blabbering face. 
Lenny, the man who had hit on her earlier, was coming from the rear exit. He stopped cold, his legs wobbling beneath him. He stared at Karen, taking in the scene with droopy, red eyes. 
“You break his heart or something, lady?” Lenny said, his speech slurred. He then leaned over and hurled a stream of golden vomit into the wrappers and empties. 
“Get the hell back inside,” Karen demanded. 
Lenny finished puking and stood erect again, wiping his chin. He looked at her hard. 
“What did you just say to me, you fucking dyke-bitch?” 
Karen worried about breaking her connection to focus on the old drunk, so she let Mike do the deed for her. Mike spun around, his face crimson with anger, cheeks glistening with tears. 
“Get out of here,” he growled, “before I break your scrawny little neck.” 
Lenny’s eyes widened. He hurried back into the bar, slamming the door shut behind him. 
Mike turned back to Karen. She felt herself weakening. Was it the alcohol? Maybe she needed sugar. She reached into her pocket, grabbed the bite-sized Snicker bar she had brought with her for such an emergency, and ate it. Dividing her attention between the two men, combined with the alcohol, must’ve depleted her faster than she thought possible. Feeling a little surge of energy from the chocolate, Karen dove for the information about the fuel delivery before she could no longer control the big man. 
“Tell me, Mike,” she said, forcefully, “about the base’s fuel schedule.” 
The man continued to sob, his rage from dealing with Lenny gone. 
“Every Monday.” 
“How many tankers come to fill the base?” 
“One, except when the reserves need to be filled, then it’s usually two to three.” 
Morgan had told her about seeing three trucks, which meant the reserves were full and only one tanker would be coming by next time. 
“How often do the reserves need to be filled?” 
“Every six months.” 
“Otherwise only one truck delivers?” 
“Yes.” 
“How many drivers are there when a delivery to the Murphy compound is made?” 
“One driver, sometimes two. The second is usually a trainee.” 
That was good news. Two drivers would work; it was what they’d counted on. 
“Where does the fuel truck originate from?” 
“A refinery in Newburgh. The Hendrickson Fuel Company.” 
Karen felt a heavy weight lift from her. She’d gotten the information and exhaled in relief. “You’re a good little boy, Mike. And I’m sorry to have to do this, but…” Karen grimaced, digging up a plethora of fears, releasing them all at the same time upon the man, who fell onto his back, writhing in silent agony. 
Karen bombarded the man with his worst fears before tucking them away again. His pained expression lessened considerably, but then he simply passed out. She hoped that by overwhelming him, he’d be confused, and would assume it had all been a dream when he woke, memories of her forgotten. 
Karen ran to Paul’s car, breaking one of her heels en route. She felt lightheaded and a little dizzy. When she was in the backseat, she called Paul. He came out a few minutes later. 
“You look awful,” he told her when he climbed into the car. “What the hell happened?” 
“Complications, but nothing I couldn’t handle.” She told Paul everything that had transpired between bits of candy bars and sips of soda. 
“The alcohol probably affected you, is my guess. Now we know that you can’t drink and probe at the same time, and we know a little more about your abilities.” 
“Well, I’m glad that part of the plan is over with,” she said. 
“Me, too,” Paul echoed. “You’re tried and tested.” 
 “I hope you’re right,” she said, feeling better. “I don’t know about you, but I’m bushed. Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
And with that, they drove back to Morgan’s house. 
 
 



 
Chapter 51 
 
 
 
Tubes protruding from Morgan’s neck, chest, and legs led to a large machine. The thing hummed incessantly as it drained the blood from his body. He was brought to the brink of death before his tormentor supplied fresh vampire blood, rejuvenating him. This process went on for hours. In between the draining sessions, his flesh was scorched by a small butane torch that bubbled and melted his flesh. Hot iron rods—the metal glowing orange—were pressed against his forehead and shins, sizzling his skin to the bone as he bellowed in agony. A sledgehammer was used repeatedly to break his arms and legs, smash his kneecaps, feet and hands, the crunch of his innards echoing in his ears like cries from the grave. He’d even watched as the man severed his arms and legs, only to reattach them as he was pumped with fresh vampire blood. 
Mr. Kubek was a professional, a master in the discipline of pain, but Morgan endured, frustrating the man to no end, and causing himself further agony. Only Morgan had found a spiritual strength at seeing Kubek’s own angst as the man failed in his task, unable to get Morgan to talk about why he had been outside the Murphy compound. 
General Krueger had not the time to waste, because the main objective wasn’t Morgan, but finding the second alien ship. 
The scientists, Paul included, stuck Morgan with numerous needles, taking blood sample after blood sample. Pieces of his flesh—organs and bone—were cut and ripped out in barbaric fashion. The vampire blood kept him rejuvenating quickly. 
Morgan was subjected to a plethora of religious artifacts— Bibles, Torahs, Korans, crosses, stars of David, as well as other talismans he did not know the names of. All were placed on and inside him, his body sliced open to make room. None had any effect on him. Only garlic burned his skin and irritated his healing process. These were all things Morgan could’ve and would’ve gladly told them about, saving them the time and energy. But he thought it best that they continue; the more time they spent with him, the longer it would be before they focused their full attention on the spacecraft. The whole process was like a throwback to his earlier days when he first came to the Murphy labs.
“How are you doing?” Paul asked, standing over Morgan. 
“I’ve been better,” he said. “Seems like I keep pissing off the General. He decided not to give me blood right away after one of the sessions with Mr. Kubek.” 
“Well, hold on for just another day. I’ve installed a program. Tomorrow, at eight p.m., during one of the breaks, your restraints will unlock. If you haven’t fed at the time, just get into the fridge over there.” Paul pointed to where the vampire blood was held. “Exit the room and head left, down the hall until you reach the emergency stairwell. Take the stairs up to the top and out into the parking garage. There’ll be guards, the usual patrol. Two in the hallway outside here and two at the top of the stairs just outside the door leading to the garage. Shouldn’t be a problem for you. Get to the warehouse.” 
“How’s Karen?” 
“She’s fine. A strong woman, but as you might guess, worried.” 
“Good,” Morgan said. “Now how exactly am I escaping? You make it sound too easy.” 
“I’ve set up a program that will go into effect at eight p.m. It will unlock your restraints and set off the bio-alarm, indicating that there’s a dangerous biological leak on this level of the facility. All the doors will automatically lock on this level and the levels directly above and below. The door to this room, however, will remain unlocked as well as the fire exit. The guards will don gas masks and remain stationed so you’ll have to take them out. I’m scheduled to leave at six and will be well gone from here when it happens.” 
Morgan stared at Paul. “How are you able to do this without getting caught? You had said all terminals require a passkey.” 
Paul stared back at Morgan, his face hardened. 
“I can’t,” he said. “They’ll know it was me; there was no other way to get into the system. I can never come back here. I’ve already moved my things to your house, what little I had. This is it. No going back and no more fuck ups.” 
“I owe you, Paul. Big time.” Morgan wanted to reach out, but wouldn’t, even if the restraints allowed it. He couldn’t give Paul away. The door to the room opened, and two more scientists entered. 
Paul spun around. 
“Morning, Paul,” one of the men said. “How is the subject?” 
“Weak,” Paul answered, as if annoyed. “Kubek didn’t give him any blood after his session. You’ll have to supply him when General Krueger gives the okay. Otherwise this subject is useless to work with.” 
“Damn barbarians,” the scientist said. 
Later that evening, ten minutes to eight p.m. Morgan lay awake, waiting anxiously for the restraints to open. He was weak again, not having been given much blood after his most recent session. No matter. Soon, he’d be free, drink some blood—a lot of blood—and then break out of the Murphy compound. The door to the room swung open. Morgan craned his neck to see Kubek entering the room. 
“Did my favorite torturer forget something?” Morgan asked. 
“Thought I’d have another go at you,” Kubek said, not a hint of joy in his monotone voice. “The General’s growing impatient and wants the truth. If you ask me, I say he just likes torturing you. You’re here, not going anywhere, and obviously working alone. But orders are orders and I love my job.” 
The man stood at Morgan’s side, tools of torment being laid out on a large tray: knives of various shapes and sizes; syringes filled with bleach, ammonia, and garlic; scalpels; electric shock devices; saws; and, of course, hammers. 
Morgan looked up at the clock: five minutes until eight. He couldn’t believe the man’s timing. Knowing it would do no good, but furious anyway, Morgan told Kubek to get the fuck out.
“Sorry, buddy. I have my orders. I’ve never failed at my job, and although you’re a tough cookie, I will eventually crack you.” 
Three minutes to go…
“You’ve taken up enough of the team’s time. The scientists have enough data from you and no longer need you in top form, yet alone alive. I’ve been ordered to get as much out of you before you beg to be killed, then proceed further until your body gives out and you die.” 
Two minutes…. 
“I came here to see what this group of shitheads were up to, that’s all,” Morgan said. “You want to kill me, go ahead.” 
Kubek raised one of the large crochet-like needles into the air and sunk it into Morgan’s left leg. Morgan howled in pain, not ready for that one. 
One minute… 
The final seconds dragged on, with Kubek threatening Morgan’s chance at escape by weakening him further. Another needle sank into Morgan’s chest, stopping a quarter of the way in. Kubek picked up a hammer and pounded it the rest of the way through
“I’m going to teach you the true meaning of pain, of suffering,” Kubek began as he picked up another spike. As he readied to strike, Morgan’s restraints unlocked and popped open. The man’s face contorted into a confused look, as if he didn’t understand what he was witnessing. 
Morgan’s right arm shot up, grabbing Kubek’s hand that was holding the needle, and drove the implement into the man’s stomach. Kubek’s body buckled, a breath of expelled air coming from his mouth. 
Morgan sat up, pain exploding in his chest. He grabbed Kubek’s throat and ripped it open. Kubek staggered backward, eyes wide with disbelief, stumbling into the tray of torture implements and then to the cold tiled floor. 
Morgan yanked the needle out of his chest. Then he reached down and did the same with its twin. Weakened, only his anger fueling him, Morgan made his way over to the fridge, opened the door, and sank his teeth into a bag of vamp blood. He emptied two more in quick order and felt reborn, his wounds all but healed. If only it was daylight outside. 
He ran toward the door and worked it open. The loud chirping sound of the alarm filled his ears, and the flashing of emergency lights bathed everything in red. 
The hallway was clear except for two guards at the end, scrambling with their biohazard masks. Morgan grinned and raced forward, lightning-quick. 
One of the guards attempted to raise his M-5 machine gun. Morgan collided with the soldier, pinning the man’s weapon against his body. With his right arm, Morgan punched a hole into the man’s chest, breaking through the breast bone and destroying the heart, before cracking the spine. The soldier died instantly. 
A sharp pain exploded in his jaw as the other guard swung the butt of his weapon. Morgan went with the blow, his body twisting low. Coming back around, he upper cut the man, connecting with the guard’s chin and snapping the man’s head back so fast that his vertebrae shattered. Unable to move, the guard fell to the floor next to his comrade, convulsing. Morgan raised his foot and stomped on the man’s neck, killing him. 
He raced through the fire door and up the flights of stairs until he reached the parking level. A guard manned the other side, visible through the small square of window glass. Morgan rammed it with his shoulder, full force. The door slammed into the unknowing guard, sending him unconscious to the parking garage floor. 
Morgan wondered where the other guard was. Paul had said there’d be two. He heard voices from below, guards were coming. Someone must have seen him during his escape, called the control room, and now more soldiers were on his tail. 
Not waiting for specifics, Morgan sprang out of the stairwell and into the parking garage. Gunshots rang out from behind, each followed by a stinging sensation in his back. He spun around and ducked low, avoiding the next round of bullets. 
Morgan charged the soldier and ripped out his throat. He grabbed the M-5 and fired shots at the doorway and the direction of other footsteps and voices. Seeing no one emerge or firing back, he dashed for the garage’s exit. Gunshots sounded, and a moment later he felt the bullets bite as they sunk into his flesh. 
The original guard he’d knocked down was up again and firing at him. Taking more bullets, Morgan pointed his gun and returned fire. The bullets from his gun hit their mark, the man’s body jolting from the impact, but the guard continued firing at him. The bastard was outfitted in body armor. Morgan drew closer, running in a zig-zag pattern while firing. The man’s unprotected face exploded after one of Morgan’s shots hit its target. 
With still a few hundred feet to cover before reaching the barn door, then having to open it, Morgan heard gunfire from his left. Turning, he saw three more soldiers with M-5s charging in his direction. Dodging to his right, he seized the faceless body and held it before him like a shield. 
Multiple bullets riddled the dead man’s corpse. Morgan returned fire and managed to take down one of the new arrivals, but two more joined the fray. There might be others behind them, waiting to exit the stairwell. Morgan was strong, almost invincible to a point, but even with the amount of blood he’d drank, eventually the sheer number of men and their weapons would kill him. Realizing he needed to do something, he charged for the stairwell, holding the bullet-riddled corpse out in front of him. 
A few more bullets managed to hit him in the legs, the rest of his body hidden well behind the large soldier, as he reached the men. As guns clicked empty, soldiers tried changing positions, but Morgan dove onto them. He hurled the dead body into the throng of soldiers, disrupting their grouping and making it impossible for them to do anything but protect themselves. 
Inside the small enclosure at the top of the stairs, Morgan clawed and ripped into flesh, tearing off limbs, jaws, and gouging eyes. At such close range, the Murphy soldiers soon ceased firing.
Covered in blood, Morgan raced through the garage and toward the exit. The main door trundled open. Two guards from outside bent low and swept the interior with their rifles. Morgan was on them instantly, twisting one’s neck around until it popped. He then ripped it off and tossed it hard at the other man. The soldier went down. Morgan was on him in a second, crushing his throat and killing him. 
He raced outside to a rousing chorus of gunfire. Bullets stung at his flesh. Morgan turned toward the nearest of the guard towers and scaled the ladder, three rungs at a time. He burst through the trap door with ease, sending the guard who had been standing on it over the side and crashing to the ground below. 
The fence surrounding the perimeter was easily ten feet away and electrically charged. Bracing himself, he stood on the tower’s ledge and launched himself forward, almost clearing the fence. His left foot brushed the electrified razor wire. His body ignited in pain, his insides feeling as if they were on fire. He tumbled to the ground, rolling into the forest. Bullets whizzed past him, destroying trees, leaves, and spitting up dirt. He managed to get to his feet, ignoring the pain radiating throughout his body, and took off running. 
 
 



 
Chapter 52 
 
 
 
Karen and Paul waited inside the warehouse, each taking turns looking from the doorway, eagerly awaiting any sign of Morgan’s return. 
When inside, Karen paced back and forth, not knowing what else to do. She stared at the pile of boxes in the corner, Paul’s things. He’d had to pack last minute, not able to take much, leaving most of his material possessions behind. He could not risk taking things from the house over time for fear someone from The Murphy Unit might take notice. Karen’s heart sank. She felt horrible for Paul— having to leave his life behind, as she had. 
“Anything?” she asked. 
Paul shook his head. “He’ll be here.” 
“It’s ten o’clock, two hours after the time your program should’ve activated.” 
“He’s on foot and most likely encountered some form of resistance on his way out. But nothing he can’t handle. They wouldn’t have been prepared for his escape.” 
Karen brushed past Paul, wanting fresh air. She inhaled deeply and gazed up at the night sky, taking in the enormity of the universe. A sound from up on the hill, in the thick bush, startled her. Something was rustling about. Then the silhouette of a figure appeared, before tumbling down the slope. 
“Paul,” Karen yelled. “Get out here.” 
He was at her side in what seemed to be an instant, as if he had teleported to the position. Together they dragged Morgan inside, the fluorescent lights revealing how bloodied up his body was. 
“He’s a mess,” Karen said, although she’d seen him in much worse condition. 
Morgan’s clothes were riddled with tiny holes, blood seeping from them. Karen began to tear up without realizing it, until Paul told her to watch herself. She backed up, quickly wiping the tears away with her shirt sleeve. 
“I figured this might happen,” he said, walking away from Morgan to his pile of items. A briefcase lay by itself. Paul grabbed it and removed a large clear baggy filled with crimson fluid. 
“You brought vampire blood?” Karen asked, her voice shining with hope. 
“Of course, I’m always prepared.” 
Morgan stirred. “What’s going on? Karen?” 
“Yes, it’s me,” she answered, finding it almost impossible not to cry. “Me and Paul are here. You made it back to us.” 
Paul held the bag over Morgan’s face, lowering it to his mouth. “Bite into the bag and drink, my friend.” 
Morgan opened his mouth, closing it around the bag, his fangs easily piercing the plastic. Karen watched as the muscles in his throat worked, his Adam’s apple moving up and down. He was weak, his drinking slow at first, but as the bag’s contents diminished, she saw his form renewing itself, as if he was touched by magic. He reached up, wrapping his hands around the bag, and gulped the blood. 
“Another,” he said, after sucking every drop of blood from the bag. Paul took another one out and handed it to Morgan. Three bags later, and Morgan was sitting up, his wounds healed. “I’m going to need new clothes,” he said, fingering a bullet hole in his pants. 
Morgan stood. Karen wrapped her arms around him.
“Welcome home.”
 
***
 
Later that night, Morgan shared the details of his escape. 
“We make quite a team,” Paul said. 
“What about you guys?” Morgan asked. “Find out anything?” 
Karen and Paul told their tale. 
“So we have a day and a half to ready ourselves,” Morgan said. “Until then, I need you two to sit tight. We have to be careful now, more than ever.” 
“We stay at your place tonight, Morgan,” she said. “Rest up, eat, and drink. Then tomorrow we prepare.” 
“Actually,” Morgan said. “I’ll need to begin preparing tonight.” 
 
 



 
Chapter 53 
 
 
 
The following day was a busy one for Morgan. He snuck into the Hendrickson Fueling Company, stealing a uniform that would fit Karen. 
Next, one of Elise’s contacts resulted in the prize: a small explosive device that was easily concealable, didn’t look like a bomb, and was powerful enough to incinerate a single human body or blow the lid off a sealed metal container. Using a minute amount of Semtex and a cell phone, the bomb was rigged to detonate as soon as the phone rang. 
He hit a grocery store and loaded up on candy bars for Karen, still uneasy about sending her into the base, but The Murphy Unit considered her dead. Besides, he sold himself on the knowledge that he’d be waiting just outside the perimeter, making sure if anything went wrong, she wouldn’t be captured. 
Morgan had two methods of termination, methods that would ensure Karen’s remains were destroyed. He didn’t want to think about that, and wasn’t sure he would even talk to her about it. It might be better if she didn’t know. He felt cold, dead inside. But he was sure it was a failsafe that she would approve of. He would have to decide by tonight whether or not to tell her. 
Later that night, back at the house, he chose not to. If the time came, he would simply end Karen Lakemire’s life, and she wouldn’t see it coming. 
 
 



 
Chapter 54 
 
 
 
Morgan parked the Camero in the middle of Walter Road, flipped the hood up, and waited. Walter Road was far from a thoroughfare, with only a few passing cars, if any. He’d made sure to leave enough room for a regular sized vehicle to pass, but a big rig, like an oil tanker, wouldn’t be able to get by without him moving the car first. 
Karen hid in the woods with Paul. 
“Look,” Paul said. He was holding a syringe. 
“What’s that?” she asked. 
“I wasn’t sure I was going to bring it, but I figured I might as well. You never know, right?” 
“Paul, what are you talking about?” 
“I stole this from the lab when I took the blood for Morgan. It’s the experimental serum I mentioned. The scientists and I were working on it when they had Josh. It’s a compound designed to enhance the abilities of someone with the alien serum in their body. Someone like yourself. Since teaming up with you and Morgan, I began working on it again.” 
Karen’s eyes widened in disbelief. She didn’t know what to say. 
“I spent hours studying the compound and helped synthesize it. The serum contains genetically altered and enhanced proteins, as well as restructured nucleic acids.” 
“Paul, why are you telling me this now?” 
“I’m scared shitless, Karen.” He held it out to her. “Take it, but only use it as a last resort, because I really couldn’t tell you the effects it might have, long term or short.” 
She stared at the needle, finally taking it into her hand. “What’s it going to do to me?” 
“That’s just it,” Paul told her. “We don’t exactly know. The serum was never tested. Josh escaped before we had a chance to use it. But if all else fails…” 
Karen understood. It was a last ditch effort should there need to be one. She had no intention of using the stuff, not unless all else failed. 
“Get ready,” Morgan yelled. Karen and Paul looked to Morgan. “The truck is coming.” 
She couldn’t hear anything yet, but with Morgan’s supernatural abilities, she knew it was true. A long minute later, the grumble of a powerful truck’s engine echoed in the distance. It grew louder, her heart rate increasing in speed as the truck neared. Then she saw it: the eighteen-wheeler, slowing as it neared Morgan and the Camaro. He came from around the hood of the car, walking slowly to the truck’s cab. The driver opened the big rig’s door, climbing halfway out. 
“Stuck?” the driver asked. 
“Yeah,” Morgan hollered back. “Broke down right in the middle of the road. Just died on me. I think it’s the battery.” 
“Got cables?” the driver asked. 
“Yes, I do.” 
“I’ll pull as close to your car as I can.” 
The truck’s engine growled to life as it crept up to the Camero. The driver, a small man, got out of the truck, leaving the door open and the engine running. 
“Never jumped a car with a big rig before,” he said, chuckling. “Hope I don’t melt your engine.” 
Karen dove into the man’s mind, searching for something she could use to break him. She found it; the practicing with Paul paid off. Pulling the horrid fear to the forefront of the man’s mind, she emerged from the tree line. The image was of his son, long dead from cancer but never forgotten, not even for a day. Her heart hitched in her chest. He seemed like a nice person; a man simply doing his job and delivering fuel. 
The man—his name was Hank—dropped to his knees. Tears streamed down his cheeks. Reaching out, he said, “Billy, my boy.” 
Much more and Hank would give up completely. “I need you to obey me,” she said. “I can continue to hurt you, or I can make the pain go away.” 
Hank looked up at her. She heard his thoughts; how he hated her but would do anything if she’d take the torment away. 
“Hank,” Karen said, standing in front of him. “Just do as I say and everything will be fine.” 
He nodded, saliva dribbling from his mouth. 
“Anything,” he muttered. 
She released the fear, shoving it back down into the man’s mind. He would remember, but the immediate pain would be gone. 
“I’m going to get into the truck with you,” she told him. “You’re going to take me on your next fill and do whatever I say. I’m your new partner, a trainee sent out with you to learn the fueling process. Understand?” 
“Fine,” Hank said. “Just please, don’t hurt me.” 
Karen looked into the man’s eyes. “He’s with us,” she told Morgan. 
“Good,” he said. “You guys get in the truck and head onward. I’ll travel on foot through the woods, making sure I’m well out of camera range. But I’ll have you in view the entire time.”
Karen helped Hank to his feet. He shook her away. Maybe she could work on him, using suggestion during the ride. There wouldn’t be much time, but whatever she could do to help, she would. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 55 
 
 
 
Karen’s blood pulsed with adrenaline. She was no longer in Hank’s head, wanting to conserve her strength. She doubted he would need any coercing after their little session. Hank, from what Karen had seen from him, was scared to death and more than willing to do whatever was asked of him. He simply wanted to make it back to his family. That could all change when the man was confronted by the guards at the Murphy gate, but she was ready, using her ability of suggestion to help Hank keep his mouth shut. 
Hank downshifted as they neared the guard shack. The truck slowed. Karen didn’t think she could’ve been more nervous if someone was holding a gun to her head. She was entering the enemy’s realm. Fear gripped hold. It suddenly seemed so foolish that she was anywhere near the place, let alone willingly. Her gorge threatened to rise. She choked it down. 
“Remember what we talked about,” she said. 
“I’ll do as you asked, don’t worry.” He sounded sure of himself, allowing Karen to relax a bit. 
Hank stopped the rig as a guard walked toward the truck. 
From her vantage point, Karen was unable to keep the soldier in her sights when he approached the driver’s side of the vehicle. She tapped into Hank’s mind and listened. 
He was frightened on the inside but maintained a composed expression for the guard’s benefit. “Hello,” Hank said through the open window. 
“Afternoon,” the guard returned. 
Three more guards exited the shack, each with machine guns hanging off of their shoulders. Two carried poles with large square mirrors on the end. The device reminded Karen of the mirrored tool that dentist’s used for seeing behind a patient’s teeth. 
The guards began checking the truck’s undercarriage. 
“Kill the engine, please,” the guard told Hank. “And I need the two of you to exit the vehicle.” 
Karen stiffened. Hank had said nothing about having to leave the vehicle. Still connected with him, she saw that he was confused. He’d never been asked to perform such a task before. 
“Something wrong?” Hank asked. 
“New protocol,” the guard answered. “We’ve got to have a look inside all non-personnel vehicles entering the facility.” 
Hank looked at her quizzically, and for a second, Karen worried he might freeze up. 
“What’s up?” she asked, fully aware that Morgan’s escape had heightened security. 
“We have to get out and let them have a look-see.” 
Hank undid his seatbelt and climbed down. 
Karen swallowed and was ready to slide along the seat and follow him when her door opened. She turned to see another guard hastening her exit. 
“This way,” he told her. 
She inwardly screamed. The guard was one Mike’s buddies from the bar. She quickly climbed down, hoping he wouldn’t recognize her.
“All yours,” she said, then connected with him. 
The guard climbed into the truck, his mind switching from thoughts about her to his job. He wasn’t expecting to find anything, but took his job seriously and would perform a thorough search of the cab. 
She disconnected with him, not wanting to seem concerned about what he was doing inside the truck. There was nothing to find, at least nothing about her plans to blow the place up. She had the phone-bomb in her pocket, and as long as Hank didn’t have anything suspicious, like a firearm or dope, they’d be okay. 
The guard stepped down from the truck. “You’re good to go,” he told Karen, but remained focused on her. “Do I know you?” 
“No. I’m new to the area.” 
Karen went to go around him, but he stepped in front of her. “Where’re you from?” 
Was this guy hitting on her? She wanted to connect to him, but she was too busy thinking about Hank. He was out of her sight and she had no idea what he was doing or saying or planning. 
“Buffalo,” she answered quickly. 
The guard in front of her chewed on his lower lip, a worrying tell. 
“I don’t mean to be rude,” Karen began, “but I have to get back to work. We have a full day of deliveries after this one.” 
The guy frowned, then nodded. “Be my guest,” he said and moved aside. 
Karen felt the man’s eyes on her ass as she climbed into the truck and was glad when she closed the door on him. To her relief, Hank was already inside. He smiled at her, but it was an uneasy expression. Turning the key in the ignition, the truck’s powerful engine roared to life. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 56 
 
 
 
Morgan watched Karen climb back into the truck and drive onto the Murphy grounds. Three of the five guards returned to the shack, leaving two remaining in front of the now closed gate. 
He was positioned behind a thick oak tree’s trunk, thirty feet away from the compound’s perimeter. If anything went down and he was needed, he was near enough to help. Tearing through the electric fence most likely wasn’t an option, but smashing through the guardhouse door and opening the gate would be. But he didn’t have to worry. Everything would be fine. He ground his teeth, still frustrated with the plan to send Karen in by herself, let alone at all. 
Morgan shoved the thought aside and focused on the mission. Karen was inside and there was no turning back. He gripped the sniper rifle tighter, remained still, and, for the first time in a very long time, prayed. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 57 
 
 
 
Karen stood a few feet away from Hank, who leaned against the tanker as fuel pumped into the compound. Filling the place’s fuel tanks was relatively easy: open the cap on the connection valve, connect the hose, and then pump in the gas by pulling down a lever. 
Karen kept her hat on low and her head down. She couldn’t believe she was standing inside the Murphy compound, in the heart of the beast. She found it hard not to glance around, to look up at the guard towers, the fence, and the so-called barn. 
“Don’t do that,” Hank told her. 
“Do what?” 
“Eye the place. Drivers are told specifically not to look around and to mind their business. Fill the tanks and leave. Plain and simple.” 
Karen nodded and shifted to a casual stance. Thoughts of Paul and Morgan and the reunion that waited back at the house sustained her.
Hank lifted the shut-off lever, and the pump stilled. “Tank’s full,” he said, walking over to where the truck’s hose connected to a valve in the ground. Karen followed; feeling the phone press against her leg, reminding her that the moment was now. 
Hank disconnected the hose and walked back to the truck, leaving Karen standing by the connection valves. She glanced around, slid her hand into her pocket to remove the cell-phone bomb. The front gate opened and three guards raced out of the shack, their weapons trained upon Karen. 
Something was wrong. 
A noise, like the opening of a heavy door, sounded. Then Hank’s arms went up. Behind her, the tanker truck stood like a wall. Even if she ran, she wouldn’t get far without running into an electric fence or bullets. She put her hands in the air. The soldiers assumed a semi-circle. 
“Don’t move,” one of the soldiers bellowed. 
Karen closed her eyes, certain the end of her life was near. 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 58 
 
 
 
Morgan watched the scene unfold. What the hell had gone wrong? Did they recognize Karen? 
Murphy soldiers surrounded her and Hank. 
Morgan glanced up at the guard towers. From what he had seen during his previous visits, the guards in the towers carried M-4 rifles. Now they were holding sniper rifles, all aimed at Karen. 
Things had happened too quickly. There was no way he could do anything without risking Karen’s and Hank’s lives. Remaining neutral was not an option either; he couldn’t risk Karen getting captured. 
General Krueger exited the barn, flanked by agent McKlintock and another soldier. 
If Morgan made a move, he’d be cut down by sniper and machine gun fire. There was a chance he’d survive, but with so much fire power raining down on him it wasn’t likely, and then Karen would be taken alive. The Murphy Unit would have two of their most prized possessions. He couldn’t let that happen. 
Morgan hefted the sniper rifle. He couldn’t risk her falling into Krueger’s hands. She was the poison that would bring down the world, change it forever and give the Murphy Unit power beyond imagination. The weapon’s steel cold against his flesh, he tracked Karen through the scope, a woman who had become a close friend. He saw quite clearly that she was frightened, her face pale. 
He closed his eyes, unable to pull the trigger, unable to end his friend’s life, and unable to end the world’s problem. Karen’s death would only be a temporary solution, because the Murphy people would eventually find the spaceship. 
He opened his eyes. Shooting Karen would only save her from the experiments, captivity, and torture. Dead or alive, she was a problem. They could still use her body to extract the alien contagion. He turned the gun toward the tanker truck. 
Except for the minute amount of gas remaining in the tanker, the container was still filled with flammable fumes. Fumes were what caused gas tanks to explode, not the gasoline. Gasoline simply allowed for the burning. A spark from a bullet penetrating the metal tanker would ignite the fumes and cause quite an explosion. Maybe even enough to incinerate Karen, making her corpse unusable to the Murphy people. Or it might cause enough of a distraction for Morgan to get in and remove her body. 
With tears falling down his cheeks, the wetness an almost foreign and forgotten sensation, Morgan came away from the scope, needing to see Karen with his own eyes. He wanted a final look at the woman to whom he had come to love, to call a friend, and in such a short amount of time. He wouldn’t need to peer through the scope to hit the tanker, the target almost too big to miss. 
Tears slid down Morgan’s face as he wrapped his finger around the trigger. He had to concentrate, to almost force the finger to bend as it fought against his wishes, as if it had a mind of its own. Karen reached into her back pocket and pulled something out. What the hell was that? It wasn’t the phone-bomb. 
Focusing on the object, using his superior vision, Morgan saw that Karen held a syringe. What the hell was she doing with a needle and where did she get it from? Was it a suicide needle, filled with some kind of toxin? 
Morgan thought for a moment, then realized the only place she would’ve gotten such a thing was from Paul. Damn him. Paul and Karen must’ve worked out a plan so that she could kill herself if she was captured. Maybe it even counteracted the contagion, although Morgan doubted that. 
He paused, taking his finger off of the trigger as Karen plunged the needle into her flesh, just above the waistline of her jeans. 
He heard General Krueger order his soldiers to stop her, but it was too late. The contents of the syringe were already inside Karen. 
Three guards grabbed her, knocking the used needle to the ground. Why hadn’t she told him about the needle and what was in it? Now, he could only watch, hoping the poison or whatever was in the syringe did its job quickly and painlessly. He thought about firing, sticking to his plan, but would wait and see what transpired. 
Karen’s body went limp in the soldiers’ arms. The General was demanding to know what was in the syringe. One of the soldiers picked it up and went running into the barn, probably to have the trace amount of substance analyzed. Karen’s body began to convulse, shaking violently almost to the point that she was a blur. The guards holding her were thrown off; Karen spilled to the ground. 
Krueger told his soldiers not to shoot. He called for a medic and to have a lab prepared immediately. 
Morgan heard the words. They were going to take her inside. He couldn’t let that happen, and Karen was most likely dead or dying now anyway. Ready to pull the trigger and blow the tanker, his head suddenly exploded with agonizing pain. 
Lying on his back, he looked down and saw his chest being ripped open by the priest who had changed him. 
“No, not this again,” he yelled. The pain of his chest and organs being pulled apart was too much. Why was this man here again? He’d wanted to find him, but not like this. What was he doing? He’d come back to change Morgan, but not to make him human. The man had come back to make Morgan a vampire again, the one thing Morgan feared most. As the priest began the ritual, Morgan passed out into darkness, the agony too much for his soul to bear. 
 


 



 
Chapter 59 
 
 
 
Karen didn’t feel the needle puncture her flesh. She didn’t think about the possible side effects the solution might have on her. She only saw the end; that all was lost and whatever was in the needle would or wouldn’t help them complete the mission. She knew Morgan was nearby, but there were too many soldiers on the scene for him to do anything except get himself killed or captured. 
After injecting the syringe’s contents into her body, two soldiers stepped in, grabbing her. They were too late. Karen wanted to laugh at them, but her entire body went limp, as if her bones suddenly dissolved. If the soldiers hadn’t been holding her she would’ve collapsed to the ground. Her body was numb. Sadness rolled over her. Had Paul truly given her a substance meant to enhance her abilities, or a suicide solution? Thinking about Paul, she wasn’t angry with him. He’d only done what he thought was the best thing: to end Karen’s life without having to suffer at the hands of The Murphy Unit. 
Ready to accept her death, Karen’s body was suddenly riddled with icy pain, as if thousands of needles were penetrating her flesh. She tried to scream but couldn’t. As the pain worsened, she thought she’d eventually pass out and no longer be a part of the world, her worry gone. 
Unsure of how long her state of agony lasted, it suddenly ceased. 
She was on the ground; the guards that were holding her were on the ground too, and looking dazed. 
Looking up, she saw a man, dressed differently than the other soldiers. He stood at the head of them as if he was the leader, barking orders, asking for a medic, and yelling for a lab to be ready. He demanded to know what was in the syringe and wanted to take Karen inside to a lab. She couldn’t let that happen. 
She connected with the man, her eyes widening. It was General Krueger, the individual who ran The Murphy Unit. Her eyes became slits. She wanted to hurt the man, to find his most horrid fear and unleash it on the bastard. 
Another nasty soul was standing next to Krueger. It was Agent McKlintock, the man responsible for Melanie’s death. Her anger flared. The agent locked eyes with her, as if caught in a trance. Immediately, without disconnecting from General Krueger, she connected with McKlintock. 
If his face didn’t say it all, his mind did. Agent McKlintock was frightened of Karen. He’d never backed away from a fight, let alone a downed opponent, but something about her scared him. He began backing away, knowing that shooting her, something he desperately wanted to do, would lead to severe punishment from General Krueger. Karen grinned. McKlintock’s worry deepened.
Killing the Murphy people wasn’t enough. Karen hated them all, needing them to suffer before they died. And they needed to die from their worst fears. 
Looking from soldier to soldier, Karen connected with multiple thoughts. She had somehow tapped into all them, even the ones she couldn’t see. She could understand and listen to each one as if her mind had split into numerous parts. She closed her eyes, no longer needing to see the enemy. Sifting through each head, she came upon Morgan. 
He was farther away and should’ve been out of her range, but somehow she was able to read him. Paul’s serum had increased her abilities ten-fold, maybe more. Her face grimaced, her heart sinking at what she saw. Morgan had been about to send a bullet her way. He didn’t want her to be captured, to suffer, to give the enemy the ability to control the world. She would deal with that ugly truth later if they survived. For now, she needed to bring The Murphy Unit to its knees. 
In unison, Karen dove into each person’s mind; Morgan included. She wasn’t able to pick and choose whom she affected. What she did to one, she did to all. Her power was too great to mete out in small doses. 
Tapped into the minds of so many, she unleashed their fears like demons from Hell. Not a soldier was able to stand, all of them falling to their knees and begging for the nightmares to end. Karen held strong, continuing to pour on the pain; her body fueled by hate. Screams filled the countryside, bringing joy to her ears. 
Entranced, having become a different person, Karen stood with her arms wide as if welcoming all before her. She continued reveling in the peoples’ agony, knowing that their pain was justified and that all the suffering they’d brought to others was coming full circle. The determination in her heart to keep up the onslaught until every man and woman was dead or begging to be killed far exceeded her body’s ability to maintain the energy necessary to complete the task. Many of the soldiers would remain fractured, their psyches forever damaged. Along with her energy, Karen’s anger began to fade, until she could no longer maintain her connections. She fell to the ground, her body drained of energy. Closing her eyes and unable to do more, she passed out.


***
 
Sometime later, minutes or hours she did not know, Karen awoke. Her head ached, but she remembered everything. At first, with her eyes still closed, she wondered if she had dreamed the whole thing, but with the images so vivid in her mind, she knew it was not so. Opening her eyes, she sat up and scanned the battlefield. 
Many of the soldiers writhed on the ground in agony. A few men staggered about, their minds scrambled and unable to produce coherent thoughts. She’d gone to the darkest place possible, and while there, she had loved it. 
Summoning the last of her strength, she reached into her pocket and grabbed two candy bars, hoping they would supply her with enough energy to complete the mission. With each swallow, she began to feel better. Taking a moment, she felt her mood change, becoming positive again. 
Rising to her feet, Karen walked over to the filling valve, opened the lid, and dropped the phone-bomb inside. She paused. How many other men inside were like Paul? How many, if any at all, were innocent? Paul had said nothing about killing anyone he liked or worried about. He was the exception, she figured. This was the only way to ensure The Murphy Unit went away, forever. 
She headed toward the gate leading out, before realizing that running was a better option, wanting to be as far from the place as possible. Not because of the bomb, but because the place was evil. She wanted to blame it for her actions, for her reveling in the pain of others, but the truth was she did it willingly, on her own. 
She reached the gate, but it was closed; the fence still pulsing with electricity. How was she going to get out? She tried tapping into the two guards lying on the ground, but they were out cold. Then she remembered Hank. She couldn’t leave him. Spinning around, an idea came to her. 
She ran to the truck and opened the passenger door, then went to Hank. He was out cold, his mind still reeling from what she had done. Luckily for her, the man was small. 
She crouched down and was able to get him over her shoulder. Using a fireman’s carry, she hauled him to the truck, then set him down inside the cab. Making sure he was secure so as not to fall out of the cab, Karen ran around to the driver’s side and climbed in. She grabbed onto Hank’s shirt and jimmied him into a fully seated position and secured his seat belt. 
Karen started the truck, hoping that what she was about to do would work. She pushed in the clutch and put the rig in first gear. Hitting the gas, she drove in a wide circle until the truck was facing the gate. She made sure that none of Hank’s body parts were touching metal then hit the gas. The engine growled, vibrating her bones. She managed to get the truck into second gear before crashing it into the gate. Removing her hands from the steering wheel and foot from the gas pedal, Karen let the truck smash through on its own thinking the rubber tires would be enough to insulate her and Hank from the electrical current. 
Sparks flew and Karen’s ears filled with the wild buzz of electricity as the current lost its connection. The truck began to slow and Karen feared being stuck in the vehicle unable to escape without getting electrocuted to death. Without thinking, she hit the gas pedal to keep the rig moving forward, and sighed with relief when she wasn’t fried. 
Clear of the fence, she drove onward, turning onto Walter Road, and eventually coming to where Paul waited with the Camaro. With Hank still passed out, she left him and the rig on the side of the road. 
“You look like shit,” Paul told her. 
Karen smiled, grateful that he was okay and seemingly unaffected by what had happened back at the compound. He must’ve been outside the range of her abilities. 
“I feel like shit, too,” she said. “We need to get to Morgan. He’s somewhere in the woods back by the compound.” 
“What happened?” Paul asked. “Why isn’t he here with you?” 
“It’s a long story, and I’ll gladly explain it all later, but for now we need to reach him.” 
A loud, ground-shaking explosion erupted over the land, followed by smaller but no-less impressive blasts. A bloom of fire and smoke shot into the air from the direction of the Murphy Compound. Karen and Paul looked at each other. 
“It blew,” he said with a look of disbelief on his face. Then his expression changed, his gaping mouth becoming a smile. He grabbed Karen, hugging her. 
“How…?” she began. “How could it have exploded? Unless Morgan…” 
“He must’ve set it off,” Paul said. “He’s okay!” 
“So it would appear.” 
She smiled, her stomach in knots; the sensation of joy and pain spiraling around inside her. She remembered what she’d seen when she was inside Morgan’s mind. He had been about to kill her. She saw him crying, fighting against himself, hating himself, but doing it for the greater good, and for her. 
“Karen,” Paul said, shaking her. “Snap out of it. We need to leave. The police and fire department are going to be on their way; hell, maybe even the National Guard. We can’t be here when they arrive. Morgan will find his way home.” 
Karen came out of her daze. “You drive,” she told Paul, her mind in too much turmoil to concentrate. She was free now; truly free. The Murphy Unit was gone, blown sky-high. All of their research and data was destroyed. She thought she’d feel ecstatic, and in a way she did, but she needed to see Morgan. They had unfinished business. He had to know that she’d seen inside his mind, known what he was about to do. She felt a tinge of panic, wondering if she’d ever see him again or if he’d maybe taken off, too ashamed to face her. No, that wasn’t his style. He would come home, and when he did, he and Karen would talk. 


 


 
 



 
Chapter 60 
 
 
 
Paul and Karen made it back to Morgan’s house without incident. They passed a few police cars and a fire truck headed in the direction of the compound, but it was the numerous wailing of sirens assaulting the atmosphere that made them feel as if a national emergency had been declared. 
Karen was exhausted by the time she reached the house, but sleep wasn’t an option. Besides being there for Paul, she needed to be awake when Morgan arrived. 
She waited with Paul for another hour before heading upstairs to one of the spare rooms where she surrendered to sleep. 
She awoke sometime later to find Morgan sitting on the edge of the bed, facing away from her. If he’d been caught in the blast, which she figured he had been, he didn’t look it. He smelled like Irish Spring soap and was wearing different clothing than when she’d last seen him. 
“Hi,” she said, sitting up and wiping the tiredness from her eyes. 
“How are you feeling?” he asked, not looking at her. 
“Fine,” she answered. Taking a moment, she stretched her limbs. “I was worried you might not come back.” 
Morgan turned toward her. He looked surprised, his eyebrows raised. 
“I live here,” he said. “Why wouldn’t I come home? Did you think I was dead?” 
She frowned, shaking her head. “No, that’s not why I thought I might never see you again.” 
“Ah,” he said, smiling. “That.” 
“What?” 
“You know what,” he said, looking down. “I know you were inside my head, Karen. Initially I thought I was back in the lab with the priest. He was going to turn me back into a vampire. Once you let go and I recovered, I knew it was you who had feared me. I didn’t understand why you had done it, or how you were even able to do what you did. I figured you knew what I was up to and attacked, hoping to stop me from pulling the trigger.” 
“That’s not why,” she said. 
“I know,” he told her, looking up. Their eyes met but only for a moment. Looking away again, he said, “Paul told me that with the serum he gave you, you were able to tap into multiple targets; that you had no control over the area of influence. He said you felt a rage inside, making you want to hurt as many people as possible.” 
“I was dangerous. I couldn’t control myself. I was like a rabid animal.” 
She remembered what she’d done and how much joy she experienced. Maybe it was the serum’s fault, but her feelings, during that time, still frightened her. 
“I’m glad you did what you did.” 
“Why?” She knew why, but for some reason she wanted to hear it from him. 
“Because I might’ve killed you.” 
Karen placed her hand on Morgan’s. He didn’t pull away. She saw a tear fall down his cheek and felt her heart lurch. 
“I wouldn’t have blamed you,” 
“I know it was the right thing to do at the time, but…” 
“You don’t have to explain yourself.” 
Morgan stood up quickly, his body tense. Wiping a hand through his hair, he said, “Yes, I do.” 
Karen got to her knees, shuffling closer to Morgan, and latched onto his arm. 
“No you don’t,” she told him. “I was inside your head. I saw everything. I know how difficult it was for you, but it would’ve been the right thing to do.” Karen felt tears welling in her eyes and let go of him. 
Their eyes connected. “I would have gone through with it and regretted it for the rest of my long life.” 
“Whatever would have happened doesn’t matter,” she said. “I know how much I mean to you, Morgan.”
“I’ll never leave you.” 
Karen wanted to hug him so badly. As though sensing her desire, he squeezed her with as close to a hug as she would get. 


 




 
 
 



 
Chapter 61 
 
 
 
With the alien spacecraft still out there, the mission was far from done. But with the immediate threat gone and the need for a little rest, Karen and Morgan left Poughkeepsie and headed south to Florida. 
Morgan had socked away millions of dollars over the years, making finances a non-issue. Karen felt bad for having none of her own, The Murphy Unit erasing every bit of her existence. Morgan arranged for a new ID and Social Security number through Elise. 
For Morgan, there was still the issue of the priest that had changed him. The man, or at least his sect, was still out there somewhere. Had they gone into hiding, and if so, why? Paul, who was with his daughter in Ohio, said he would begin looking into it and get back to Morgan with anything he found. 
Karen and Morgan weren’t able to fully relax during their time in Florida, the reality of what still needed to be done hanging over their heads like a dark cloud. But together, with help from Paul, they would be okay, for they had the one thing they needed to survive.
Love. 
 
 
THE END
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