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   The Vampire With the Golden Gun
 
    
 
    
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
   The breeze was cool and moist and it felt fresh on Veronica’s face, bringing with it the faint smell of orange blossoms and Californian buckwheat; both of which she loved. It was somehow the perfect requiem to the purpose of her visit to the cemetery yard in Whittier that night and as she sat perched atop the steeple of the mission-style building staking out the grounds below her, she felt a wave of purposefulness sweep over her.
 
   There was no way of her knowing how long she would be waiting out there in the night air and the darkness, so she had been sure to feed early and feed well on the fresh supply of hemoglobin that she had picked up from a local supplier a few days before. He was a good, reliable source. A conscientious old Chinese vampire in San Francisco’s Chinatown, he ran a few of the last remaining underground blood dens in the western hemisphere. Once a week, Veronica took a quick trip north to collect her supplies and indulge in a little of the secretive ‘Chinese Tong’ atmosphere that existed in Mr. Tan’s many opium rooms.
 
   Veronica loved the dark underbelly of San Francisco’s trendy sub-culture; the drug scene, the music scene, the gothic supernatural scene that didn’t seem to exist anywhere else in that magnitude besides New Orleans. She felt at home there entwined with strangers dressed in black vinyl on the low leather settees in the darkened basements. While some made love, others got high, and while some fed, many were fed upon. It was symbiotic and undemanding and it drew her in constantly. But her time with Mr. Tan was done for the week and here she was staking out a cemetery, waiting to attend to her latest mission.
 
   A few weeks prior, an elder vampire by the name of Fariha de Sanabria had been sent to the ‘Final Death’ by an unknown killer. The rumors on the street had it that a human had done it. The more she pried, the more Veronica picked up tidbits about the whole affair. It was becoming common knowledge among the L.A. vamps that there was a renegade killer operating in the area. A man who tracked down vampires, broke into their places of abode and gunned them down with a crossbow. A crossbow with silver tipped arrows. Apparently he was damned good, too. He had caught Fariha in the open and impaled her to a tree with an arrow through the heart. Right in the middle of a park over in Yorba Linda to boot.
 
   Fariha’s demise hadn’t bothered Veronica in the least; in fact, she had been more than just a little relieved. The three hundred year old Moor had been as skilled a fighter and killer as they came, and Veronica had not been looking forward to the day when she would have encountered her. And she would have eventually done so, because Fariha was a coven maker and that type of shit did not go down well with modern day vampires.
 
   She ‘stole’ people from their human lives, feeding on them until they were too close to death to deny her. So, of course when she asked them if they wanted to live or die, they chose to live. To live the life she would give them. She had made a record six progeny in the last year and, in the opinion of most of the elder vampires, she was doing a piss-poor job of educating them and keeping them in line. They now saw her and her growing coven of hooligan fledglings as a threat. Why else was she procreating? So the human hunter had dealt with Fariha, and now Veronica had assigned herself to deal with Fariha’s children.
 
   It wasn’t long after midnight that the six dark figures emerged from the crypt below a broken down, neglected mausoleum that seemed to hide in the shade of two weeping oak trees. Veronica caught the scent of death on them and cocked her head to one side as she took a head count. They were finely dressed in what she could only envision was authentic vintage clothing from Fariha’s wardrobe. The leather of their jackets, corsets and pants was aged, yet supple and luxurious; the brocade silks of the skirts and vests shone with gem-like colors and fine needlework. Veronica counted six baby vampires.
 
   They were weak, vicious, starving. It was hunting time and they were working themselves into a mad frenzy. They had gained a bit of a reputation of having no moral standard and no self-control. Since the death of their maker, the pain of her loss seemed to have driven them into further depravity because of late, children, passersby, joggers, commuters, baby sitters… no one had been safe. They killed without discrimination, not even bothering to seek out the feeding houses and blood banks in the area.
 
   Veronica would be sure to wipe them out.
 
   One of the males paused on their way toward the cemetery gates and sniffed at the air as if he had caught the scent of something strange. It took him and the others a few minutes to come to the conclusion that their senses were correct, but that was all the time it took for the Huntress to make it all too late for them. Veronica floated swiftly down from the high steeple and landed soundlessly on the ground behind them. She quickly arranged herself into a position from which she would be able to move among them in a perfect arc. She unsheathed her silver-bladed Katana and the mahogany silver tipped stake and, in the blink of a human eye, she had powered through the group, removing every head clean from its shoulders and driving the wooden spikes straight through every heart.
 
   She twirled one more time and as the tails of her long black coat came to settle around her calves, Veronica looked up and watched the six headless figures burst into flames simultaneously among the headstones of the Rose Hills Memorial Park. She smiled as she walked out of the gates, sheathing her weapons at her side.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   San Juan Capistrano. The city is the site of the Catholic mission for which it is named, Mission San Juan Capistrano and after Giovanni da Capistrano, a Franciscan saint from the Italian region of Abruzzo. Within its limits can be found one of California's oldest residential neighborhoods, Los Rios. It is the home of the oldest in-use building in California, the Serra Chapel in the Mission. Despite all its rich history, the area is probably best known at present for being the home of both the first vineyard and the first winery in California.
 
   It was also the locale of Johnston McCulley's first Zorro novella, The Curse of Capistrano, published in 1919, which was later renamed The Mark of Zorro after the success of the film of the same name.
 
   It was in a forgotten grotto below the old mission that Veronica Melbourne now sheltered. She had solemnly accepted some help from one of Mr. Tan’s many trusted colleagues to find the place after several disconcerting discoveries of her previous nests. There was nothing more frightening for a vampire of any disposition, than the thought of being discovered and brought out into the light of day as they slept helplessly.
 
   As she sat on the edge of her twin-sized cot and looked around the dark, damp room, she sighed heavily.
 
   I live like a fucking rat! she thought. I really need a paying job, and fast. Maybe if I had a steady stream of income, I could afford a nice, light-tight apartment near the Haight-Ashbury in San Fran. That would be awesome!
 
   Veronica sighed again. She knew many vampires in the California supernatural community, but she didn’t know of even one who lived like she now did. She vaguely remembered being told by an elder vamp about how they acquired property and wealth and managed to live fairly well-to-do lives without having to work a day in their ‘second life.’
 
   She shook her head.
 
   Stealing from the dead has got to be just about as much bad luck as speaking ill of them.
 
   She decided that she preferred the holes in the ground under churches that she had been reduced to than glamoring some dead person’s attorney into adding her to their will or, even worse, some bank teller into keying thousands or even millions into her checking account, knowing full well the poor employee would be subjected to federal investigation and subsequent incarceration for it.
 
   No way, Jose!
 
   But then again, she had always been a prideful girl.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   A few days later, Veronica sat in a street side café in the shopping district on Old Town Calabasas, sipping a room-temperature drink and doing her favorite thing; celebrity watching. The waitress attempted to approach her table for what must have been the third time since she had sat down and Veronica noticed when Ryu, her usual waiter, held onto the girl’s elbow to stop her and shook his head discreetly. A few moments later, he went over to her table carrying a small box.
 
   “This came in for you today by courier, Miss Melbourne,” he said, smiling confidently.
 
   Damn, he was so fucking hot. There’s just no way he doesn’t know that!
 
   She took her time looking the man up and down, feasting on him with her eyes, even as her fangs began to tingle and the crimson saliva filled her mouth.
 
   She swallowed hard and barely managed to reply, “Thank you, Ryu.”
 
   Veronica took the box and put it down on the table beside her. As curious as she was about its contents, she returned her gaze to the Asian-American man that was consuming her attention. His arms were long and muscular and completely covered in full sleeves of colorful yakuza style tattoos. She looked closer and noticed that there were traces of black line and colored images peeking out from just above the stiff collar of his white starched work shirt as well.
 
   I wonder if he’s wearing one of those full suit tattoos I’ve heard so much about?
 
   It was difficult to find even the most enthusiastic human canvas who would commit to that these days. Outside of the pain, there was the sheer expense of it to consider too. His right arm showed the brazen defiance of the oriental phoenix as it twisted up his arm, surrounded by flames and petals that were falling from the blooming branches of sakura trees. The left depicted the curving undulating body of the dragon engulfed in billowing clouds and images of Taoist gods and goddesses herding and feeding flowing streams of colorful koi fish.
 
   Beautiful.
 
   Ryu handed her a delivery form and a pen and after a quick glance over it, Veronica signed it and handed it back to him.
 
   “Another ‘Bloody Scary’?” he asked, to which she nodded affirmatively before he turned and headed back inside the café.
 
   ‘Bloody Scary’! How amusing! It looks like a Bloody Mary, but it’s really just blood with a plastic stalk of celery in it! And it was served at an appetizing body temperature. Human body temperature, that is.
 
   It was a bestselling drink on the after-hours menu at the Beast café. The proprietors and the night staff at this particular restaurant were what she considered paranormally sympathetic. They were in the know about all kinds of beings of her particular condition – the undead condition – and provided a place where supernatural beings of all types could dine, imbibe and socialize under the guise of appearing quite ‘normal.’
 
   Don’t be so shocked… its Calabasas. You didn’t really think all these beautiful creatures that you worship as celebrities from the other side of the television were human. Did you? Come on, get real!
 
   She picked up the glass and drained it just as the waitress appeared and placed the fresh glass in front of her. It was still warm to the touch, a little bit of style that they had at the Beast which Veronica was ever thankful for. Other places served the hemoglobin chilled, just as it was best preserved. She had heard that some vampires even drank it that way. She, on the other hand, preferred it as close to coming from the vein as she could get it, and that meant it got a cursory zap in the microwave before making its way to the table. Before the new girl could offer her a menu for the umpteenth time, Veronica waved her away and turned her attention to the box on the table. She sliced the tape open with a razor sharp fingernail and pulled the flaps apart.
 
   Inside was a flat, black box which she pulled out and laid on the table. She pushed the two metal clasps open and lifted the lid, her curiosity getting the better of her. On a bed of black velvet, Veronica found a beautiful Beretta BU9. She had always wanted a compact pistol like that. It was the perfect conceal carry weapon; tiny but powerful and certainly deadly. But there was one strange thing about the firearm and she mulled it over in her head as she ran her long, cold fingers over it, lifting it from the case to feel the heft of it in her hand.
 
   The gun was coated in solid gold plating.
 
   As she sat there admiring the weapon, suddenly a soft voice seemed to whisper in her ear.
 
   “Welcome to the club,” it said.
 
   Veronica whipped around in her seat trying to see where the words came from but there was no one in sight. She sniffed the air tentatively, nothing out of the ordinary. Just humans, supes, weres, ghosts, vampires. The usual. She shook her head, raised her nose higher into the gentle breeze that was blowing and took a deep breath.
 
   Hmmm. There’s something else too. What is that? Talc?
 
   Quickly, she placed the Beretta back in the box and noticed a small, black, manila envelope. She took it out of the box and turned it over in her hand. The seal was wax and red. The insignia on it was of an open-mouthed gargoyle.
 
   Who seals envelopes with wax anymore?
 
   The note inside was written by hand in old-fashioned, cursive, calligraphic writing and all it said was: 
 
   Welcome to the club. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Across the street, on the roof of a luxury car dealership, a little boy and girl sat in the dark, holding hands as they watched Veronica Melbourne keenly in the light from the restaurant and the warm Calabasas street lights.
 
   “It is certain that she will find us now, Alexei. This Veronica Melbourne is an old soul and she is no fool either. She’s bound to figure things out very quickly,” the Grand Duchess said finally.
 
   “Indeed, Anastasia. She will be the first outsider in centuries to know of the Watchers. Perhaps she will be the first of the new breed.”
 
   “So many of us have become tired of this task, brother. I have heard of many of the ancients who rose one day and just walked into the sun to rid themselves of the responsibility and this wretched longevity of life.”
 
   Alexei scoffed.
 
   “It hasn’t even been a hundred years yet, Sister, and I am already tired of living. If we had survived the Bolsheviks, we would have most likely still have succumbed to the natural death many years ago. It has been long and it has been tiresome for me. You know how much I miss both our mother country and the way that beautiful land shimmered in the sunshine, even in the dead of winter.”
 
   Anastasia looked at him with sorrow in her eyes. She squeezed his hand tighter as she rose and pulled him to his feet. They walked like that to the end of the roof and stepped from the edge. As they floated softly to the ground at the rear of the building, she put her arms around his shoulders and pulled him close to her.
 
   “Brother Alexei,” she began, her accent full and strong. “Perhaps if she comes to us, we can convince her to take us back to Mother Russia. Would you like that? Would you like to go back to Catherine Palace again?”
 
   The young Tsarevich sighed deeply.
 
   “It is all I can ever dream of, Ana. Ever since that night when Agrippina dug us up from beneath the pile of bodies in that cellar and gave us this life that we now possess. I remember fleeing Saint Petersburg and running for the Finnish border like a common criminal. The last thing I let emblazon itself on my already preternatural retinas was the image of Catherine Palace, our home.”
 
   Anastasia held him close to her again and hushed him like a child. Was he still just a child?
 
   “Perhaps, Sister. Perhaps she will come to us. Perhaps she will agree to take us back and perhaps Agrippina will finally let us go.”
 
   “Would that make you less tired, Alexei? Would you stay with me a little longer then, my brother? Is it possible that you could be happy even?”
 
   “I think that I could, Ana. But only if I did not have to come back here ever again.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The trip from Old Town Calabasas to San Juan Capistrano would have taken a person an hour and a half by car, but the trip took Veronica five minutes. She just ‘zipped’ it. It sounds stupid, but she couldn’t come up with anything more appropriate to describe what exactly it was.
 
   Basically, when she wanted to go somewhere distant, she just pictured it in her mind. Then she would think of the route she would normally have taken there and it was as if as she thought of the route, her body travelled it… just like that. In the space of a thought, she could cover hundreds of miles of distance and arrive wherever she wanted.
 
   Her new lair was located in an old forgotten dungeon below an outbuilding at the Mission San Juan Capistrano ruins. Veronica thought the place suited her style to say the least. It was still ridiculously bare, but after what had happened at the last few places she had holed up in, she was not in any rush to settle in too far. If she had another home ransacked, she would probably lose her mind and go bat-shit crazy on innocent people in the streets around the neighborhood. Someone had found her last three dens and completely ransacked them. The thought of a stranger knowing where she slept helpless during the day was catastrophic, but what got to her the most was that person going through her personal belongings, her dirty clothes, her books and papers…
 
   …touching my weapons! Gaaaah!!!!
 
   Since then she had begun to religiously stash everything of interest in her safe. She used her mobile phone for the Internet and no longer had a refrigerator so she wouldn’t be tempted to keep any blood at home.
 
   Here’s to hoping that no one will be able to find me at this ruined old historic site.
 
   There were plenty of visitors to the place during the day, but the dungeon she occupied was so old and forgotten that it didn’t even appear on any of the floor plans of the mission as it was known to exist at the time. At night, the property was well secured. No one could get in or out without the knowledge of the security team posted there by the historic foundation that managed the place.
 
   Veronica sat on the tiny bed and put her face in her hands. The evening was just getting started and here she was without a case to solve, without an investigation to run, without a date to go out on, or even a lover to satiate her needs. Her mind wandered back to the golden gun and the cryptic message that had accompanied it.
 
   Welcome to what club? How were the members of said club so sure she even wanted to join? More seriously, had her acceptance of the gun compromised her individuality or secretly committed her to something she knew nothing about? She grimaced at the thought of being manipulated. The package had been delivered in advance. Who would have known that she would be at The Beast for supper that evening? Was her stalker at it again?
 
   If the person knew where she would be, then it wasn’t a stretch that they would know who or what she was and what she did for a living. A light gust of wind passed through the room, flickering the flames, scattering the light from the candles and sending strange shadows dancing all over the walls.
 
   Welcome to the club, the voice in her head said again.
 
   What club? Other hunters? Other vampires?
 
   Suddenly Veronica was overcome with a strong feeling of caginess. She got up from the edge of the bed and double checked the safe. The handle didn’t give when she tried to turn it. Of course, she knew very well that if a fellow vampire applied just a little pressure to the lock, it would spring open like a Jack-in-the-Box.
 
   She had to get out of there. The room seemed to want to close in on her and squeeze the very life from her body. She pulled on her black moto jacket and a pair of hiking boots, then set the strange note aside. Carefully, she emerged from beneath the huge stone that guarded the entrance to the dungeon. It was one of three that Veronica had located, and when she found two more exits from the underground chamber, but failed to locate where the caverns had emerged, she had discretely collapsed them. It felt like a night for flying so she stood still outside the entryway and looked to the sky, willing herself to rise into the air and be transported to her favorite perch for thinking: a dark, flat outcrop on Lobster Point that overlooked Lobster Bay on the back side of Santa Catalina Island.
 
   As she landed and took her seat to look out across the dark, brooding waters of the Pacific Ocean, Veronica immediately began to feel that all was going to be alright with the world. She was content for it to be one of those nights where she sat and looked at the black waters until dawn approached before heading back to the mainland to hunker down for a good day’s rest.
 
   What the fuck?
 
   The feeling of serenity had lasted for three hours before Veronica saw something moving across the sky that almost made her drop off the cliff. It was black and sort of glossy and huge… absolutely huge. It flew like a bird… No, like an eagle across the sky, but with much greater speed and agility. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up and she got a mental flash of the creature.
 
   It was ancient, primeval, powerful, dangerous, supernatural… and vampire, definitely vampire. The only comparison she could make of it was to a pterodactyl, the birdlike dinosaur she had seen in movies and books.
 
   It seemed to be headed out to sea toward a tiny sparkling group of lights which she knew, from her many nights of ocean watching, to be a cruise ship. It was probably headed for Hawaii or Alaska. Her preternatural eyesight allowed her to make these discernments easily, even from the great distance and as she watched more carefully, she saw that the creature carried something, perhaps in its talons.
 
   What is that?
 
   She leaned forward and concentrated harder before gasping and taking a step back. It was a man; a barely struggling being that was dangling helplessly below the creature. Veronica watched in further disbelief as the creature hovered over the brightly lit ship and dropped its cargo on an upper deck, turned around and flew back in the direction of the mainland.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   “Ugggh!” Petronilla exclaimed in utter disgust. “This place is becoming positively overrun. Why are there so many people here?”
 
   The question was rhetorical, of course. She didn’t care what the reasons were. All she knew is that quite suddenly she had to deal with the huge inconvenience of having to share all her favorite amenities in Agrippina’s huge Hollywood Hills mansion. When she went to the sauna, someone was always in there. Marie, Marcus and Bridget had become a bit of a threesome and took to having sex together anywhere they could find a door to close behind them. As a result, Petronilla had walked in on them twice already as well as once in the pool.
 
   “Calm yourself, child,” Julia Augusta Agrippina said, knowing that the term of endearment would imbue even more rage in Petronilla.
 
   She smiled and put an arm around the slender shoulder of her beautiful companion and gave her a huge hug.
 
   “When you go to Louisiana to your beloved Raya and I am left here for months on end in the echoes of this house, I rarely complain, Petra. In fact, I relish it and retire to my rooms permanently, virtually closing down the rest of the house. So when it is full, as it is now, with so many of my friends and colleagues, I take the utmost pleasure in the company. I know it will not last long.”
 
   “There are thirteen of us here, Julia! Thirteen!” She continued ranting. “When have all the Watchers ever been in one house? Certainly not since I was chosen and that was over eight hundred years ago.”
 
   “You’re being overly dramatic, Petra. So many of the thirteen don’t even leave their rooms at all. The Empress Dowager and Takamori sit in her salon all night, sipping blood and talking about the old East. William and Bjorn are always either on the run or working out in the gym. Half the Watchers are weres who are active in the day and asleep while you roam about, so you’re just being spoilt.”
 
   Petronilla made a childish, pouty face at her hostess and crossed her slender arms in front of her chest. Julia laughed. Petra reminded her so much of both her brother and her son when they had been young. Young and not so wicked.
 
   “Why don’t we go out tonight? Just you and me.”
 
   Petra laughed. She knew exactly why Julia was suddenly interested in leaving the serenity of her opulent home for the noise, light and excess of the city. It was so that she could possibly go into Los Angeles or the surrounding cities and somehow locate Veronica Melbourne. Julia’s investigators had been rather successful in finding her repeatedly through her last three changes of address, but she had eventually called them off the case. Each time they managed to locate where she was living or hovelling, whichever the case had been, someone had managed to trail them and had subsequently ransacked the young vampire’s dwellings. The situation had caused Julia great distress. She felt guilty for exposing Veronica, but the worst part was probably that she still didn’t know who was doing it.
 
   “Sure thing, Julia. I could use a night out.”
 
   They parted ways in the underused kitchen and Julia went upstairs to her rooms to wait for her dinner. It was only an hour or so after sunset and staff was just about to change their shift. The morning shift would have prepared the meals, the evening staff would see to the serving of it.
 
   She stretched out on an ornate French chaise lounge that faced her Eastern window and as she looked toward the darkened horizon, she marveled at how old age could blur the lines between cynicism and morbidity.
 
   Julia laughed to herself as thought after thought went through her mind at lightning speed. When this happened it was akin to flipping quickly through the pages of an encyclopedia and seeing and remembering, ultimately knowing, everything that had passed by you. Amazing. But then, here was her age showing again; no one used encyclopedias anymore.
 
   This was the second life of Julia Augusta Agrippina, or Agrippina the Younger, as she was often called. Julia had died her first death almost two thousand years ago and she was the oldest vampire known in the western hemisphere, and possibly the oldest of all the known supernatural beings as well.
 
   She remembered the day she died like it was yesterday. Often when the thought of it came to her, she mused that it was perhaps because her memory was so good that she never took to the suicidal madness that she had seen claim so many vampires before her.
 
   In 59 AD, her son Nero had the shipwrights of Rome design a ship for Julia’s birthday. A pleasure vessel that she and her court could take out and use to make crossings over to the Tyrrhenian Sea Islands that she enjoyed so much. He made a lot of fuss over the consignment and spoke about the magnificent ship constantly. So it was not a surprise to anyone that it was completed and delivered ahead of schedule.
 
   But her son’s gesture was filled with tyranny and deceit, fueled by the words and encouragement of his married lover, Poppaea, who had all but convinced him that his mother plotted against him and his throne. He had the ship built so that it would open up at the bottom while at sea. Agrippina was put aboard and after the bottom of the ship opened up, she fell into the water in hopes that she would drown. But Agrippina swam safely to the shore, so Nero sent an assassin to kill her. Nero then claimed Agrippina plotted to kill him and when her plans had supposedly failed, she had committed suicide.
 
   Her last words, which she felt as if she had spoken only yesterday, uttered as the assassin was about to strike, were "Smite my womb!" She had indicated to her killer that she wished to be destroyed first in that part of her being to rebuke her treacherous body for having given birth to such an abominable son.
 
   She had been bleeding to death on the floor of the villa where she had hidden herself in Misenum when the vampire Quintus had found her. Of course, he had instantly recognized her and saw a long-awaited opportunity to turn Roman politics over on its ears. That night, he made Julia Agrippina into a fledgling vampire and then he taught her to slake her thirst on the blood of only corrupt Roman officials, of which there was a staggering amount.
 
   The vampire Quintus had been a Watcher for many years by then. He had been busy for centuries, keeping a close watch on the members of each successive Roman Imperial family. He would seek out signs of madness, treachery, manipulation and any other forms of discord, and then he would do his best to weed it out. Sometimes that meant destroying a spouse or concubine, and other times a general or advisor; but of course, there were times when the emperor himself had to be eliminated. He never killed a ruler with his own hands; on such delicate occasions, Quintus would orchestrate coups in the senate or ambushes by barbarians; even deadly openings in the midst of a battle.
 
   Under Quintus’ wing, Julia rose through the ranks of the vampire hierarchy in Europe, and by the time she was just over fourteen hundred years old, she decided to venture to the New World. With the Spanish Inquisition in full swing, Europe had fast become a place that was hardly safe for strange people, much less supernaturals and especially vampires. The overzealousness of the Catholic church had been a major concern for them for years by then. But when the sleeping place of the Watchers was razed by fire while the midday sun shone brightly above, it was clear that they had been discovered.
 
   Agrippina escaped in a crated coffin filled with soil along with three of the remaining elder vampires. William Adelin and Petronilla de Aquitaine had come to the Watchers from England and been offered their protection from the Inquisition without hesitation. They had been public figures in their first lives, royalty in fact; and were well known, which posed the risk of being recognized and captured. They were also much used to the tasks and tactics of ruling. William Wallace had been an oddball choice, but Agrippina had felt the need to have some brutish protection for her group of adventurers. After all none of them knew what, or who, they would encounter in the New World.
 
   As it turned out, the foursome had quickly encountered the Others, as they had called themselves, after their ship arrived near the Chesapeake Bay in Virginia. Though naturally suspicious of each other, the two groups joined together and traveled the new continent far and wide. They acquired land and property, accumulated vast wealth and invested in business ventures over the next five hundred years. Though a few members had gone on to the final death, Agrippina had maintained the number of her council always at thirteen.
 
   Presently, in the year 2014, they were a unique gathering of the oldest vampire beings that walked the earth and Agrippina always found it ironic that they had all been notable people in their past; perhaps that strength of character or superior breeding and bloodline had played a role in their particularly long existence when others like them had run to meet the sun centuries before. Julia’s companions, and then house guests, included Petronilla de Aquitaine, Anastasia Nikolaevna Romanov and her brother Alexei, Bridget Bishop, witch of Massachusetts, Amelia Earhart, Marie de Guise, the bane of the English, Empress Dowager Tzu-hsi and Saigo Takamori, William Adelin, William Wallace, Bjorn Ironside and Marcus Antonius, known to most of the world as Mark-Anthony of Rome.
 
   They were gathered in her mansion in the Hollywood Hills to discuss a disturbing matter. It was rare that a situation became so serious as to require the attention of the entire council. They had been gathered from every corner of the earth to come to a decision about a killer. A supernatural being that had gone mad had been abducting and murdering young women in considerable numbers all across the United States. The police had no idea of the magnitude of the case and the FBI were barely – if at all – interested at that point. Agrippina was in a state of complete distress.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Veronica just couldn’t help herself. She had to know what the hell all that was about. Unable to resist her curiosity and driven by the same nagging voice in her head, she decided that she would take a quick trip over to that pretty little cruise ship and ask the freshly vampire-delivered man a few questions. She closed her eyes and envisioned the deck he was on. White, slightly rough floors made out of some tough polymer, the glistening pool he now stood beside, the neat rows of blue lounge chairs, occasional umbrellas which were now closed to the evening breeze. Hardly a soul was around; it was dinner time onboard. As the vision became clearer and clearer, Veronica suddenly ‘zipped’ over to the ship, arriving on the pool deck just in time to see the man standing up from the ground where he had been dropped. As he tried to gain his legs, he stumbled repeated, then finally stood still, looked around and vaulted to the railing, vomiting profusely overboard.
 
   With a wicked laugh flickering across her lips, Veronica floated into the air and perched on top of the railing beside him to watch the disgusting spectacle. When he had finished, he wiped his lips on the back of his hand and looked up. Veronica was surprised that he didn’t startle or yell; he didn’t even step back from her. Instead, he looked at her sadly and spoke quietly.
 
   “Are you here to finish what she started?”
 
   “What?” Veronica asked, puzzled.
 
   “I’m unarmed. I can’t defend myself and before I allow you to turn a hunter of the Brotherhood of the Blade, I’ll throw myself off this ship.”
 
   “Melodramatic much?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Could you be anymore theatrical about the whole thing? After watching a giant bat drop you onto a moving ship and then being met with this malarkey about ‘brotherhoods’ and throwing yourself overboard, I’m about to start wondering if I’m in a damn Mexican soap opera.”
 
   He smiled at her for a little, then looked out to sea again.
 
   “I guess Sam didn’t send you to do her dirty work then. I don’t know why I even thought that, it’s definitely not her style. Leaving me out here with a warning never to return to L.A. was exactly it, though; exactly what I would have expected from her.”
 
   Veronica didn’t have a clue what he was talking about and she decided that she didn’t care either. He looked shaken, dehydrated, miserable.
 
   “Come on. You need a drink.”
 
   “What? I don’t know about you, but I’m not even supposed to be here. I’d rather not hit the bar and draw unnecessary attention to myself.”
 
   Veronica had had just about enough of his pitiful whining.
 
   “Listen, buddy. You seem to know a lot more than you’re letting on about vampires and it’s obvious from the fucking predicament you’re currently in, that you’ve pissed off a few of them. It’s also clear that you don’t think I can help and even if I could, you aren’t sure you want any from me. But as of now, I have a way off this floating Mardi Gras and you don’t; so you can either let me make things more comfortable for you or I can just leave you to it.”
 
   Veronica dropped one leg over toward the deck as if she would step down from the rail and join him, but then leaned back as if she would just as easily somersault backwards off the ship and disappear into the night.
 
   “Your choice, man,” she said.
 
   Rand held out a hand to her and helped her down from the railing. Their eyes locked for a moment and it seemed as if hours of conversation passed between them telepathically. The jolt was stunning. They stood regarding each other strangely until Veronica led him off the upper deck and down a flight of stairs, pushing him gently into a seat at a secluded bar.
 
   Veronica asked for water and then with a quick look at Rand told the bartender to make a Jack and Coke, a double.
 
   She turned to Rand and said mischievously, “You need it.”
 
   He smiled sheepishly at her, then extended his hand in greeting.
 
   “I’m Rand, by the way,” he said.
 
   “I’m Veronica.”
 
   They sipped their drinks in silence for a few moments before she caught him stealing glimpses at her from the corner of her eye.
 
   “What are you looking at, buddy?”
 
   “A nice vampire. I never meet any of those; well, possibly until a few weeks ago, and I didn’t even give her a chance before I shot her with a silver-tipped arrow. Now that I think about it, I don’t know how she survived, but I’m really glad she did. She’s a good pers… ummm, I mean, vampire.”
 
   “Was that the chick who dumped you here? What do you reckon was so nice about that?”
 
   “I tried to kill her. Instead of finishing me off when she could, she just took me out of the city and warned me against ever returning. I know I’d better listen to her, too. She’s not the type to waste second chances.”
 
   “So you hunt vampires, huh?”
 
   He nodded his head cautiously, keeping his eyes on her.
 
   “You seem pretty calm at that revelation.”
 
   Veronica laughed and waved her hand up and down indicating his appearance from head to toe.
 
   “Oh, dear God! Look at you! Perhaps this Sam isn’t as tough a vamp as you make it out to be if you actually managed to hammer her with a silver arrow. You’re not even close to my definition of tough.”
 
   Rand winced.
 
   “I’m not exactly on top form right now.”
 
   Veronica stopped laughing and looked over at her companion for a moment. She instantly regretted ribbing him. It was obvious that the events of the night had shattered his whole reality. Things that he had thought to be true about the world and about himself had all come crashing down. He was vulnerable, and she had been mean to him.
 
   “I’m sorry, Rand,” she said softly to him. “I wasn’t being mean on purpose. I have a strange sense of humor, always have.”
 
   “It's okay. I’m just…”
 
   “What you are is hungry and tired. Why don’t you go down to the main restaurant and grab a bite to eat. Order me a really, really rare steak, no sides and ask the chef to slice it as soon as he takes it off the flame. No salt and pepper, please. I’ll be right there.”
 
   “Wow, vamp gourmet dining 101!”
 
   She smiled at him.
 
   “Where are you going?” he asked.
 
   “Well, neither of us can sleep out on the deck. I’m going to see about some accommodations.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   With a few strange looks, forced smiles and the correct questions, Veronica had no problem finding the chief purser’s office and knocked on his door. Turns out the officer was a man and she smiled to herself, thinking how much easier the job would be just because of that fact.
 
   Please God let him be straight… and horny, if possible!
 
   He was working late preparing the sail day reports for the captain, the revenue department and security offices onboard. She was glad he was. It saved her breaking in and hacking into the system to find a cabin that she and Rand could occupy.
 
   “Come,” the man answered without even looking up from the computer screen. He held out his hand, signaling the guest’s chairs that were across from him at the desk.
 
   Veronica walked silently into the little office and sat down, looking around the space. It was pleasant. He had obviously occupied the office for a while now. It was filled with little personal touches that screamed of someone who sat there hour after hour and probably stayed to himself a lot while he was onboard. There were no family photos or ring on his left hand heralding the single nature of his personal life.
 
   There was a struggling orchid on the credenza beside her. A Blackjack. Veronica loved those; the dark purple, almost black color of the flowers appealed to her darker nature. The beautiful moth-shaped flowers were hanging on to the spikes for dear life. Probably due to a lack of water. Stealthily she nicked her forefinger on her fang and stuck it into the cluster of roots. By the time the cut had healed, the plant had straightened in the pot, its deep green leaves lightened to a bright color and all the wrinkles on them disappeared. Fresh roots sprouted at its base and the blossoms raised their heads and unfurled their petals to freshly exhibit their almost black pigment. She smiled and placed her hand back on her lap.
 
   When she looked back at the man at the desk, he still hadn’t looked up at her. Veronica cleared her throat.
 
   “Oh! I’m sorry. I can’t believe that I’d already forgotten you were there.”
 
   “That’s fine. I understand. I’m just so glad to find you still in your office,” she replied, leaning forward and looking the man deep in his eyes.
 
   He faltered for a moment, then nodded his head slowly in response.
 
   Well, that was fucking easy! she thought.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “I am Chief Purser Andrew Harrington.”
 
   “Lovely name. Okay, Andrew, I am in need of your help. Will you help me?”
 
   “With anything you need, Miss…?”
 
   “Miss Melbourne. Veronica Melbourne.”
 
   He nodded again and made an instinctive move to the keyboard of his computer. Veronica reached over and put a hand on top of his. He looked up at her and their eyes met again. This time Veronica held the stare even deeper.
 
   “My friend Rand and I need a cabin, Andrew. Apparently we were erased by mistake from the ship’s passenger records and our card key no longer works. There’s even another couple assigned to our room. We’re not pleased about it. It’s been a dream of ours to sail on your ship for such a long time and now it seems it’s been ruined.”
 
   “My apologies, Miss Melbourne. Please allow me to fix this for you immediately.”
 
   “Of course, Andrew. I knew you would take care of it. That’s why I came to see you.”
 
   The man smiled at the flattery. It obviously meant a lot to him to hear that a guest had such faith in his ability to be of assistance to them.
 
   It’s probably all he has to live for.
 
   “We need a cabin with a separate bedroom from the living area, one with very heavy curtains to block out all the daylight. You won’t find our names in the log, so you will have to enter them. I’m going to need new card keys and a ship credit to compensate us for the inconvenience we’ve both been caused.”
 
   Andrew Harrington was so deep under Veronica’s glamour that all he could do was nod and start typing furiously on his computer. Within a few minutes, he pulled out a desk drawer and produced two new cards which he simultaneously swiped through a card reader slot at the top of his keyboard. When he was finished, he put them in an envelope and handed them to her.
 
   “That’s Rand and Veronica Melbourne. Cabin number 4550. It’s on cabin deck 4 forward and has double balconies. The room has stainless steel storm shutters over the portholes and balcony doors, making it light proof should you desire it so.”
 
   “That will do, Andrew. Thank you.”
 
   “I hope I’ve made up for your earlier mishap. Do forgive us for the indiscretion. We try to treat all our guests with the dignity that they deserve.”
 
   “I know you do. Consider it all forgotten, just as you will forget everything about having seen me tonight.”
 
   Again he nodded in a daze as Veronica rose from the chair and walked around the desk. Sitting on the arm of his chair, she took his head between both her hands and kissed him sensuously on the mouth. Her tongue parted his stunned lips and played with his as she deepened the kiss. He responded, as she knew he would eventually, draping both arms around her back and pulling her into his lap. She felt him grow stiffly in the constraints of his uniform pants and he groaned lustily into her mouth at the pressure of it. He tasted good. Like whiskey and flavored tobacco. It reminded Veronica of her hookah smoking days.
 
   In an instant, she pulled away from his lips and sunk her fangs into his neck. The man groaned in ecstasy as Veronica fed voraciously from his flesh. After a few mouthfuls she reluctantly pulled away, cut her finger on her fang again and touched a drop of her preternatural blood to the fang wounds. They closed immediately. Then she bit her tongue and kissed Andrew Harrington lustily all over again, driven by the feast she had just had at his jugular vein. He swallowed the small tastes of her blood that coated his tongue and felt energized, emboldened, and confident. When she felt the change in him, she held his head firmly again in her hands and pulled away from him. Veronica put her forehead to his and gazed into his eyes.
 
   Who is it that you want, Andrew Harrington? she asked silently.
 
   Suddenly, fueled by the blood they had shared, a vision arose of a petite blond woman with a severe bob haircut. She wore a crisp uniform similar to Andrew’s and Veronica could tell she was a co-worker. She was European. Kind, sweet and shy. But he had never made his move, despite the woman’s piteously obvious advances.
 
   “She cares for you. Stop being stupid and make your move. Remember how you feel right now, including that hard on you’ve got; the next time you see her and just ask her out.”
 
   He nodded again. She smiled and rose from his lap to make her way out. When she reached the door, she looked back and spoke one last instruction to him.
 
   “Andrew, the plant needs your attention. It’s so beautiful. You either have great taste or someone who cares very deeply for you made a gift of it. Once a week, take it into the bathroom and run the lukewarm tap water over it for five minutes. It will thank you for that for years.”
 
   “Yes, Miss Melbourne.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Veronica found Rand right where he should have been; seated at a quiet corner table for two in the steakhouse restaurant on the lido deck of the ship. He was tapping his fingers nervously on the table, unsure what to do without any card key to identify him as a passenger. The waiter had taken his order, of course, but at the end of the meal they would be required to either present the card for charging or pay cash. Neither of which Rand was currently privy to.
 
   He waved at her and she sashayed over and took her seat across from him. She placed a white plastic card with his name printed on it on the table and slid it over to him.
 
   “You’re gonna have to help me find that room. I’ve never been onboard one of these things before.”
 
   Rand nodded and smiled.
 
    Maybe it is useful to have a vampire friend after all.
 
   But then just as he had the thought, Rand noticed a tiny spot of blood on Veronica’s collar and his smile quickly faded into a nervous frown.
 
   “Don’t be a square, Rand. He loved it just as much as I did. And for the record, he is still very much alive and blissfully unaware.”
 
   Before he could respond, a waiter approached with a sizzling tray of steak. As it turned out, Rand wasn’t much for high temperature meat either. He had ordered filet mignon, medium rare. Veronica sniffed her plate as the man placed it on the table in front of her. Her eyes actually rolled back in her head.
 
   “Amazing!” she said, mostly for the benefit of the waiter.
 
   “The lady is pleased?”
 
   “Immensely,” she replied, taking note of the strange expression he cast her way.
 
   The meat was rare, barely kissed by the fire, just as she had asked. Not a speck of seasoning had been used and it had been neatly cut on the bias and allowed to bleed out its delicious essence in a river of warm blood deliciously onto her plate. Veronica picked up her fork and speared the first piece. She placed it on her tongue and moved it around in her mouth, masticating it carefully, but with fervor. In a few minutes, her napkin went to her mouth and the dried out remains of the meat went expertly into its folds.
 
   “Hmmm,” Rand commented, “I was wondering how that was going to work.”
 
   Veronica looked up from her plate and smiled.
 
   “It's how most of us feed when we’re out in polite society, I hear,” she said. Me, I don’t give a shit about polite society, I just really miss steak. I’d give fifteen bj’s to be able to eat a teaspoonful of A1 sauce.”
 
   He made a horrified face at her and returned to churning some gravy into his mashed potatoes, deep in thought.
 
   “What’s on your mind, Rand?” she finally asked, as she put her full napkin on top of her empty plate. “Tell me why you’re mining those spuds as if you’re hoping that you might strike gold.”
 
   “I’m just thinking about what I will do after this ship gets to wherever it’s going.”
 
   “Hawaii, apparently.”
 
   “Oh, okay, Hawaii. I’m thinking of traveling to the south to take on a different type of supernatural. One that’s been killing young women all across the country and leaving investigators completely baffled. I don’t even think that they’ve figured out that it’s all the same creature yet.”
 
   Veronica’s interests were immediately piqued. She cocked her head to the side and looked at him.
 
   “Say what now?”
 
   “I have information from a governing body that there’s a half-demon on the loose. In ten months, he’s managed to murder more than fifty girls without anyone catching up to him. He moves around, working one area, then crossing the country to work the next. So far he’s been in the New York tri-state area, and then he hit Las Vegas, Phoenix and Reno before working his way down the California coast and disappearing into thin air.”
 
   “This guy is a real bad ass, huh?”
 
   Rand could tell that he had Veronica on the edge of her seat. It was her nature. She was always on the lookout for the next hunt, the next evildoer. Kind of like a murderous, modern-day, female Robin Hood of the supernatural world.
 
   “That’s an understatement. If I’m right, he’s abducted and killed fourteen hitchhiking girls along the Pacific Coast Highway in the last three months and I think that the Suffolk Parish police just discovered one of his dumping grounds. The bodies of several young women identified as having gone missing this year have started turning up in the Gilgo Beach area.”
 
   “It's obvious the authorities need help. They’re treading water and this bastard needs to die. Quickly. How do you kill a half-demon anyway?”
 
   Rand laughed.
 
   “Like you do most supes. Silver.”
 
   “I’m sensing a trend with you, buddy. Is that stuff your damn trademark?”
 
   “It’s sanctified and it’s effective. Call it my go-to for eradications of the preternatural kind.”
 
   “You’re a real peach, you know that?”
 
   Sarcasm had no effect on Rand and he continued to tell Veronica the story.
 
   “Since then, he’s crossed over to Georgia and he might be the one responsible for another cache of abduction-murders along the Georgia coast section of I-95. I’ve been contacted by a small, but efficient recovery and investigation company in Savannah called R3. Ricki, one of the girls who runs it told me that she was sure the same person committed all the Georgia killings and, from what she had managed to piece together from out of the Suffolk Parish Police Department, she thinks the same man did the murders up north as well. So, I’m going to start there. Hopefully there’s a direct flight from Honolulu to Atlanta.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this, Rand?”
 
   “Because you are Veronica Melbourne, the Huntress,” he stated, matter-of-factly. “I’m trying to get you interested enough in it to want to take the case!”
 
   “But why? Its seems like your bag. Why would you give it up so easily?”
 
   “It’s not an easy choice, trust me,” he replied, lowering his eyes to look sadly at his mashed potatoes again. “But I can’t go back to L.A. any time soon; Samantha Moon will kill me. Everything I need is there. I’d really rather take a little break in Hawaii and wait for instructions on where I’ll go after that.”
 
   Instructions from whom? Veronica thought.
 
   “You, on the other hand, can go find this bastard. Be careful, though; there’s nothing quite like a cambion.”
 
   “Why’s that? He’s just another supe, isn’t he?”
 
   “Not quite. At least that’s what Agrippina told me.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “You’ll know all about her soon enough. When the time is right.”
 
   Just as suddenly as it had all started, the conversation changed to music and art. Veronica eventually managed to steer it to drugs and blood. She told Rand that she and a few other researchers had recently discovered how incessant drug use as a mortal could easily follow a vampire into their fledglinghood with the use of naturally occurring stimulants. In their purest forms, the bodies of vampires tolerated and reacted to them.
 
   “So you do drugs?”
 
   “No. I just like to know everything that happens outside the glow of the corner streetlamp. I walk on the lesser known, poorly-tolerated side of society most of the time.” He raised his eyebrows at her. “When you hunt scum, you have to know them.”
 
   Rand nodded in appreciation. She looked into his bright amber eyes again and sighed.
 
   It’s been so long since I got laid! It couldn’t hurt to fuck this hunter once and blow this joint tomorrow night. After all that, Sam Moon told him never to return to LA. It would be a shame to waste all this hunkiness in front of me.
 
   She deepened her stare and a smile slowly crept across Rand’s lips.
 
   “Don’t glamour me, Veronica,” he said. ‘Tell me what you want. Whatever it is, I think you could get it from me.”
 
   Veronica smiled at the sentiment. He wanted her to know he had the hots for her. It wasn’t her first rodeo.
 
   “We’ve got a suite to check out. Let’s go!”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   When Veronica had first gotten the attention of the Watchers, she had been busy hunting a rabid were. It had been an unfortunate story, mostly because everything that happened could have been easily avoided. The young man had shifted unexpectedly one night and had taken to the woods. Confused and embarrassed, he had followed his instinct and had taken off on a wild run through the forest before stopping to rest and drink from a creek. While he rested, he began to shift back to his human form. He had caught the approaching animal’s scent too late to counter the inevitable attack and had suffered multiple severe bites and gouges from the beast before fending it off.
 
   When he went home, he hadn’t thought to seek medical help. He tended to his strange wounds himself. But by the next full moon, he knew something was wrong. The rabies mutated in his supernatural body and when he had shifted, he had found that he couldn’t shift back until after the entire passing of the moon. The next month, he was unable to shift back at all and had completely lost his mind. He was attacking hikers, wild animals and even other weres that he found in the forest.
 
   It was the night that Veronica took him down that the Witch Bridget and the Samurai Takamori had been watching, perched high in a tree. They had been out hunting as well; seeking out the bear and deer they loved to feed on when they had caught her scent and followed her. They had watched as she cornered the rabid supe and brought him down; swiftly and painlessly.
 
   “At least she is humane,” Takamori had commented quietly.
 
   “Yet she killed her own kind. It is deplorable.”
 
   “Not all of us deserve to live, Witch. As a Watcher, it may suit you to remember that always.”
 
   “If you say so, Samurai,” she had replied with disdain.
 
   Takamori had scoffed at her and then replied, “This one is the Huntress. She kills for good; not out of malice and hate. She kills to protect the innocent and to ensure the continued survival of our kind.”
 
   “How do you determine that?”
 
   “We still rely on our anonymity. We must remain cloaked in the shadows of darkness and the words within fairy tales if we are to continue to exist. She is doing what she can to ensure that no undue attention is brought to our existence. The were would have created unnecessary commotion.”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   For months after their encounter in the forest, the witch and the samurai followed Veronica. They gave regular reports of her whereabouts and her actions to Agrippina, who had become particularly interested in her. It was her thought that when she began to lose her older Watchers, as was soon bound to happen, she would need new vampires to take their place. Finding virtuous and talented candidates in advance would only make the transitional process for all involved a little bit easier.
 
   The two watched in silence as she seemed to dedicate herself to ridding the California coast of all rogue, evil, inhumane and generally non-compliant vampires and other supernaturals. But Veronica did not limit her hunting to those of the preternatural persuasion. Humans were also in her sights as long as their behavior was less than desirable. The irony they found in her mission was that when she took issue with humans of this particular nature, she ‘donated’ them to the local bleeders.
 
   “Waste not, want not!” Veronica had said after making another delivery. She always said that whenever she had the occasion to make a donation of that kind.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Rand smiled. His sexy, full lips seemed to play with it. They were sitting in the living room of the fabulous suite that Andrew, the purser, had placed them in.
 
   "I don't know what to think. She wants me to stay away, never show my face again in L.A. Hell, probably the west coast. I agreed to it immediately, of course, but that’s when I thought I’d get a moment to think about the implications over the next couple of nights."
 
   "Then she fucking dropped you off on a one way cruise to where-ever-the-hell! Don’t you give a shit about that? Don’t you care that you’ve essentially been exiled from your home?"
 
   "I haven’t had the time to start to care yet. I only want to get in your pants at the moment," he said sincerely. "Somehow, it's all that matters to me, all that I can think about right now."
 
   He picked up one of her hands and lightly kissed the palm, sending a bolt of lust up her arm. She gasped at the sensation.
 
   "You’re quite the romantic, aren’t you?"
 
   "Of course, I am. I'm very romantic."
 
   “I’m not much for the romance, Rand. If you haven’t figured me by now, I really just want to fuck.”
 
   “Well, Veronica,” he said smiling into her eyes, “I can’t help myself, but I’m enough of a gentleman to know when to quit it and oblige a lady.”
 
   “I’m no lady, either,” she retorted.
 
   He took one last sip of his whiskey and set the empty glass on the table. Carefully, he divested Veronica of her red-stained glass, placing it beside his. Rand’s hands went directly to her blouse, his lips to the cold flesh of her neck. A shiver ran down his spine and a groan escaped his throat. Unbuttoning her shirt, he kissed his way down each new area of skin that became exposed. His lips wandered back up her neck to her lips and she sighed openly when he nibbled on the lower one. A fang scraped his lip, and she tasted his blood on her tongue.
 
   With a groan, she moved forward to sit on top of him and threw her leg over his to straddle his lap. The bulge in his jeans was insistent, encouraging. She grasped his head between both her hands and kissed him even more ferociously. Rand was panting when she broke away to speak to him.
 
   “Strange,” she said huskily. “Usually you’re trying to stick it to my kind with a different kind of stake.”
 
   They were on the luxurious couch in the living room of the suite and as insanely comfortable as it was, Rand could not stop picturing the California king-sized bed he had spied while briefly looking through the cabin when they first entered the suite. He sighed at the thought of the soft mattress covered in billows of a cloudy down comforter, but mostly, he sighed at the thought of spreading Veronica Melbourne out on it and pinning her down with his hard, fully aroused body. He cupped her ass with both of his big hands, pulled her firmly to his body and stood from the couch. 
 
   He made his way directly for the bedroom door, forgetting everything about the low coffee table. As he began to fall, he dexterously turned so he went down on the table and Veronica came down on him, splintering the piece of furniture. For a moment they stared at each other; him with his back flat on the floor, and her still with both her legs wrapped around his waist. They both burst out laughing.
 
   "Why am I envisioning us as looking like a picture you’d be likely to find in the pages of the Kama Sutra?" she managed to get out between fits of giggles.
 
   That set him off.
 
   "I could show you a few more of those,” he said, bellowing with laughter.
 
   "I knew you'd sweet talk me into sex sooner or later anyway," she got out before the smiles dissolved and a sultry look returned to her eyes.
 
   Without releasing her stare, he picked her up and carried her into the bedroom, kicking the door closed behind him. Veronica's laughter faded as she caught sight of the decadent bed. Normally she slept face down on a cramped twin-sized bed, but the field of cotton and down that she was about to be spread out on was something from a magazine.
 
   "Hope you don't mind the muchness," she said, all of a sudden overcome with guilt. “I just told the purser to give me a really nice suite. I didn’t expect him to put us in a wing at Buckingham Palace.”
 
   His laughter boomed.
 
   "Take a good look, cause none of that matters. We'll be tearing it up in a matter of moments.”
 
    Releasing her legs, he lowered her to her feet and sat on the edge of the bed looking up at her. "I’ve never had sex with a vampire. Never wanted to, either. What is it about you, Veronica?”
 
   Curious and wary, she responded, "Perhaps we’re just the same person in different packages. You love yourself, don’t you?"
 
   "Yeah, I do.”
 
   She relaxed and grinned. "Then why wouldn’t you want to have sex with someone who reminds you of yourself?”
 
   He kicked off his boots, and pushed himself all the way up to the headboard propped up by the mountains of pillows piled behind his back. He sat, looking at her with an expectant, eager look on his face.
 
   Veronica didn’t need a cue card.
 
   She raised both her arms straight up in the air, pointing at the ceiling and looked at him. She smiled and began her little tease by performing slow Egyptian figure eights with her hips while lowering her hands to undo a button on her shirt. Swaying from side to side to music only she could hear, she could feel the cool air hit the uncovered skin. Leisurely, she unbuttoned the next one, then swayed again for him and undid the last one. Holding his gaze as long as she could, she turned and leaned backwards until her fingertips touched the ground and then she shimmied her shoulders and the shirt slid right off her arms.
 
   Rand hadn't moved; he just kept both eyes trained on her. Occasionally, his hand went to the front of his pants, seemingly making adjustments for his comfort. She grinned to herself and continued.
 
   Unzipping her leather pants in one deliberate movement, she turned in a slow circle; first baring her belly button, then her thong, and finally her long bare legs. Standing in only her bra and the thong, she stepped toward the bed and crawled up onto it, shedding the thong as she went. Kneeling beside him, she pulled his hand toward her, tucking it between her spread legs. Then she suggestively rotated on it, flinging her head back with pure sensuality. As she allowed the tips of Rand’s fingers to explore her moistened valley, she unhooked the bra. When he looked up at her, both hands held the bra in place as if she were too shy to display herself. Rand restlessly stretched his legs out, and she couldn't help but notice his enormous bulge.
 
   It was all he could stand. With a muffled shout, he rocketed off the bed, grabbed her and threw her down. To her delight, she became aware that he was damn near out of control. Reaching up, she ran her fingers through the warm silk of his short-cut hair. Deep in his throat, he made a purring noise as he pressed his hardness against her belly.
 
   Nearly delirious with need, she writhed against him. With one shaking hand, she followed the thin line of hair down his muscular belly until she found him and he pushed into her hand with a groan. Judging from the size of him, Veronica was never so glad to be a vampire. His fingers caressed her briefly before he inserted a finger inside her and found that special spot and she abruptly exploded. Everything went white as Rand moved up to kiss her, inserting himself with one hand. Oh, it almost hurt, but she was more than ready, and he slowly and gently filled her. He shivered and moaned at the same time. When he was finally all the way in, they remained locked together for a moment; she opened her eyes to find his dark ones boring intensely into hers.
 
   When he was as deeply inside her as possible, something passed between the two of them. And when it happened, she couldn't move from the shock. For a heartbeat, she could feel what Rand felt; to be deep within her, hard as a rock, surrounded by her strange coldness. How her hands rustled through his hair, her tongue twined around his. She knew that he had never felt anything like what he was feeling and it was driving him crazy with lust. She wondered if he was having the same telepathic experience she was, and her answer came immediately.
 
   “I feel you,” Rand breathed into her neck as he started to move inside her, “in my head.” He whimpered with every tiny move. “I hear your thoughts too, Veronica Melbourne.”
 
   It was an awesome, humbling event.
 
   Exploding with questions, she opened her mouth, but Rand covered her lips with his and began to move inside her with purpose. She was lit aflame. Her long legs wrapped around his waist and drew him in even further. He roared and plunged deeper, meeting her repeatedly in every thrust of her hips. Heat poured over them like the air from a sauna. Helplessly she clawed his shoulders with her nails, raked his neck with her fangs and fed tenderly but voraciously from her lover. Rand gripped her closer and she began to shriek at each thrust. There was a pounding on the wall, but neither of them heard it.
 
   He thrust up into her once, twice, and then exploded, groaning loudly and throbbing deep within her. Her own orgasm was continuous, and she was shaking through it. Finally, she collapsed on the bed, sweating blood. The force within her dissipated a bit, and she realized it was with him too, linking them solidly.
 
   "Is it a vampire thing, sex like that?" he finally had to ask, enjoying the soreness that came from being well loved.
 
   "It's never been like that with anyone else before.”
 
   "That was the weirdest, and at the same time the best, sex I've ever had!”
 
   She reached down and kissed those lips of his; for a split second, the telepathic link returned, and in that instant she knew the feeling of her own lips touching his, and her tongue darting out to lick his lower lip.
 
   "Oh, goddess," she said, delighted. "It just happened again."
 
   Rand held Veronica close to his chest and they said nothing more to each other, allowing the new silence of the room to engulf them and ease them into a deep sleep.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Set pulled his car into the gas station. The gauge was low, so it was time to fill up. At the same time, he could feel his insides vibrating. He was hungry. He hoped that someone, anyone, would make themselves vulnerable to him that night.
 
   When he got out of the car, he felt his wings bang up against the door. He so badly wanted to stretch them out, give them some much needed freedom. But he had to hunt quietly for now. Exposing himself would limit his options greatly.
 
   As he purchased thirty dollars’ worth of gas and roamed around the store, pretending to be interested in their wide variety of food items, Set was happy to spot a young girl drifting around the parking lot of the gas station. Her skin was pale but was just beginning to catch a light tan from the early summer sun and her long brown hair had been hastily tied back in a knot. She had a large backpack over her shoulders. Runaway hitchhiker. That was just the way he loved them.
 
   She kept moving from person to person, car to car that was pulled up in the parking lot. It was quite obvious that she was looking for someone to give her a ride. But everyone had told her no. Recent changes in Louisiana legislation meant more stringent charges for human trafficking; no one was willing to take the chance on a young girl trying to hitchhike her way out of town. This was good.
 
   College students who were traveling the country on vacation, hitchhikers and even tourists, were Set’s favorite types of meal. They were the ones that people already knew were gone. They wouldn’t be looked for until they had already fallen victim to him and he was long gone. That made them special, it also made them taste even better; it was the adrenaline probably.
 
   Set licked his lips and finished filling up the car. His eyes followed the girl as she walked into the nearby diner. As the door swung shut behind her, he put the nozzle back in its cradle and went to park his car. When he got out, he headed over to the diner. Inside, he saw the usual suspects; an old cop, two people who looked a lot like they were married, the waitress who was clearly not enjoying the attention she was getting from the cop, and his little runaway girl. Set made sure to take up a seat near the door; that would allow him to have a good vantage point of the entire diner, as well as keep an eye on anyone coming in or leaving.
 
   “Anything I can get you, hon?” The waitress asked him.
 
   Set looked up at her. She was young and pale. Very pretty. She’d make a good meal. The only problems were the fact that she worked here, and the cop. She simply wasn’t worth the trouble.
 
   “Just coffee,” he said.
 
   He hated the stuff, but he knew that’s what people drank when sitting at a diner alone.
 
   She scribbled that down on her notepad and then looked up and asked, “No food or nothing?”
 
   Set smiled at her.
 
   “Not hungry.”
 
   “Fair enough. I’ll be right back!”
 
   She scampered off and left Set to watch his prey. She was nursing her own cup of coffee and a slice of pie. She didn’t seem to be interested in talking to anyone seated near her at the counter, but Set imagined it wouldn’t be long until the cop turned his attention to her.
 
   Sure enough, almost right after the waitress delivered his cup of coffee, the cop slid over a few stools and started chatting up the young traveler. Set watched as she squirmed uncomfortably and smiled politely. This only made her seem more delicious. He only hoped that the police officer wouldn’t try and follow her out once she left the diner. He could take the cop easily, but Set didn’t need the extra mess.
 
   He watched them carefully, occasionally sipping the drink to make it look like he ordered it for a reason.
 
   “Never seen your type around here,” the waitress said as she refilled his cup. That act alone made him want to kill her. But he resisted and engaged in her conversation. At least this would help pass the time.
 
   “What type is that?” he asked.
 
   “Handsome,” she said, with a wink.
 
   Set forced a smile and quickly glanced over at the police officer. He was still trying to chat up the girl. She looked more and more disinterested the longer the conversation seemed to get.
 
   “What brings you through Louisiana?” the waitress asked.
 
   Set looked back up at her.
 
   “The food,” he said, with a toothy smile.
 
   She waved her one free hand in the air with excitement.
 
   “Oh boy, are you in for a treat!”
 
   “I certainly hope so,” Set said, letting his big smile drop from his face suddenly.
 
   The waitress stood stunned, looking at the strange expression that was on his face. Finally, she shook her head vigorously, turned on her heel and left and Set saw the girl packing up her things. The cop looked disappointed, but thankfully he didn’t follow her out. The waitress returned to the counter and the cop turned his attention back to her.
 
   Set waited patiently, watching intently. The girl had gone down the front steps to the diner and turned down the road. Since no one had agreed to give her a ride she had simply decided to continue walking down the road until maybe someone did decide to stop and give her a lift. He waited until he could no longer see her from the window, then he placed a few bills on the table and headed straight for his car. He started the engine and backed out onto the road. He hoped that no one had picked her up as yet. There hadn’t been many cars heading in her direction, but there was the possibility she was so desperate that she’d even take a ride from someone who was headed the other way.
 
   He drove down the road for nearly half a mile before she came into view. At the sound of his engine, she turned and stuck her thumb out. Set drove a few feet past her before pulling over. She came running up to the car and pulled the passenger door open.
 
   “Thank you so much!” she said, as she shoved her backpack into the back seat of his car then slid into the passenger’s front seat and closed the door.
 
   “Sure thing,” Set said, shining a smile. “Where are you headed?”
 
   “New Orleans,” she said, returning his smile.
 
   “Perfect.”
 
   It was more than half an hour later that the pair had pulled over and made a trek into the woods. Set had seduced her slowly, simply for his own enjoyment, otherwise things would get into a boring routine for him. His excessively good looks never failed him. Women took one look at him and they were immediately smitten. It was his nature; all of his kind were beautiful to humans. His smell was also intoxicating to them, both male and female, prone to cause extended periods of adoration and confusion. By the time they had pulled over, his hitchhiker was practically stripping her clothes off.
 
   Set carried her naked into the woods. Her breasts were small, but firm and he made good use of them as he ran his hands over her constantly to enhance the spell. She moaned and opened herself up to him. Set ran his tongue over her neck, feeling her pulse beating beneath her skin.
 
   “Please… take me,” she whispered, breathing heavily.
 
   Set decided it was time to oblige. He’d played with his food long enough. His jaw unhinged and his teeth extended into rows and rows of long, sharp fangs. With blurring speed, he dug them into her flesh. She screamed, not in pain, but pleasure. She wanted it, more than she could have ever imagined. Her body shivered in orgasm as blood poured from her neck.
 
   Set sucked hungrily at the flow of blood, his venom prevented even the slightest bit of clotting to occur. The taste of her was hot and electrifying. He lapped up all of it, savoring each drop. When the girl lay on the ground, hiccupping for air, the cambion sat back on his heels. Set used her jacket to wipe his mouth.
 
   There wasn’t much left of her but he still needed to dispose of the body. Thankfully, when he took a good look around, he found himself in an area rife with nature and many well-made places for just such an occasion. He grabbed her by the wrist and dragged her through the underbrush until he reached the telltale edges of a swamp. He hoped that there would be alligators there that would take the remains for him. But even if that wasn’t the case, she would sink and get swallowed up by the water.
 
   He didn’t even watch her disappear. Set just tossed her in and left. As he walked away, he heard the welcome sound of the reptiles splashing into the water to go after their easy meal.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Veronica let out a gasp. She felt Rand throbbing inside her as she sat on top of him moving steadily in her lust. His hands gripped her hips and pushed her further down on him and she could practically hear the blood rushing through his veins.
 
   He turned his head to the side to reveal his white neck.
 
   “Feed,” he said. “You’re hungry. I can see it.”
 
   She sank her fangs tenderly. Rand groaned. Veronica hissed. Their passion was heated, making Rand’s body wash with sweat.
 
   Finally, Veronica screamed. She felt the pleasure rushing in at that point. It coursed through her, making her body tingle. Rand grabbed a hold of her again and moved even quicker until they both exploded into each other.
 
   Her body was shaking as she fell to the bed beside him. He was staring at the cabin ceiling in disbelief as he took slow, deep breaths.
 
   “Holy shit!” he said.
 
   Veronica laughed and began putting her clothes on. The moon was coming up now, illuminating the sky and shimmering mercilessly off the surface of the water that surrounded the enormous vessel they sailed on.
 
   “You sure you can’t stay?” Rand said, sitting up.
 
   Veronica giggled as she sat on the edge of the bed, pulling on her tight leather pants.
 
   “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   Rand shrugged.
 
   “Yeah, I guess you’ve got work to do…”
 
   Veronica pointed at him.
 
   “Bingo!” she replied as she slid her shirt over her head and turned to give him one last kiss. “I’ll catch you later.”
 
   Rand barely managed to wave goodbye before Veronica stepped through the bedroom door to make her way back to the top deck of the ship. They had timed it perfectly. Once again, most of the crew and passengers had gone in for dinner and the public decks were all but deserted. Moving faster than the human eye could even see, she teleported back to the edges of the cliffs on Catalina and then speed ran the rest of the way to her little hovel under the mission at San Juan Capistrano. To her relief, she found that her things were undisturbed.
 
   Maybe it was that fucker Rand who had been following her all along. Damn vampire hunter.
 
   She smiled at the thought. Somehow, she couldn’t bring herself to mind that he might find her lair again.
 
   Oh, the things I could still do to that fabulous body of his! Easy now! Settle down, girl. You have work to do.
 
   She packed her gear and supplies into her handy satchel and placed it on the bed. She looked at the little safe in the corner with dread. She still didn’t know where it had come from and what the hell it was for but somehow she knew that she would need it on the adventure she had ahead of her. Her gut was never wrong, so she had no reason to stop trusting it now. Veronica bent and thumbed through the combination, reached inside and pulled out the box with the golden gun in it. Carefully, she placed it into a spare holster and strapped it to her thigh. She closed the safe and locked it, double-checked everything, then grabbed her bag and set off. She could always find whatever she might be in need of while she was on the road; all she had to do was let Mr. Tan know that she was out of town. He would ensure that wherever she ended up, Veronica would have access to the closest, the safest and the best of resting places, food and equipment if and when she needed them.
 
   Now she only hoped she would find some answers where she was going.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Set had decided that after his meal he needed to sleep. He was experiencing something of a food coma. As much as he hated to admit it, it happened sometimes when the feeding was particularly satisfying, and his hitchhiker had certainly been satisfying. He took a room at a nearby hotel in Alexandria and slept for hours on end. When he awoke, the sun was down. The moon had taken over the watch, and was casting its creamy glow down on the earth.
 
   He sat up and stretched limbs and wings. It was so nice to stretch out his wings. Set held the stretch for a moment longer, feeling the freedom and relief that came when he was in his natural form. He relaxed again and then heard the sound of his stomach growling. It was empty already.
 
   He would have cursed if he didn’t enjoy the hunting in those southern states so much. The women there tasted different. He couldn’t put a finger on the reason why. Disappointed, he wasn’t sure what to do for food.
 
   Set dug through the backpack that the girl had placed in his backseat to see if there was anything useful in it. He found a laptop that Set decided he could use to fill his current growing and pressing need. The computer wasn’t password protected, which he found rather stupid. But then again, its owner had gotten into a car with a perfect stranger. 
 
   He used it to order a local call girl over the Internet. They weren’t hard to find and he used the hitchhiker’s credit card to pay for it.
 
   The rest of the night’s events went as smoothly as he could possibly have anticipated. The prostitute showed up, did the usual recital of her rules, then got right down to it. Seconds later, Set had his tongue all over her neck, sucking the essence from her like meat from a bone. When he finished with her he took all the sheets off the bed, wrapped her up inside, then and carried her into the Dumpster out back. He tossed in the backpack and its contents beside her. Set planned to be long gone and into Opelousas by the time anyone found her.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Veronica sat up and looked at the clock. Night had finally fallen, which meant it was time for her investigation in Suffolk to begin. She already had an appointment to see a detective by the name of Francis Meerschaum, one of the few detectives who had been working on the case from the very beginning. No matter what she did, Veronica couldn’t get the pictures of the crime scene out of her head and if she had read the news article even one more time, she would have been able to recite it.
 
    
 
   New York Cops Fear Serial Killer May Be On the Loose
 
   The decomposing remains of four females, at least two of them girls under eighteen years of age, have been discovered along a New York beach. Police are combing the area for more bodies in what they fear may be the victims of a serial killer's murderous spree.
 
   "Four bodies found in the same location pretty much speaks for itself. It's more than a coincidence. We could have a serial killer on our hands," Suffolk Parish Police Commissioner Richard Norman told ABC News today.
 
   Norman said investigators have talked to an alleged pimp who he said was a person of interest in the disappearance of a prostitute in that area earlier this year. It's not yet clear whether that woman's body was among the skeletal remains found in recent days.
 
   The bodies appear to have been thrown from a vehicle into a remote and windswept area of thick brush near a Long Island beach, Norman said.
 
   "They weren't buried, and were in different stages of decomposition. Obviously some were there for some time," he said.
 
   At least some of the bodies were wrapped in burlap sacks. The bodies were spaced approximately 500 yards from each other, and all appeared to be young females, Norman said. The other two remains were too badly decomposed to determine their age outside the parish coroner’s office.
 
   He said it could take weeks or months to positively identify the victims.
 
   The first body was discovered Saturday when Suffolk Parish police announced they had discovered human remains on Gilgo Beach. The body was found during a training exercise. The officers chose that spot to search because a woman was reported missing near there last May.
 
   "Periodically a detective in the missing person's unit would return to the area where the woman was last seen to search, as part of a training exercise," Norman said.
 
   "The first body was found 3.5 miles from where the woman was last seen," Norman added.
 
   According to police, that missing person was Jersey City resident Shannon Gilbert, a 24-year-old woman alleged to have been a prostitute.
 
   Gilbert was last reported alive on May 1, and she had allegedly arranged through Craigslist to meet a client about a mile from Gilgo Beach, Norman said.
 
   The chief said Gilbert was accompanied by a pimp on her trip, a man who was a person of interest in her missing person's case. He did not identify the alleged pimp.
 
   "She was a prostitute working off Craigslist and accompanied by a pimp. We located the pimp originally, spoke to him and got some information from him. It's still all part of this investigation," Norman said.
 
    
 
   Possible New York Serial Killer
 
   Police discovered three more bodies Monday, and today, are expanding the area to be searched in case there are additional bodies dumped along the beach.
 
   Although officials said it may take weeks to identify the bodies, investigators said it is likely that Gilbert's remains are among those discovered.
 
   "Common sense tells us it's not a coincidence," Suffolk Parish Det. Lt. Gerard Pelkofsky told WABC.
 
   During a news conference today, police said it appeared as though the bodies may have been dumped at different times spread over the last year and a half to two years.
 
   ABCnews.com
 
   Suddenly, Veronica’s phone started ringing. She stirred and looked over at it. It was an unknown number. Cautiously, she flipped it open and answered.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Is this Veronica?” the voice asked. She sounded gruff, but somehow pleasant, almost matronly, at the same time.
 
   “Who wants to know?” Veronica asked.
 
   “It’s Agrippina,” she said. “You probably knew that I would be contacting you sooner or later.”
 
   The name clicked and Veronica remembered something Rand had mentioned while they were together on the cruise ship.
 
   “Yes, of course. Rand mentioned a little about you.”
 
   “I’m calling about your gun,” Agrippina said.
 
   Veronica got out of bed, completely naked, as she always slept, and strode over to the holster that was lying casually on top of her moto jacket. The supple leather still cradled the beautiful golden gun inside it. Veronica had remained somewhat tentative to touch it until now. She picked the holster up by the end and slid the gun out onto the desk.
 
   “What is this thing, anyway?” Veronica asked, looking at it with an air of near disgust. 
 
   “It’s something you’ll need greatly on this particular hunt, Veronica,” Agrippina began. “Gold is a demon’s weakness; much as we vampires cannot withstand the sanctity of silver, so do those beasts succumb to the purity of gold. Even their hide is impervious to anything besides it.”
 
   Veronica sighed and poked at the gun. Something about it made her deeply uncomfortable. A weapon that she didn’t understand was a completely foreign concept to her. It put her out of her comfort zone. As if responding to her thoughts, she began to feel a little more comfortable. Maybe her apprehension was retreating now that it had been spotted?
 
   “Is that all you have to say to me? What about the cryptic message that accompanied the weapon? What club am I being welcomed into? Can I opt out if I so wish?”
 
   “That’s all you need to know,” Agrippina said. “But regarding the message, that was just the Romanovs’ attempt at a joke, I’d guess. There is no club per se.
 
   “We are the Watchers, Veronica, and we have taken notice of you. Your skill, your passion, your ethics. It is my personal hope that one day we will all come to know each other better. Perhaps you will like what you learn about us, perhaps one day you will desire to be one of us.”
 
   “I don’t do well in group activities,” she retorted.
 
   The snide comment made Agrippina laugh buoyantly.
 
   “Rand thought the same as well before he went to the Brotherhood. After almost two thousand years, I have come to the conclusion that every being thinks themselves unique; even in their oddity they believe that there are no others that are quite as distinctive as they are.” She laughed again and continued. “After two thousand years, Veronica Melbourne, I have found that there can be almost nothing further from the truth. Individuality does not exist as you think it does, my dear. In reality, the concept of individuality transcends your understanding of the term completely.”
 
   The sheer confidence with which the elder vampire spoke rendered Veronica speechless. There weren’t many things or beings that could do that. She was wise, ancient, and colossal in her philosophies on life. She wanted to know this creature better and could feel herself being drawn into the orbit of what could only be the immenseness that was Julia Augusta Agrippina.
 
   “I assume you didn’t get any ammunition within your package? You’ve never had a weapon like this one before.”
 
   Veronica looked at the holster again, just to be sure, and shook her head.
 
   “No, nothing. I don’t believe there’s anything in the gun either.”
 
   Agrippina laughed.
 
   “They never seem to remember to send ammo. It’s really just because they always want to meet the hunter they make the weapon for.”
 
   Agrippina coughed and Veronica heard her clear her throat repeatedly.
 
   “Sorry about that.”
 
   “That’s fine,” Veronica said, feeling very confused. “So where do I buy the ammo?”
 
   “When you get to Louisiana, it will be as good a place as any to do so. The New Yorkers, as you have probably already noticed, are less than particularly hospitable to visiting creatures. It’s no wonder that Set did so phenomenally well there. We couldn’t root him from the Tri State area for almost a year just because no one keeps as good tabs on beings in the area as they should.” She paused to clear her throat again. “In New Orleans, there’s a place known as Lilith’s Pathway that the supernaturals operate. The beings there can provide you with what you will need for the gun as well as anything else you could possibly want.” Agrippina said.
 
   “What does that even mean? Lilith’s Pathway? And who is Set anyway?” Veronica asked, confused by her words.
 
   “Don’t worry about it. You’ll know it when you see it. Just know that the people down there are a little on the strange side and the children of Lilith are no exception. If the name itself perplexes you, child, I’d suggest you brush up on the history of your kind. As for Set, he is the being that you hunt for, Veronica Melbourne. A cambion. An ancient creature. The half-human and half-demon spawn of an incubus,” she said.
 
   “Ha! He doesn’t sound as dangerous as Rand purported. I knew that hunter was a pussy.”
 
   “Oh, my dear, underestimating Set would be a grave mistake. He is old and cunning. You shouldn’t trifle with that one.”
 
   Veronica rolled her eyes. Everything she had been dealing with recently had come with some sort of a warning tag. 
 
   “Thanks,” she said dryly. “I’ll keep that in mind, but beauty trumps age every time in my book and I’m one hell of a looker!”
 
    Agrippina laughed heartily.
 
   “You’re a funny one, Veronica. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t immensely looking forward to meeting you.”
 
   Veronica looked at her watch.
 
   “Thank you for the compliment, Agrippina, but it’s getting late and I’ve got a job to do. A hard one, too, by the sound of what you’re saying.”
 
   “Of course,” Agrippina said. “I’ll let you go. Good luck.”
 
   Then the line went dead.
 
   Veronica closed her phone and stared at the gun. She shivered. It felt like it was staring back at her. She was hesitant to touch it, but she put it back inside the envelope anyway. The feeling seemed to disappear when it was in there. Veronica gathered up her things and headed out into the city.
 
   A few hours later, she walked out of the police station angrier than she had been in days. Detective Meerschaum had been a complete chauvinistic ass who contradicted her on every point she had made and patronized her questions with scattered and hollow answers.
 
   Suffolk Parish had been a complete bust and all it had done was cost her two days and almost a thousand dollars in feedings and lodging. Apparently, the vampires in the tri-state area felt that they could charge Fifth Avenue penthouse prices for the wrist vein of a ratty looking ex drug addict and a stone slab under a drafty mausoleum in a cemetery.
 
   This stinks. Next stop, Savannah.
 
   The night life in Savannah was something Veronica had read a lot about. Enough to know how seasonal it was and that she was too late for St. Paddy’s Day and too early for the summer tourists who flocked to the coast, particularly Tybee Island and its environs. But thanks to Fort Wentworth, there were always tons of soldiers around. There was an active underground kink scene in the city, but it wasn’t anything she considered special. Veronica was dressed in high heels, a corseted top, her reliable leather pants and a matching short leather moto jacket. Her top was cut low enough and laced tight enough that it could garner her any amount of attention; if she wanted it.
 
   She met up with Ricki, Roberta and Riley Vaughan from R3. Rand had said that while tracking down a bail jumper a few months back, Roberta had come across some startling information regarding some strange murders that were happening along the Georgia stretch of Interstate 95. She had done some investigation, which is what the three sisters’ little company was best known for, and had made the link to the Suffolk killings as well as another set in the southwest. She hoped that a few drinks would loosen them up a bit and that she could use whatever additional information the three might have to find out where he was. Frankly, though, she’d take any information she could get her hands on.
 
   They made their way to a local bar that one of the girls recommended. After their first round, Veronica decided to start a general conversation. She had approached them under the guise of a private investigator who wanted their story to help locate a missing person. The girls were so confident in her referral from Rand that they didn’t even question it.
 
   “So what exactly did you find out?” Veronica asked.
 
   “Oh, it was crazy, based on what Roberta told us she found out,” the first girl, Ricki, explained. “Everyone was getting really worried about the killings. Too frequent. Too gruesome. But Bertie can tell you more about what she’s discovered so far.”
 
   Veronica opened up a notepad and pretended to be taking notes, while Ricki returned her attention to her drink and the hunky bartender who was serving them. Her abbreviation of the events was a cue to her sister to jump in and tell Veronica what she really wanted to know so she could concentrate on making sure that the drinks kept on flowing. It was Saturday night and she had no intentions of spending it doing a whole lot of work while she sat in her favorite bar. Veronica turned her attention to Roberta, hoping that at some point she’d learn something useful.
 
   But the longer the night grew, the faster Veronica was beginning to realize that the ladies of R3 Recovery, though insightful, did not have a lot more to offer in the way of connecting the regional serial killings than the Suffolk police department had. They just happened to stumble on the reports during one of their jobs and had pondered it a little longer than the average citizen. So by the end of the conversation, the only thing that was certain was that the killer had moved on. All signs of the terror had stopped and the townships along route that ran the coast had more or less forgotten about what happened.
 
   The early summer breeze in the coastal city was brisk but, of course, Veronica was impervious; one of the benefits of being a vampire. After saying her goodbyes to the ladies, she strode toward her motel, deciding that the fresh night air and a walk alone along River Street would calm her mood.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Set was hungry. That much he was aware of. As he scanned the street corner from the cover of a dark alley, he pulled his long overcoat around him. It had served him well, particularly with hiding his wings when he wanted to walk in the daylight. It wasn’t too thick to look strange in the days of an early Louisiana summer, but was thick enough to conceal his strange features from curious eyes.
 
   Today was just the occasion where that would be of extreme importance. It was the Lafayette parish fair and all around him all he could see was a sea of countless, unsuspecting and incredibly delicious looking potential victims. He had to calm himself down just so he didn’t expose himself in broad daylight. He was hungry, but after such a long time on earth, he wasn’t stupid either.
 
   As he walked, he did his best to tune out the noise and colors. There was a lot to take in, but it was all useless information to Set. He found himself thinking what a wonderful country America was and that he was extremely pleased that he had decided to finally come here. The hunting had been unproblematic from the get-go, but he was prone to moments of overconfidence, overenthusiasm and overindulgence. All of which were reasons for him having to leave the places he had been more familiar with in the east and travel west in search of sport and nourishment.
 
   So far, the trip had been a splendid success. He had found the country was so vast that he figured he could make at least three more circuits of it before he moved further south, probably to Mexico. But for now, he just wanted some food.
 
   He kept walking through the fairgrounds, looking for the perfect target. It took him a while, but eventually he saw the two young boys playing around with each other. They were among the white plastic tables and chairs that had been set out in front of a food truck. Their mother was in the line at a concession stand. All three were dead look-alikes, practically copies of one another; their family resemblance undeniable. Set licked his lips as he continued to watch the two boys casually.
 
   Two for the effort of one, he thought. Easy pickings. Those always tasted better, their blood was more rested. Less stressed. It certainly wasn’t the first time that he had eaten children either. Delicious little morsels. His first real meal had been a child, a playmate of his at his father’s palace. He had devoured the boy almost entirely in his frenzy and had made a tremendous mess. It had been the reason for his expulsion from the palace. The women could not protect him from the wrath of his father’s general and Rameses refused to see the boy. Having succumbed piteously to Set’s charms before, his magicians had warned him of the malevolent evil that they now knew dwelt within the child. They had cast him out into the desert to wander and eventually die of exposure, but he had found shelter and then he had been found by the priests of Agiel. They had taken him in and taught him all they knew; but most importantly, they had fed him.
 
   He waited until the mother – who was busy haggling with the food truck order taker about what she could or couldn’t get on the side – was fully engaged in ordering the food. She was completely and blissfully unaware of everything to do with her children, except their lunch orders. She seemed to think they were old enough to be left to fend for themselves while she took care of that chore. It probably never occurred to her that there could possibly be any predators stalking a busy fairground. How quaint.
 
   It was then that he decided to go over to the children. They were very young and didn’t seem to mind his presence. In fact, they were fascinated by his long jacket.
 
   “Why is it so long?” they asked. The cambion simply smiled at them; their innocence was heating his blood as he thought of the deliciousness of his upcoming meal. All he had to do was look at them once, straight in the eyes, and they were entranced.
 
   “So pretty,” the boys said in unison.
 
   “Why not come exploring with me?” Set asked.
 
   His voice was smooth and irresistible. The two kids didn’t know how to say no, and the truth be told, neither of them would have dreamt of doing so.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was a day later that Veronica heard about the vicious killing of two small children on the news. They’d had all the blood drained from their bodies and then had been disemboweled and left in a wooded area just a quarter of a mile from where the Louisiana state fair was being held. It was clear that they had been lured away from their guardians while at the event and then simply abducted and murdered.
 
   That was him. She knew it. That was exactly how the cambion preferred to kill. Their kind was a deceptive set. The typical cambion was cunning and evil, with a beautiful, alluring appearance and a powerful ability to control other people. They generally appeared fully-human, except that they had no pulse or breath. They appear completely human until about the age of seven, after which they begin to show their demonic origins and tendencies more overtly. Those that presented with demonic wings that could not be fully retracted hid them easily enough beneath clothing.
 
   Veronica wasn’t surprised at the creature’s choice to victimize mostly young women. Their species are often times referred to as sexual vampires; enticing their victims into sexual activity for the more evil purpose of feeding on them. But the murder of the young twin boys was horrendous to her. Was the beast becoming more desperate or was he perhaps suffering from some sort of psychosis?
 
   If he’s headed for the looney bin, I’d better catch up with him fast. With his talents and his strength, he could do a whole lot of damage in a very short amount of time, she thought.
 
   She immediately packed her things up, checked the location and put it in her GPS. She was headed to Lafayette.
 
   Not long after the destination was programmed in, something – she wasn’t sure what – drew her to the city of New Orleans. With a nagging sense that she was following blind intuition, she reset her coordinates for New Orleans.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   New Orleans was something special, Veronica thought. The air was intoxicating. It smelled of the brackish water from the other side of the levees and a wonderful myriad of exotic and delicious foods. Music from the street corners and the plethora of bars filled her ears and the colors were vibrant with that ‘Big Easy’ je ne sais quoi.
 
   When Veronica arrived, she was kind of turned around by things. It was silly, she knew, but it reminded her of an old song from the twenties she had heard a few years before. One of the song’s lyrics came back to her and made her smile widely. 
 
    
 
   Way down yonder in New Orleans
 
   In the land of dreamy scenes
 
   There's a garden of Eden
 
   That's what I mean,
 
    
 
   There is heaven right here on earth
 
   With those beautiful queens,
 
   Way down yonder in New Orleans.
 
    
 
   They've got angels right here on earth
 
   Wearing little blue jeans,
 
   Way down yonder in New Orleans.
 
    
 
   The first thing she had to do was find the place that Agrippina had directed her to: Lilith’s Pathway. She urgently needed to get some supplies. The ammo for the damned gun had crept to the back of her mind as she realized that the children of Lilith may be able to tell her more about the gun than she had learned from Agrippina. It was important to her to understand her weapons; their capabilities, their weaknesses.
 
   In addition, Agrippina had been right in assuming that she didn’t know the importance of the reference to Lilith. There wasn’t much that she knew of the history of the beings of her nature. Mr. Tan had once suggested that she read a series of supposedly fictional novels called the Vampire Chronicles, written coincidentally by a native of New Orleans and mostly set there as well, but she had never done so, despite downloading them all to her Kindle device. All Veronica knew for certain so far was that New Orleans was illuminated with supernatural powers. Everywhere she turned, she identified another being walking among the humans as if there was no difference between the two. Perhaps here there were no such distinctions made. It could be that they knew how to integrate better than the preternatural beings of other cities. Savannah had been like that; the old city lent a kind of shade to protect the undead. New Orleans was turning out to be the same, only more so.
 
   In fact, on the Rue St. Ann, Veronica had spotted a well-dressed vampire man having a discussion in a café with a dark-haired witch. She was dressed in summery gypsy-like clothing; a billowy, white eyelet-cotton blouse and a red scarf tied around the waist of her full cotton skirt. Her hair flowed long and free down her back, with only the forelocks held back from falling into her face by a leather barrette. She drank rum while he had nothing in front of him at the table. She spoke heatedly to him while he was the picture of calmness. Her gold hoop earring bounced about with every passionate swing of her head and graceful gesticulation of her hands. There certainly was nothing like this city in any part of the world she had been to.
 
   It took a bit of asking and more than enough ingenuity on her part to figure out all the right answers and finally find what she was looking for, but she understood the directions eventually. When she arrived, she discovered that it was a local shop known as the Underground Railway, run by an African-American woman native to the city. Veronica sighed, feeling a little bit stupid at being baffled by the clues to a place that she could have looked for on her phone. She just hoped that she was actually at the right location.
 
   “Ah, you’re right on time,” said a woman dressed in colorful robes and a beaded headdress. “Is Veronica, no?” she asked in a thick Creole accent.
 
   “Excuse me?” Veronica said, feeling for the gun at her breast. She didn’t like the notion that she was expected; it was usually a precursor to an ambush.
 
   “Calm down, you silly girl,” the woman said, noticing her tense stance. She strode over to Veronica and placed an index finger under her chin. She didn’t wince from the touch of the icy cold flesh. Calmly, she moved Veronica’s head from side to side and then nodded, clearly satisfied. “I just needed to make sure. Come with me.”
 
   The woman turned and walked further into the shop and Veronica followed her over to the main sales counter. The entire shop was covered in little kitschy figures that tourists usually buy for their friends when they travel. She didn’t understand the kind of place she just walked into.
 
   “My name is Madame Méredithe Moliniere,” she said, laying her hands flat on the counter.
 
   Veronica cocked her head to one side.
 
   You’ve got to be shitting me. One minute I’m talking to two thousand year old vampires on the phone and the next I’m standing in a shop with one of the world’s most famous witches. How the hell do I get out of this nightmare? I’ve got to be dreaming this shit up!
 
   Madame Méredithe Moliniere was what was referred to in bayous and boondocks of South Louisiana as a Cajun princess. The sum total of her skill and ability and the help that she gave to the people in her community all stemmed from the lessons, recipes and spells passed down through the generations for two hundred and fifty years. Like all royal families throughout history, the Moliniere women all married men from other powerful households, but they never changed their surname; they remained the House of Moliniere. Wherever it was that you hailed from, and whether you were human or supernatural, if you were in the know, then you understood that what that meant was that the woman was a witch. But not just any witch, being a Moliniere meant that she was considered to be one of the most powerful witches in the world. Now, the woman had Veronica’s full attention.
 
   “You seem to have been expecting me?” Veronica asked, with a raised eyebrow. “In my profession, that is never a good thing. In fact, most of the time it’s the worst thing that can happen.”
 
   Méredithe Moliniere nodded.
 
   “I know you, Veronica Melbourne. The Huntress. We have heard many things about your ‘work’ out there in California. From the shift in your aura, I see that you too have recognized who you speak to. Do not be afraid. I am presently on very good terms with the Watchers. The Witch of Massachusetts set things right between us many decades ago.”
 
   Many decades? This woman couldn’t be a day over thirty five. What the hell was she talking about?
 
   Méredithe laughed openly.
 
   “I am much older than you could imagine, my silly friend. But that is truly of no consequence to us at this moment in time. Perhaps if we become friends, we will get the privilege of knowing each other a whole lot better than we currently do.”
 
   Oh, fuck me! Did she just read my mind?
 
   I can do much more than that, Veronica Melbourne. Please, pay attention, you silly child!
 
   Veronica started and took a few steps back at the sound of Méredithe’s voice in her head.
 
   “Well, now that you know what I am and who I am, the theoretical sniffing each other out is over and it’s time for me to close up shop.”
 
   Veronica held back the urge to roll her eyes.
 
   “I need the ammo. You know. For the gun, the golden gun. So I can kill this cambion thing.”
 
   “Internet and cable TV have made you young ones so impatient, so undisciplined. Talent is wasted without the discipline to properly apply it. I will give you the same advice that I give to all my protégés, Veronica. And I want you to count yourself as very lucky to have it. I tell them that they must cultivate discipline within themselves. It is the one thing that separates us from ‘rogue crafters’.”
 
   Are you shitting me? A damn lecture! Is this what I came all the way to New Orleans for? Although, if you think about it, she may just have a stinking point. Damnit!
 
   Veronica nodded at the woman’s advice.
 
   “I’ll just grab a few things that you will be needing and then we need to head over to my house on Dauphine Street. The rest of your supplies are there.”
 
   ‘Will you tell me more about this weapon, Madame Moliniere?”
 
   The witch nodded at her again and replied, “That and more.”
 
   She produced a bag from behind the shop counter and handed it to Veronica. It felt extremely light.
 
   “Is this it?” Veronica asked, astounded.
 
   Méredithe laughed.
 
   “Discipline, child. Come, let’s go. Help me close the shop. Pull down those blinds for me.”
 
   Veronica put the handles of the bag over her right shoulder and closed the shop blinds just as the witch had asked her to. Meanwhile, Méredithe turned the open/closed sign over on the door and locked it securely.
 
   “I wouldn’t have thought a witch like you would worry about intruders,” Veronica quipped.
 
   “It's not intruders of the human kind I’m worried about; you must have noticed how many of the preternatural roam these streets, Veronica. There are many secrets and dangerous things within these walls and many out there who have the power to enter and take them, despite my protective hexes and such.”
 
   “This sounds like a bunch of witchcraft hocus pocus to me. I don’t believe in witchcraft.”
 
   “I would advise that you change your opinion on that soon, for it is all around you.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “Contemporary witchcraft is largely a subset of greater modern paganism. Its practice involves varying degrees of magic, shamanism, folk medicine, spiritual healing, calling on elementals and spirits, veneration of ancient deities and archetypes, and attunement with the forces of nature. You believe in nature, don’t you?”
 
   “Of course. That’s a silly question.”
 
   “Then if you believe in one, you must believe in the other.”
 
   Méredithe paused for a moment and picked up a small dried twig from the ground at the bottom of the steps that led up to her shop. She brought the palm of her right hand, which held the tiny stick to her lips and blew on it gently. Right before Veronica’s eyes, a tiny ball of fire began to swirl.
 
   “What did I use to invoke the flame, vampire?” she asked candidly.
 
   “I don’t know,” Veronica snapped. “It looked like you blew on it.”
 
   “To produce the element of fire, I invoked the element of wood and earth in the twig and of the air through my breath. Witchcraft is real, Veronica. I should know, I’ve been practicing my craft for over three-quarters of a century, and the women of my family have done the same for centuries before that.”
 
   They walked in silence across the four blocks of buildings to Dauphine Street, where Méredithe stopped in front of a white, two-story house with black, wrought-iron banisters and pretty white fretwork. The double front doors were thrown open to the steps which reached up right from the street. It was clear that she did not fear for her home as she did for her shop.
 
   When she crossed the threshold she paused preventing Veronica from stepping past her, and took a deep breath. She repeated this two more times, then turned and said, 
 
   “Come in, Huntress. All is well here.”
 
   After taking a few steps into the foyer, she turned to Veronica again and pointed to the tiny concealed stoup just inside the door.
 
   “Make the sign of the Pentagram on your body with that water or you will not be allowed much further into my house.”
 
   “Allowed? By whom? You?”
 
   “You should not ask by whom, child, but by what.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The cambion was speeding down Interstate 10; he was just outside of Lafayette and heading steadily toward Baton Rouge. Set was smiling to himself contentedly. He had picked up another girl just outside the last small town. A one horse, broken-down place called Arianna. He was finding it hard waiting for the right opportunity to feed on her. The only thing that was missing from his perfect equation was in finding that right secluded spot to do it in. As he scanned the road ahead of him eagerly, there was a sad lack of off-ramps or even lay-bys along the lonely stretch of highway, but he was hopeful that the right place would turn up soon enough. In the meantime, he would continue to charm the girl. Enchant her with his silken voice and mesmerize her with the glances he stole to look deep into her eyes. Once he was done consuming her essence, Set hoped that he would be full enough to reach the city without needing to feed again.
 
   It had become obvious that in recent times he had needed to feed more and more often. He had heard of this happening to others of his kind before. He had also heard of what happened to those that failed to remain in control of their widening appetite.
 
   He yawned and stretched both hands over the wheel as he drove. The girl beside him instinctively yawned too. He looked over at her and a wave of intolerance suddenly washed over him. For reasons he could not explain, he no longer wanted the girl in his car. She was taking up space that he for some reason needed. Her presence was a bother and he couldn’t stand her. He pulled onto the shoulder.
 
   “Why are we stopping?” she asked in a dull, slow tone that his victims usually got after he’d seduced them.
 
   “Get out of the car,” he said quietly.
 
   “Okay,” she said without question. 
 
   As soon as the door was closed, he turned back onto the highway and sped off. There would be no stopping whatsoever until he reached New Orleans.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Safely ensconced in her study, the witch took a box from a high shelf and placed it on the ancient mahogany desk that stood between her and her vampire guest. Casually, Méredithe pushed the box across the surface toward Veronica, never taking her eyes off her. Cautiously, Veronica lifted the lid of the box and looked inside. There was nothing inside but some vials containing a black powder. Veronica removed one and held it up to the light, turning it around and watching the powder spin around in the bottle.
 
   “What is this?”
 
   “That’s your ammunition,” Moliniere said, as if it were plainly obvious. “You must have noticed that it is not a normal gun.”
 
   Veronica shrugged.
 
   “Fair enough.” 
 
   “There’s only one thing you need to know about your new weapon, Veronica,” the witch continued, seeing the perplexed look on her face. “Pour one vial into the magazine and load the gun just as you would a normal Beretta. Whatever entity you do battle with will succumb to whatever is released from the barrel when you pull the trigger.”
 
   “Whatever entity? No matter what or who it is?”
 
   “Yes… as long as you know what it is that you fight.”
 
   Veronica nodded her understanding of the caveat clause. Méredithe moved gracefully from behind the desk to the far side of the room and reached for a book on the wall. She held it tenderly in her hands and flipped through the delicate pages. The booked looked to Veronica to be very many centuries old. The witch brought it to the table open to a page with a rendering of a dark creature on one side and a passage written in old calligraphy on the other. She pointed to the page indicating for Veronica to read.
 
   “Agrippina, the eldest Watcher has asked me to enlighten you about one being in particular. A killer, and a demonic one, no less,” she continued.
 
   Veronica nodded. “Yes. The cambion. Set?”
 
   “I know,” Moliniere said. “He’s been a thorn in our side for a very long time.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   Méredithe chuckled at the loaded question.
 
   “Set has been living on this plane of earth since the time of Rameses the Great, pharaoh of Egypt. In fact, he is the demon-spawned child of the king’s third Great Royal wife. Her marriage to Rameses was the culmination of a thirteen-year peace negotiation between the two nations of Egypt and Hattia; a powerful thing for a woman in that time. According to the records, the Hittite princess left Hattusa, the Hittite capital, in late 1246 BCE, accompanied by her mother and a huge contingent laden with gold, silver, bronze, cattle and sheep, and slaves. At the Egyptian frontier, a message was dispatched to the Pharaoh: They have traversed the mountains and treacherous passes to reach Your Majesty's border. Rameses sent a welcoming party to escort the princess through Canaan and into Egypt. She arrived in February 1245 BCE at Pi-Ramesse.
 
   “In some accounts, it is said that for Rameses, the marriage was valuable more for the large dowry he acquired rather than his new bride, who was immediately sent to his harem palace at Mer-wer, today's Gurob. But according to another version of the story, Maathor-neferure is said to have borne Rameses a baby and died shortly thereafter. This is the report which we who are privy to it know to be true.
 
   “Shortly after their wedding, Rameses was possessed by the demon Agiel, and when he lay with his new wife, she conceived Set. Of course, she did not survive the birth and the child was removed to the harem to be raised by the women there.”
 
   “I’ve never encountered anything like him, Méredithe. I also never back down from a challenge, but this is nothing like what I’m used to handling.”
 
   “It is known, child,” the witch replied, using an ancient phrase of agreement. “But there isn’t time to doubt yourself. The Watchers had the golden gun made for you so it is clear that they have immense confidence in you. Either in your ability to destroy him or your ability to figure it out.”
 
   Veronica beamed at the witch’s reassuring comment.
 
   “So then, what now?”
 
   “Well, he is on his way here. Steadily working his way south through Louisiana to New Orleans. Though how many times he’s stopped and killed or when he will do so next is unknown to me.”
 
   “Do you know where he is?” Veronica asked excitedly.
 
   This was her chance!
 
   “No,” Moliniere said. Veronica’s heart dropped. “But I might be able to bring him to you.”
 
   Veronica raised an eyebrow again.
 
   “You have a choice, Veronica,” Moliniere said. “You can either ride out to try and stop him before he gets here, and possibly kill more people, or I can attempt a spell in hopes of bringing him here without any more loss of life.”
 
   The choice was easy.
 
   “Work your spell, Madame Moliniere. If I go to confront him, I will be at a distinct disadvantage,” Veronica said. “I may miss him on the way and I will be alone and undefended. If I meet him in battle here, I will have the element of surprise. And maybe even a little backup?” she added questioningly. 
 
   Méredithe Moliniere took a moment to ponder the vampire’s question. She put a finger to her chin in thought then looked Veronica in the eye and nodded her consent. Veronica breathed an audible sigh of relief.
 
   “Where will you bring him?”
 
   “To the Circle.” The witch took a sheet of paper from her desk drawer and wrote something down on it. “This is the address.” 
 
   Veronica took the paper and stuffed it in her pocket.
 
   “How long will it take?”
 
   Méredithe shrugged her shoulders.
 
   “There’s no way to tell. He’ll get here in his own time. It depends on how driven he is at the time of the casting. There’s also no guarantee it will work. But I will try my best.”
 
   Veronica nodded. At least this way there was a chance that she could refine her plans and possibly come up with a way to trap the creature. Then she could eliminate him once and for all.
 
   “Let me know once it’s complete. I’ll be keeping an eye on the location until he arrives,” Veronica said.
 
   “Very well. Best of luck to you, child,” Madame Moliniere said.
 
   Veronica bowed her head, picked up her supplies from the huge desk and left the pretty house on Dauphine Street.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Rand sat at a rattan-topped table on a stretch of the whitest beach he had ever seen in his life. He was sipping on a cold bottle of beer and watching the few early morning tourists pass him by to get settled on the beach for the day or mill around the bar, as he was doing.
 
   It had become somewhat of a haunt of his during his time on the big island of Hawaii. He had made his way there from where the ship had docked in Honolulu, hopping from island to island and enjoying the sites over the last three weeks. The Brotherhood had been very understanding about his confrontation with Samantha Moon and rather apologetic about his exile from L.A.
 
   They had sent a small team to retrieve his belongings from his apartment in Pasadena and ensured that his credit cards were kept current so he could fund his little vacation. His instructions had been to take all the time he needed while they reassigned him. East, they had advised, or possibly the south; supernatural activity was becoming increasingly rampant in the southern United States. Ever since Katrina, countless supernaturals had been displaced from the south of Mississippi and Louisiana. Some had left and relocated to other towns and cities in relative anonymity, but others had been a lot more rambunctious about it. And they were beginning to stir up all kinds of trouble.
 
   At the moment, the Brotherhood had reduced Sam Moon’s status to ‘Non Threat’ but Rand knew that was only temporary. They would watch her, assess her and, if necessary, send another hunter after her. Somehow, Rand was convinced that she would soon become of little interest to them. She was a classy lady. A vampire with mortal incentives, she had two beautiful and wonderfully talented children. However, it wasn’t long before news came about Veronica Melbourne.
 
   Rand was shocked at her progress. She really was something special… well, she was something, at least. He was still smiling when he picked up a copy of the morning paper. It was a local and that was why he had been even more taken aback by the news article on the front page of the Honolulu Star Advertiser.
 
   It read:
 
   Hunt for a serial killer spans the mainland from east to west.
 
   When investigators paid a return visit to Ocean Parkway in Suffolk Parish recently, to the stretch of road linking Gilgo Beach and Oak Beach, we recalled the three, different waves of “body searches” here, starting in December 2010.
 
   When a 24-year-old prostitute by the name of Shannon Gilbert went missing in 2010, her family pressured police to look for the prostitute who once lived in Jersey City. She used to advertise on Craigslist, and her last call was in May 2010 out in Oak Beach, Long Island.
 
   In December 2010, a police cadaver dog found the first of four missing prostitutes who, like Shannon, advertised on craigslist. The four were wrapped in burlap and had been dumped in open brush along Ocean Parkway within 500 feet of each other.
 
   Four months later, the heads of three other young women were discovered near Oak and Tobay Beaches. The remains of a toddler, linked to one of the women, were also found. The skeleton of an adult male, wearing women’s clothing and thought to be Asian in ethnicity, was also there in the brush. In all, there were ten victims in one section of Long Island’s South Shore.
 
   It wasn’t until December 2011 that Shannon Gilbert’s body was found in a mucky marsh in Oak Beach. Investigators think she accidentally drowned, after frantically calling 911 on May 1, 2010, running from house to house in a gated community, screaming “they are trying to kill me.” At least one veteran homicide investigator who studies serial killer cases thinks Gilbert was a target of the elusive Long Island murderer.
 
   “There’s no doubt in my mind that Shannon Gilbert is linked to those other victims in Gilgo Beach,” said retired NYPD Lt. Commander Vernon Geberth. Geberth has written multiple books, including one called “Sex Related Homicide and Death Investigations.”
 
   One of the intriguing developments in the Gilgo Beach case involved the discovery of two female heads, linked to nude torsos found in Manorville, Long Island years before. In 2000, the torso of an unknown woman had turned up not far from Halsey Manor Road in Manorville, just north of the Long Island Expressway. In the spring of 2011, the woman’s head, hands, and legs were found in the brush of Ocean Parkway, nearly 40 miles away.
 
   In 2003, the torso of Jessica Taylor, a 20-year-old sex worker active in Manhattan, was discovered near the LIE and Halsey Manor Road, also in Manorville. Taylor was only identified because a police officer in Washington, D.C., where Taylor was raised, recognized a tattoo that the killer apparently tried to gouge out on Taylor’s body. 
 
   Even though the Suffolk Parish District Attorney’s office has theorized more than one serial killer could be working on Long Island, Vernon Geberth doesn’t think so. Referring to the torsos found in Manorville, and the intact bodies wrapped in burlap in Gilgo Beach, Geberth told investigators, “I do say those four bodies and those heads and hands are related to the same killer.”
 
   Geberth told us it would be unusual for more than one serial killer to be using the same dumping ground.
 
   “If you want my opinion, it’s the same person,” Geberth said. “He just got more proficient.”
 
   Our investigators decided to take another look at several unsolved killings, which have occurred in isolated areas in the last two years. The results were reports of multiple unexplained and unsolved disappearances and murders of female hitchhikers spread out along the Pacific Coast highway over a period of three months.
 
   Closely concentrated discoveries of the bodies of young women from different ethnicities and backgrounds have also been noted along the Arizona Nevada belt, running from Phoenix to Reno to Las Vegas. The bodies were bled and disemboweled, then dumped in a variety of places, mainly city Dumpsters.
 
   More recently, reports of young women and children discovered dead have come out of Georgia and Louisiana. But police and federal agencies have been quick to deny any connection being established between the occurrences.
 
   “This has not been established as the work of one killer,” Detective Remirez of the Reno Parish Sheriff’s office reiterated in a recent press conference. “Despite rumors of similarities, law enforcement officials are still comparing the evidence in order to establish any links between the occurrences in the various areas. 
 
   “We will follow the evidence very carefully. Only the evidence can tell us what we are dealing with.”
 
   Rand refolded the paper and put it down on the table in front of him. He buried his face in his hands.
 
   “Godspeed, Veronica Melbourne,” was all he could say.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Méredithe watched from the balcony that faced the street as Veronica walked, at a very human pace, down the avenue and turned the corner at the end of the block. She was headed back toward the bed and breakfast she was staying at on St. Roch Avenue, a fairly normal looking place that provided special light-tight lodging for vampires and exhausted businessmen alike.
 
   She turned and walked back inside, closing the french doors behind her and locking them securely. The heavy drapery was pulled tight before she went to gather the things that she would need. That was when the witch attempted her spell. Binding a demon is serious business. A demonic creature as old as Set could be an entirely different situation all together.
 
   She prayed to St. Peter for guidance and to St. Michael for protection and before beginning she kissed the charm around her neck. With a sigh, she closed her eyes and began the ritual. As she chanted, she hoped desperately that it would work. It was her understanding that every creature had its nature and had to live true to that nature if there was to be balance maintained in the world, but she also wanted to spare the lives of those helpless women who might run into this monster on the road to New Orleans. They were innocents and Méredithe felt strongly that the moment she was no longer driven to protect the innocents, her purpose on earth was forfeit. With that last thought planted firmly in her head, she knitted her brow and concentrated hard on casting her spell.
 
   The first thing she had to do was scry the demon. The moment she could locate him, she could target her magic at him. Aimless magic was like a message in a bottle thrown out on the waves of the sea for only heaven knows what to happen to it. Good magic has power, purpose and aim.
 
   She opened her eyes and focused on the glow of the fire that was burning in the fireplace. She held her gaze for a few moments, concentrating on the leaping of the flames, then she closed them again and let out a deep breath.
 
   Like a jolt of electricity, her mind was rapidly transported. It moved through space and time at the speed of light, then came to a sudden stop. When she opened her eyes again, she saw a steering wheel in front of her, the inside of the car’s windshield and the open road flying past. She smiled and watched the signs that were buzzing past for a clue. It wasn’t long before a sign that said ‘Exit 109’ went by. Méredithe smiled again… so did the cambion. They were in St. Martin parish. That exit ran off from Interstate 10 to Breaux Bridge. He had left Lafayette and was heading toward Baton Rouge which was only an hour’s drive away. Surely he planned to feed there. She could not allow him to do that. All she had to do was bind him into driving straight through to New Orleans. That was more than twice the distance so hopefully he would be in a state of weakness and desperation from hunger by the time he arrived and that would be in Veronica Melbourne’s best interest.
 
   Suddenly, the witch heard a giggle coming from the passenger seat. She looked toward the sound.
 
   Oh, heavenly Mother! she gasped.
 
   Seated beside the demon was a pretty young woman dressed in cut off denim shorts and a plaid farmer’s shirt. The witch shook her head slowly… so did the cambion. She gathered all her wits about her quickly and began to mumble incessantly.
 
   “This girl is a burden to me,” she whispered. “I do not want her here with me for one second longer. She is better off on the side of the road looking for another ride.”
 
   In her mind, she thought repeatedly, Get her out. Get her out now!
 
   Suddenly the car was slowing down and pulling over to the side of the road. Méredithe could see the steering wheel veer slightly to the right and felt as the car stopped. Soon, it moved off again and when she looked to the passenger’s seat again, it was empty.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Veronica sat perched on a high wall adjacent to the ‘Circle’ and stared down at the space in disbelief. She took the paper that Méredithe had given her and looked at it again. 
 
   This address must be wrong, she concluded. There’s no way that Madame Moliniere meant this place. It’s a goddamn park, for crying out loud! Kids walk their dogs here and soccer moms gather at these benches in the afternoons to wait for the school buses that brought those same kids home.
 
   She took her cell phone from her pocket and looked at it for a second before moving her finger to the little green button to bring up Méredithe’s number. Just as she found the listing and was about to press ‘SEND’, it rang.
 
   Shit! What great timing!
 
   “Madame Moliniere,” she said breathlessly, “I was just about to call you. This can’t be the right place. It’s a children’s park… in a fancy neighborhood, at that.”
 
   “Sounds like you’re in the right place then. Quickly look around you. Do you see the stones? Tall monoliths at irregular intervals encircling the perimeter. A few are beyond the tree line.”
 
   Veronica took another look around in the pitch black darkness. Through her eyes, it was as bright as midday.
 
   “Yeah, I see them. So?”
 
   “Cut that smart mout’ wid me, girl!” Méredithe snapped, lapsing into her Creole accent.
 
   Veronica was taken aback.
 
   “I’m sorry, ma’am,” she blurted out instinctively. She was rough around the edges, but she still had home training.
 
   “Never mind, child. I’m still a little shaken from working that bind. I saw through his eyes and I wasn’t expecting that. To tell you the truth, I didn’t know what to expect.”
 
   “Oh, hell! Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine, dear. Just a little rattled. But I saved the girl and that is what is important. And he’s on the way here. Should make the city limits in about an hour.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll stay here and keep on the lookout.”
 
   Veronica sounded nervous.
 
   “It will be fine, Veronica Melbourne. You will do well.”
 
   “Am I on my on my own from here on in then, Madame Moliniere?”
 
   “I’m afraid you are, my child. Godspeed.”
 
   The call clicked off.
 
   Veronica silently went back to watching the park space closely. She had parked her tiny rental car across the street and down a half a block and it had been there for hours. She wondered for a few seconds if it would get towed. She’d only gotten up to walk when she’d felt like checking the perimeter of the park for vantage points and to gather her bearings. The unfamiliar battleground was making her nervous. It was no home- grown rowdy vamp or rabid local were that she was trying to ambush here. The cambion was an old and powerful creature. She wondered if his powers of mesmerisation worked on other supernaturals. Instinctively, she reached for the phone to call the witch for the answer but decided against it. Instead, she thought back to what she had read in the pages of Méredithe’s book earlier that evening. There was nothing there to that effect, so she Googled it. Again, nothing. She would err on the side of caution and avoid eye contact with the beast.
 
   As the night deepened, Veronica took to walking around the area more often. There were a few street lights that surrounded the park, but it was easier for her to keep her preternatural eyes on things herself. At regular intervals, she would change her lookout spot to ensure she was getting herself properly familiar with the park’s features. It was a good excuse to stretch her legs, but most of the time, she sat in a tree that overlooked her rented car down the street.
 
   Veronica desperately hoped the Madame’s spell had worked the way they intended it to. From the witch’s report, they had made contact, gotten his next victim out of his car and bound him into driving straight into the city; but beyond that, Veronica had no idea what to expect. Secretly, she hoped that the creature would take what was left of the night to rest; daylight was well on its way and, whereas he was functional both in the day and night, Veronica could feel the exhaustion creeping into her every bone. She would have to get back to the motel before she succumbed to the sleep of the day or the rays of the sun.
 
   That was, even if the spell had worked fully and held its power over him. Otherwise, she didn’t have any idea where this would all lead. She and Méredithe could always try again, seeing that he would be within reach in New Orleans, but if it didn’t work once… would trying again be worth the effort?
 
   She carried her normal gun with her on one side of her belt, and the golden gun on the other. She’d taken the time to load it with an entire vial of the powder before taking her watch. It was securely haltered in the shoulder strap and lay perfectly beneath the curve of her left breast. She just hoped it would work when she needed to draw and fire it at Set.
 
   Suddenly there was movement at the south edge of the park. She saw the figure slinking just beyond the tree line, earnestly searching the open space. It was the figure of a man. She raised her nose to the air, trying to catch a scent on the sea-driven breeze, but before she could get a scent on it, she heard a small whisper.
 
   “Veronica? You here?”
 
   She heaved a soft sigh of relief. He was a smart one; that Rand. She had never met a human who knew as much about vampires as he did.
 
   She let out a sharp, low whistle and saw his head snap up and face her direction. It took him a minute to make her form out where she was perched on the wall under the cover of a nearby tree. He kept to the cover of the brush as he made his way around to her and gingerly climbed the tree.
 
   When he got to the top of the wall, they sat for a moment, swinging their legs over the side like two teenagers, before Rand finally spoke.
 
   “You’re not alone, you know.”
 
   “What the hell, Rand?”
 
   “Calm down. Do you have to be so abrasive all the time?”
 
   “Why did you come?”
 
   “Don’t you want me to be here?” he asked, feeling a bit dejected by her harsh question.
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “We’re all here. We came to help… as much as we can. In the end, this can only be your fight. But the way we figure, the demons have never been a set that were known for playing fair. We don’t intend to be caught off guard. Or to see you fail, Veronica.”
 
   “So you doubt me? And who is ‘we’, anyway?”
 
   “The Brotherhood. And the Watchers.”
 
   “An audience. Great!” Veronica retorted, as she leaped from the wall and floated to the base of the giant tree.
 
   “Veronica, wait.”
 
   Rand leapt from the tree, landing on the ground with a thud and a loud grunt. When he had regained his balance, he grabbed her by the hand. She paused, allowing him to take a grip on her wrist.
 
   “We’re not just here to watch. You will have our assistance the moment you need it. Trust me.”
 
   “I don’t trust anyone, Rand. I’d think you, of all people, would know that by now.”
 
   “I suppose, but what I know even more than that is that you need us. Hell, you need me.”
 
   “You see, that’s where you’re wrong. I don’t need you… but that doesn’t mean that I don’t want you.”
 
   Veronica pulled him in close to her and wrapped her slender arms around his neck. Rand countered by placing his softly around her waist. He touched his lips gently to hers, and her eager response surprised him pleasantly. She kissed him as if he could take her breath away; which was strange, since she really had no breath.
 
   “It’s almost dawn,” she said. “Something tells me he’s not coming tonight.”
 
   “Something tells me the same thing.”
 
   “Take me to bed, Rand. I need you before I sleep this morning.”
 
   “Your wish is my command.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   When Set arrived in the city, he was overcome by the activity. He was famished, but he couldn’t will himself to prepare for a hunt. He felt sluggish and forlorn, as if sleep was the most important thing to him at that time. Quickly he checked the clock on the dashboard. It was just after 2 a.m. He immediately felt like walking the strip near Bourbon Street to search the alleys for prostitutes who would be desperate for a customer by then. So desperate, in fact, that they wouldn’t heed their good sense when it told them that something about their potential john wasn’t quite right.
 
   But then, strangely, just as soon as the thought had entered his mind, even causing him to lick his lips in anticipation, he shook his head and sighed. An overwhelming sense of exhaustion fell over him and he turned into the parking lot of the first motel he found. Set checked in and instantly fell dead asleep across the queen-sized bed.
 
   He didn’t move until sunset the next day and when he did wake, he was angry and hungry and he knew exactly where he should go.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They arrived at the park in their usual little groups of two and three. The Romanovs and Julia were the first to get to the silent park. They descended gracefully from the sky onto the tops of the giant monoliths and took up their sentry positions. There was no need to hide. Set would not run from the confrontation. He would take it as a challenge. There was nothing quite as intoxicating to demons as the blood and life essence of other supernaturals; they were just lazy. Humans made easier targets.
 
   “What do you mean by that, Eldest?” Alexei asked, reading Julia’s thoughts.
 
   “What have I told you about that, Alexei?” she admonished.
 
   “Don’t read the thoughts of others without their knowledge and permission,” he recited, just as monotone as any ten year old would have when being chastised.
 
   “Yes, dear. Mind your manners. The Elders of the Eastern Watch will not be as tolerant of your indiscretions as I have been over the years. At over a hundred years old, they will think that you should know better. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Good. But to answer your question, demons and their offspring survive by consuming the life essence of any creature they can get their hands on. They are particularly fond of the blood of supernatural beings, but we tend to pose a difficulty to subdue. Humans, on the other hand, are like sheep to them. If a lioness on the savannah has a choice between taking down a domesticated cow and chasing after a wildebeest, it is obvious the choice it will make. Is it not?”
 
   The two children chuckled at the example and nodded enthusiastically in response to the question. Julia smiled and returned her gaze to the field. She watched the arrival of Marie de Guise, Bridget Bishop and Marcus Antonius, then of the Empress Dowager Tzu-hsi and the last samurai, Saigo Takamori. By the time Petronilla de Aquitaine and William Adelin had arrived, it was Anastasia’s turn to ask Julia a question.
 
   “Elder, why have the Scotsman and the Viking not come? Surely they are two of our strongest fighters.”
 
   “They were will not involve themselves in the matters of vampires, dear, unless they are expressly invited.”
 
   “Why did you not invite them? We would be better equipped with them among us. Would we not?”
 
   “I have had word that The Brotherhood of the Blade will be watching this event. If they plan treachery against us, I felt that it would be better that some of the Watchers survive the ordeal. There are far more elder vampires in this world than there are elder weres.”
 
   The severity of her reply caused the children to wince, but they knew that she was right. Her logic was undoubtedly sound.
 
   “Now be quiet and pay attention.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Set found himself inexplicably drawn to the park. He knew there was something there that he wanted. Needed. He just didn’t know what it was or how he knew that he needed it. It would bring him the satisfaction that he craved. The feeling of contentment that had recently started becoming more and more elusive. But was it possible to feel that way again? Why was he really here?
 
   Thinking those questions over was enough to make his head hurt as he approached the open area. His overwhelming hunger didn’t help the situation much either. He looked around carefully, not knowing what to expect. He didn’t see anyone near the park’s main entrance, so he moved stealthily beneath the trees and took a look around the recreational area. There were picnic benches scattered around a small pond and little areas for playing games, but other than that, it was empty. Not a soul in sight or to be heard.
 
   Just then, a little breeze picked up and with it came an exciting smell. Set could hardly believe his luck. A vampire… delicious. A vampire would slake the thirst that had descended upon him recently; of that, he was certain. He raised his head in a primal manner to the wind and breathed deeply, and then he let out a low growl. There wasn’t just one vampire, there were many; at least six distinct scents. He moved out of the dim moonlight and took cover behind a large tree, scanning the area more carefully in hopes of catching sight of his enemy; still looking forward to the possibility of new prey. The thoughts of needing to enter the open space at the center of the grounds had disappeared from his mind altogether. He was focused once again. And then he heard her approaching quickly from his right. It was an ambush.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Veronica was hiding close to the entrance of the park. As usual, she was perched high in a tree as she scanned the perimeter and kept watch on the gates. It wouldn’t be long before Set, the cambion, arrived and her battle to destroy him would begin. The witch’s spell had worked well after all, but the more Veronica surveyed her surroundings and the streets that ran around the park on the other side of the wall, the more she felt that though the venue was the most mystically appropriate, it certainly wasn’t the place where she wanted to be duking it out with a demon. The middle of a neighborhood as socially appropriate as that would surely be roused by the melee causing a lot of unwanted attention.
 
   Well, lah dee dah! she thought cynically, even though she knew that luring the beast elsewhere was the right thing to do.
 
   The dockyard out by the old levees would be the perfect place. Isolated, unpopulated and, if things went her way, there was an abundance of alligators in the nearby swamp to act as her personal little undertaking crew. It wasn’t the ancient circle, but it was close enough; it had to do. At that precise moment, she noticed the darkened figures standing on top of the giant stones that encircled the park.
 
   They came. Not all of them, but they still came.
 
   She reflected on what Méredithe had told her the night before and sneered.
 
   Probably just to see me fucking die is all, she snarked.
 
   Veronica watched from above as the creature entered the space and sniffed the air. He ducked for cover beneath the same tree she had been waiting for him in. She knew that he could smell her. He could smell all of them. He knew that he was outnumbered. She would just have to lead him somewhere else and take him down there.
 
   And then it came to her suddenly. Maybe a shot at evening out the odds would be the right incentive to get the cambion to follow her down to the docks.
 
   Follow me. I’m going to lure him away, but follow me at a distance, she cried out mentally, hoping that at least one of the members of The Watchers would hear her telepathically. Veronica knew that there were those among them that were as old as the church; surely one of them could read the thoughts of other supernatural beings, despite the fact that the gift to do so was extremely rare.
 
   Her question was answered within moments by the soft whispering of a boy’s voice.
 
   Do not be worried, Miss Melbourne. I hear you quite clearly. I am Alexei Romanov and I have spoken like this to you before. As soon as you have led the beast away, I will let the others know what you have asked. Agrippina will not allow you to go through this ordeal on your own.
 
   He was coming through as clear to her as if she was listening to him over an FM band radio station.
 
   Aha! You are the one who whispered to me that night in Calabasas?
 
   Yes, miss. Welcome to the club.
 
   Welcome to the club indeed, Alexei.
 
   We are not all here tonight, but we are many just the same.
 
   Why? What happened? Where are the others?
 
   The weres stayed behind. Agrippina felt that a division of the forces was the best strategy. Furthermore, she says that this is a fight for vampires.
 
   I see and I understand. Alexei, it’s time for me to get this over with. Thank you. For everything.
 
   It is my eternal pleasure. Go on. Do what you must.
 
   Suddenly, she leaped from the tree and landed on the ground to the right of the demon. They locked eyes for a moment and then he released a loud roar. His eyes flamed red with anger and he hissed at her menacingly. Slowly, they moved in a circle, each one taking in the other and Veronica could see the traces of a knowing smile on the beast's hungry lips.
 
   He let his wings flare a little and that was when Veronica noticed the jerky movements he was making. It was like the nervous tic that you always see in the psychological thriller movies. In the insane asylums, they always show some psychiatric patients medicated for hallucinations that tic uncontrollably and repeat themselves constantly.
 
   Set’s behavior also reminded her of a junkie that was jonesing for a hit and about to go into withdrawal.
 
   That’s a more L.A. example, if I do say so myself, she thought with a laugh. But seriously though, there’s something wrong with him. He must be starving to the point of delirium.
 
   Veronica decided that she would use that against the creature. They were close to the levees and she knew that the cambion would follow her there. Now that his senses had locked onto her scent, there was no way that he was going to let her get away. Finally, she had her fight.
 
   She took off through the gates at full speed, listening intently for the sound of Set following her. After a few moments, she could hear his heavy, erratic footsteps racing to keep up with her and she knew that she had her quarry in tow. At a slower speed than her usual zip, she led him away from the quiet, well-to-do neighborhood and out into the darkness and isolation of the levee docks. The game was afoot!
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   When Veronica had almost reached the docks, she sped ahead of the creature in order to gain some leverage in the new arena for their confrontation. After carefully surveying the dockyard, she took up a position on top of an old shipping container, hoping that the vantage point would prove to be a good enough view of the area she had chosen for the fight.
 
   She watched as he arrived. His behavior was deteriorating more and more as time passed. She took that to be in her advantage: the less of his demonic wit and talents he had about him, the better her chances were for subduing him.
 
   She vaulted silently from the container and entered one of the many alleyways that comprised the dockyard. Abandoned heavy equipment vehicles and sheds created a winding maze which she had already studied carefully before Set arrived. She drew her .44 Desert Eagle and peeked around the first corner that she expected Set to come around. There was no sign of him yet and she fell back pressed against the side of the shed that sheltered her. She looked again quickly. Nothing. He had to be here somewhere though…
 
   Suddenly there was a stir of wind like the sound of a horde of bats leaving their cave at sundown. She looked up in time to see the billowing tails of a trench coat descending to the top of a building. One closer look and she could make out the silhouette of a man. Her elite audience had arrived.
 
   Phew, she thought, relieved. I actually thought that they might bail on me for a…
 
   Her thought was cut short by an angry snarl right above her. Then she felt a clawed hand grip her shoulder. Before she had time to react, she was in the air, spiraling toward a rusty, old JCB tractor trailer with all sorts of pointy objects protruding from it. She crashed into it, letting out a groan. 
 
   When her vision cleared, she saw the cambion approaching her. He was licking his lips as he took calculated steps toward her. It was obvious that he didn’t think she was going to be much of a challenge for him.
 
   “I’ll show you. You bastard from Hell,” Veronica shouted.
 
   She drew her gun and fired four bullets at him. They pierced the flesh of his chest and passed right through him. It was as if she had shot the Pillsbury doughboy. He was unmoved by the assault.
 
   Shit! Those were forty-fours! What the hell? I knew I should have brought the fifty cal.
 
   The beast continued walking toward her. Veronica fired more shots at him, but the bullets continued to pass right through him, doing absolutely no damage to the creature. They didn’t even seem to slow him down. Set stopped and threw his head back in a maniacal cackle.
 
   The cambion was almost on top of her now. It swung at her as she scrambled backwards on the ground, missing her by only an inch, as Veronica moved swiftly to one side in an effort to dart out of the way. She spun around, delivering a swift kicked to his rib, sending him backwards, but only by a bit. The creature was not even slightly fazed by any pain the blow might have caused.
 
   He reached out and grabbed Veronica by the wrist, lifting her and swinging her up against a nearby shipping container as if she were as tiny and lightweight as a fly. She cried out in pain and collapsed to the ground.
 
   The cambion climbed over her, preparing itself to feast at her throat. At that moment, Veronica was at a loss for what to do next. She tried to get up , but Set placed his foot on her chest, keeping her down on the ground. She looked up and saw the rows and rows of terrifying fangs extruding from his face. She had never seen a creature like him before and for the first time in her preternatural life, she was terrified. At any second, he would bear down on her and take her essence and her precious blood; then who knew what he would do to the others in the throes of his feeding frenzy.
 
   Just when she thought it was all over, Set howled and eased his weight from the foot on her chest. She rolled from beneath him and crouched, raising her weapon again from the defensive stance she held firmly on one knee. There was an arrow stuck in his shoulder. 
 
   Rand?
 
   It was the first time that she had seen the beast react to anything with pain. His fangs retracted into his face and Set roared over and over again in agony. Veronica looked up, following the possible trajectory of the projectile. It was then that she saw what she counted to be thirteen figures standing on the rooftop of the stockyard’s old warehouse building.
 
   Oh dear Lord, the rest decided to come. They must really want to see me die. Otherwise, why the hell would the weres take such a huge risk to be here?
 
   She looked further along the rooftops and saw four more dark figures. One of which was carrying a large compound bow in his hands.
 
   It is Rand! Thank heavens for salvation!
 
   “Finish him!” Veronica heard a loud, clear voice calling down to her. It was Agrippina. “Veronica Melbourne! This is your chance to prove that you belong among the ranks of the Hunters! Use the golden gun! Claim your place!”
 
   Veronica had completely forgotten about the other weapon. She had pushed it to the back of her mind the moment she had holstered it at her shoulder.
 
   I don’t believe in witchcraft, I believe in warcraft. There’s no fucking way that little Beretta can do more damage than my Desert Eagle. I just should have known better and brought the damn fifty caliber with me.
 
   But her clip was empty and she was fresh out of choices.
 
   While the cambion was clawing at the arrow, which he was trying to extract from his shoulder; Veronica pulled the golden pistol from its cradle beneath her breast. She leveled it at the beast, bracing gently into the shot from her kneeling position. She had no idea if the damn thing would have even the slightest effect on Set. She just squinted her eyes and squeezed the trigger gently.
 
   A single shot went off. Veronica’s eyes widened in surprise as a beam of white light went straight through the demon’s chest. He fell to his knees, his jaw open. The creature roared even louder as he clutched at the wound. He ripped his own flesh, trying to tear at the light that had formed a ball; it burned a hole through him as fast as acid through the bottom of a plastic container. The wound widened and ate away at him from the inside out. His clothes melted and fell away from his body as he fell to the ground writhing. Soon, the dockyards were as silent as a graveyard and the creature lay lifeless before her.
 
   Veronica approached the crumpled body and looked down at the mangled form. She gave it a kick for good measure.
 
   Set’s mouth fell open and she startled violently backwards from it. Before her eyes, little white orbs took form inside the dead creature’s gaping maw. One by one they floated out. Slowly at first, but soon they were filling the air around her.
 
   As the orbs rose, she saw the demon’s body falling to pieces until he disintegrated into a pile of black ash. A wind kicked up, sweeping the ashes away toward the swampy ponds beyond the levees, forever lost in the water. The Huntress watched them go and when she turned back to the orbs, she saw that they were beginning to take shape. Human forms were surrounding her on every side. Young women, boys and girls; all of them had been victims of the demon’s greed and lust. They stood silently in a circle and faced her. Their faces held no expression, but one by one, they each took turns to touch Veronica’s face, shoulders and hair. Their touch felt like soft breezes caressing her and Veronica could tell they were trying to thank her.
 
   “You’re welcome,” she said softly. “Be at peace.”
 
   The ghosts joined hands and turned their faces to the sky before they vanished from sight. 
 
   There was nothing left for her to do now. The Huntress’ job was done.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Veronica decided to humor her hostess and ride in the decadent limousine Agrippina had sent to retrieve her from her new digs in Pasadena. As she settled into the back seat of the black car and into the cool leather and plush interior carpeting, she smiled broadly.
 
   “There is suitable refreshment in the fridge,” the driver indicated as he let go of her hand, satisfied that she was comfortably seated. His black driving gloves had shielded him from the icy cold of her hands as he had guided her into her seat.
 
   A girl could get used to this, she thought.
 
   The sleek vehicle wound its way up the gentle inclines and around the curvy bends as it moved steadily toward the Hollywood Hills and the opulent mansion that was occupied on and off by The Watchers. Veronica opened the tiny refrigerator out of curiosity. She had already fed from her lover, Rand. They had met across the state line in a motel room in Las Vegas earlier that night. He was still petrified of returning to California – much less Los Angeles – because of Samantha Moon’s threat.
 
   I’ve gotta be sure to meet that woman one day. She sounds like a badass if she has Rand minding his P’s and Q’s. He’s a rowdy one. In a myriad of ways, she thought, smiling naughtily. Perhaps Spinoza could help with that.
 
   In the fridge was a beautiful crystal decanter and glass set. They looked priceless, like something that belonged on a high shelf and was never to be slated for use. The decanter held a beautiful deep-red liquid which Veronica knew was blood. To the human eye, and without much investigation, it would have passed for a rich burgundy or cabernet sauvignon. She licked her lips greedily, but shut the door and sat back. She wasn’t fond of chilled hemoglobin; she preferred it warm, body temperature in fact. Like fresh from the vein or just like they served it in Calabasas at The Beast. Classy place.
 
   The limo pulled up shortly after at the huge home overlooking the well-lit city of L.A. The view was breathtaking and she took it in as she walked around the rear of the car toward the sunken front door of the magnificent home. Before she could raise her hand, whether at a human or vampiric speed to ring the doorbell, a well-dressed man answered the door and looked down at her. He looked stern at first, but then an expression of recognition spread across his face and he even managed a smile at her. A delicious smell assaulted her nose. She sniffed gingerly.
 
   Damn! He smells so good! What the hell?
 
   “Ah, Miss Melbourne,” he said, in a thick Scottish accent. “What a pleasure it is to finally put a face to the name.”
 
   Veronica giggled. He sounded like an ancient Sean Connery. She loved Sean Connery, especially in the movies where he played the villain or the questionable character. Presidio was still her all-time favorite movie.
 
   Scottish accents are so fucking sexy, she thought as she stepped past the well-built man into the house.
 
   When she did so, she noticed that he was actually wearing a kilt below his billowing white cotton shirt. High black socks accentuated well-toned, muscular calves and the leather belt and silver belt buckle at his middle proclaimed a trim, sexy waist. Her mouth was literally watering.
 
   Get a grip, girl, she admonished herself.
 
   “My name is William,” the man said, holding out a hand to her.
 
   Veronica took it and he turned it over to kiss the back of her hand. His lips were warm, hot almost; so was his hand. Even on her icy skin, she could feel the heat from him. This was no vampire… no wonder he smelled so good! A werewolf! A sexy one that wasn’t trying to rip her head off. Awesome! Maybe she would have some fun with these Watchers after all.
 
   “Stop drooling, you dog!” came a familiar bubbly voice from the adjoining room.
 
   Veronica looked up and was treated to her first glimpse of the ethereal vision that was Julia Augusta Agrippina. If she had breath in her cold body, it would have caught in her throat. The eldest vampire in the western hemisphere was nothing like the elders she had met in the past. Mr. Tan was a leathery, old creature who must have been turned at the age of sixty-nine and then proceeded to age to a ripe old ninety-six over his thousand preternatural years. Julia did not look a day over thirty-five.
 
   She was dressed in a flowing dress of green and cream silk that looked straight out of a scene from that TV show Rome or out of Gladiator or something like that. There was a rope belt tied around her waist that was woven from gold and green thread and joined with a neat knot. The fabric from the back and front of the dress was joined together at her shoulders by thick golden rings and on her feet she wore delicate leather sandals with the thongs laced up her slender calves. Golden curls of hair fell over her shoulders almost to her waist and looked as if they had been brushed for hours to a lustrous shine. Her eyes were almond shaped and wide and the color of emeralds. Her mouth a perfect pout and red from her designer lip gloss. Beautiful, she was.
 
   She approached Veronica with outstretched hands as she gracefully crossed the floor.
 
   “Come, child,” she said, smiling sincerely. “We have much to discuss.”
 
   Veronica raised an eyebrow, but allowed herself to be guided to a quiet corner of the vast, open salon space that was the mansion’s living area. All around the room, she saw other immortals; some in pairs some in trios, all engaged in different activities. A beautiful middle aged Chinese woman in luxurious traditional clothes was pouring over a game of chess with a Japanese man in a black haori and matching pinstriped hakama. The woman was clearly royalty. Her headdress was extravagant and she wore golden, dangling hairpins in a semi-circle around her molded hair style.
 
   On a large day bed in front of an enormous picture window overlooking the city, reclined a French woman who chattered away in a pronounced accent while another woman and a man listened to her absently. The man was muscular and dressed in nothing but a pair of black Dockers. He stroked the thigh of the French woman as she spoke and their counterpart silently played with a ball of light that she conjured between her two palms as she silently rested her head on the man’s lap.
 
   Well, they look awfully cozy.
 
   “Come, Veronica. Don’t gawk so much. Has no one ever told you that it is impolite to stare?” Agrippina admonished.
 
   Veronica quickened her step, but she couldn’t help but notice the only two people in the room that were watching her. Two children, it seemed. A boy and a girl. They sat on a loveseat holding hands and pretending to watch the television. The boy was not more than about twelve; the girl, probably sixteen. They were quiet and pensive, almost calculating.
 
   “Those are the Romanovs. The ones I spoke of before,” Agrippina said, as she showed Veronica to her seat. “A lot of what I called you here to discuss involves them.”
 
   “They sent me the message, ‘Welcome to the club.’”
 
   “Indeed. Anastasia is a very gifted psychic vampire.”
 
   “Agrippina, did you say Romanov? Anastasia Romanov? And Alexei is her brother? As in the children of Nicholas the Second, last Tsar of Russia?”
 
   “Indeed. You know your history better than many Americans your age. I’m impressed.”
 
   “I may be a rebel, but I tried to pay attention in school just the same.”
 
   Agrippina laughed.
 
   “Call me Julia, by the way. Agrippina is so old fashioned. Using the name only calls attention to one’s self. As you must have already worked out, attention is like the kryptonite of our kind.”
 
   It was Veronica’s turn to laugh. She couldn’t keep a straight face at a two thousand year old Roman vampire referencing Superman.
 
   “Okay. So Julia, do tell.”
 
   “Well, simply, the Romanovs wish to retire from our little group. They wish to go home to Mother Russia.”
 
   “Can they do that?”
 
   “This is not a prison. As you can see, this is my home.” 
 
   Julia waved her hand around the room, emphasizing the relaxed atmosphere of camaraderie that existed in abundance among its occupants.
 
   “I see.”
 
   “They may go if they wish, and I have decided that it may be for the best. Anastasia has adjusted to being an everlasting child well over the years. I would venture to say that she revels in it, even. But she was older at her turning than Alexei. And as a grand duchess, there was always less expected of her than of him. He was groomed from birth to rule after his father.”
 
   “Quite true,” Veronica agreed. “So where do I come in?”
 
   “I want you to escort them.”
 
   “To Russia? We Americans aren’t exactly in their good books at the moment, you know?”
 
   “I need you to deliver them to the elders of the Eastern Council of Watchers at Csejte Castle in the Carpathian Mountains.”
 
   Veronica laughed out loud at the request.
 
   “Csejte is ruined and scattered. There isn’t even a spot where two of its stones lie side by side. Everybody knows that!”
 
   “That is where you are wrong, Veronica Melbourne.”
 
   “Listen, Julia. I’ve had a hell of a couple of weeks. Right now, I’d rather you just lay it out straight for me and stop forcing me to kill any more brain cells. I realize that there must be a lot to this that I don’t know the truth about, so just be plain.”
 
   “I will, child. You see, the castle’s most famous visitor in history was a woman known to the world as Erzsabet Bathory, the Blood Countess. She was also its last. When she was imprisoned there for the mutilation and murder of over six hundred girls, it was said that she died after four years from isolation and grief. The truth is, she was turned by another famous vampire of the region. None other than Vlad Țepeș. The Impaler himself, Dracula.
 
   “Vlad faked Erzsabet’s death and when every living soul had abandoned the castle as a tomb for her body, refusing to bury her, he had a legion of vampires move the entire castle to a hidden location deep in the mountains. It is where it stands to this day and it is the home of those we call the Eastern Watch. Take the children there, Veronica. That is all I ask of you. When you return, should you wish to join us, you may. If not, you are always welcome among us and we will still see much of each other.”
 
   “It’s a huge opportunity, Julia. How can I say no? The only thing is, I really suck with kids.”
 
   They laughed together at the joke and then Veronica became serious again.
 
   “Julia, would you tell me about Erzsabet Bathory? The real story, I mean?”
 
   “Why, certainly. But it is a long one.”
 
   “What else do we have… if not the time?”
 
   Julia Augusta Agrippina smiled brightly at her and stood. She held her hand out to Veronica and helped her up from her seat.
 
   “In my library, I have a book which will tell you everything that you should know if I am to prepare you for the trip.” They walked in silence into the gargantuan room. Books of every size, shape, age, material, binding and color assaulted her vampiric eyes and senses from rows and rows of shelves which started at a four foot wainscoting and went up to the ceiling. There were even ladders attached to each wall that rolled the length of it so as to be able to access the highest shelves. Clearly they were either for the less gifted of her Watchers or perhaps for their mortal guests, since Julia ignored them completely and floated gently up to retrieve the large volume she needed.
 
   “B, B, B, B… hmmm, looking for the ‘B’ binder. Aha! Here we go!”
 
   Back on the ground, she placed the binder on a velvet-covered reading stand and waved her hand over it. The cover fell open as did several plastic protective pages until it was opened to the spot Julia wanted to show Veronica.
 
   “A binder, Julia? Really? Did you pluck this off the Internet? There’s a shit load of crap and bullshit on the Internet, you know.”
 
   “I am aware of such, Veronica. That is why I had Erzsabet herself authenticate and correct… in her own handwriting… any discrepancies.”
 
   “Okay, that’s fair, but then why the Internet?”
 
   “Veronica… oh, naïve one. Let me ask you… in your twenty-odd years as a mortal, how many times had you seen the inside of a real library? School hovels don’t count.”
 
   “Ummm, never. I’ve seen more libraries in the last month, to be quite honest.”
 
   “I know. The library has gone the way of the dinosaur and the fact that books are rather perishable themselves have not helped the cause. The Internet, my darling, is the new Library of Congress, especially for those of us who may not visit those public structures within their normal hours of business. But the Internet is also public domain, and therefore, the mantra of the Watchers’ research team is: ‘copy, paste and corroborate.’”
 
   Veronica laughed.
 
   “One day, I will show you our research library downstairs. I know you like computers and such. There’s a T5 Internet connection down there. We browse at vampire speed. Read, Miss Melbourne. You seem to be a good student. This is a collection of many references that you will find important to know. It is what we have corroborated as fact and sifted away from the ridiculous heap of fan fiction that has been written about the woman in question over the years. We have found truth about her on Wikipedia, Infamouslady.com and crimestories.com; all of them fantastically written and historically correct. Read, while I will go to make the travel arrangements. When you are finished, please be assured that I have the most wonderful tale to tell you.”
 
   With that, Julia sashayed from the room, leaving Veronica to her task.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   There was a notation on the first page of the chapter that was open in front of Veronica. It read:
 
   Bathory, Erzsabet (Elizabeth) 
 
   A collective history by the Western Council of Elder Watchers 1995 Anno Domini
 
   This is an anthology of the most historically correct renditions of Bathory’s childhood, life, accusation, prosecution, imprisonment and death.
 
   Handwritten revisions by: Erzsabet Bathory
 
   All sources are noted. 1995.
 
    
 
   Well, lah-dee-dah! Ain’t this gonna be some bullshit! Veronica thought sarcastically.
 
   But as she flipped through the pages of Internet articles, she became more and more mesmerized and that was when she came upon the jackpot. The page was headed with a handwritten scribble from the countess herself:
 
   Most accurate recollection. I couldn’t have written it better myself. This is not fan fiction!
 
    
 
   Her name was Countess Erzsabet Bathory, born in 1560 to George and Anna Bathory, members of a powerful family from the foot of the Carpathian Mountains. It was a time when Hungary had been caught in the middle of numerous battles between the Ottoman Empire and Austria’s Hapsburg armies. 
 
   Raised on Ecsed, an estate in Transylvania, Erzsabet saw her cousin, Stephen, become prince of Transylvania when she was only 11 and heard all his plans to unite Europe against the Turks. He was known for his savagery. Scholars often cited his behavior as evidence of derangement in the family lineage.
 
   Erzsabet was not an easy child, despite being a member of the privileged class. She suffered from fits, and exhibited uncontrolled rages that may have indicated a brain disorder associated with increased aggression. She was also promiscuous. At age 15, she married Count Ferencz Nadasdy, a renowned warrior who was often away from home. Thus, they joined two powerful political families with strains of madness running through them, both renowned for cruel behavior. She was rumored to practice witchcraft and carry a parchment inscribed with an incantation for protection. While her behavior toward servants is legendary today, it was not uncommon among aristocrats to exercise brutal beatings and even death on those they considered lesser beings. Erzsabet had a vicious impulsiveness that only strengthened in an environment with no accountability for aristocrats. She was also said to be a petty and vain narcissist. Changing her clothes five or six times a day and admiring her image in mirrors for hours. She used oils and unguents to preserve and whiten her skin. 
 
   As Nadasdy’s wife, Erzsabet was introduced to his various modes of discipline. He showed Erzsabet how to freeze a girl to death during the winter by pouring water over her until her body hardened and she was unable to move. It was said that he sent black magic spells from the lands where he was at war for his wife as tokens of his love. Nadasdy was frequently gone on his military campaigns, so Erzsabet would practice rituals and write to him about them.
 
   She was reputed to receive an assortment of male lovers, as well as to indulge in lesbian sex. In one such instance, a local nobleman, who was reputed to drink blood, was brought to live at the castle to teach her about it. The stranger bore all the physical attributes of a supernatural vampire, with pale skin and long dark hair. We now know this to have been Vlad Tepes, who during his time at the castle, fell deeply in love with the Countess. For a time, Erzsabet ran off with him, but eventually she returned alone.
 
   After fathering four children with Erzsabet, three boys and a girl, Nadasdy fell ill in 1601 and died in 1604 leaving Erzsabet, a middle-aged widow at the age of 44. She continued to torture servants after her husband’s death, and even refined her methods. Erzsabet frequently tortured her victims herself; sometimes having to change their clothes, which dripped with blood, before she would continue her cruelties. The swollen bodies were then cut up with razors and burned. 
 
   After the murder of one such servant in 1609, which Erzsabet tried to stage as a suicide, the authorities finally decided to act. This suspicious incident, coupled with the many other rumors over the years, demanded their immediate attention. The king agreed to an investigation, seeing it as an opportunity for himself. Erzsabet had been requesting that he repay loans her husband had made to the crown, and if the rumors proved true and she was arrested, he would be free of his debt. 
 
   The rumors indeed proved true. What the investigators found was far worse than had been suspected and Erzsabet’s outrageous tyranny was brought to an end. As she awaited a hearing, her castle was searched for evidence. The bones and other remains, along with the clothing and personal effects of missing girls were found. One blackened body was in the fireplace, not fully burned, and quite a few were buried in shallow graves around the castle grounds.
 
   The truth of it was that Erzsabet and her entourage had killed six hundred and twelve women, whose deaths she had fully documented in her diary. In light of the mountainous evidence, all the people involved in the killings, except for Countess Bathory and two others, were beheaded and then cremated. Due to her nobility, it was prohibited by law to execute Erzsabet. In the end, the court never convicted Countess Erzsabet of any crime, but she was put under house arrest. Sentenced to life imprisonment, she was placed in her torture chamber and stonemasons were brought to wall up the windows and doors to keep her locked inside. A small hole was left open through which food could be passed. 
 
    
 
   “So, Julia, how does this play into anything to do with the Watchers? Bathory wasn’t a vampire when she died at Csejte. She wasn’t even a real witch.”
 
   “Ah, very observant, Miss Melbourne. So now you get to hear the rest of the tale.”
 
   Julia handed her a champagne flute of warm blood and they walked out onto the balcony of the house. She took a deep – unnecessary – breath of the Californian air and sighed before she began her tale.
 
   “About four years after her imprisonment, Vlad began Erzsabet’s turning. He transformed into mists, entered her chamber at night and bled her slowly for three days. He would feed her his blood on the fourth, after which she would fall into the sleep of death, lay dead for two days and rise in the night a fledgling vampire. On the third day, weak and happy, she dictated her last will and testament to two cathedral priests from the Esztergom bishopric. She wished that what remained of her family holdings be divided up equally among her children; her son Paul and his descendants were the basic inheritors though. That evening, one of the countess's jailers wanted to get a good look at her, since she was still reputedly one of the most beautiful women in Hungary. Peeking through the small aperture in her walled-up cell, he saw her lying face down on the floor. Countess Erzsabet Bathory was dead. Her body was intended to be buried in the church in the town of Csejte, but the local inhabitants found the idea of having the ‘infamous Lady’ placed in their town abhorrent… in hallowed ground no less! Considering this, her jailors decided to wall her body up inside the castle and burn it to the ground.
 
   “That night, Erzsabet Bathory rose from the dead and her lover, Vlad Dracula, and his subjects removed the entire structure and disappeared into the mountains forever. He understood her, he loved her. Where other humans had seen a terrible, wicked woman with an appetite for atrocity, pain and the suffering of others; he had seen a unique creature that was caught on the wrong plane of existence. His own life experiences had taught him how painful that could be. She was one who delighted in the feast, lacked that annoying human trait of compassion and had a taste for blood; she was vampire.
 
   “The people of Hungary had locked her in the castle tower to die, but Vlad had seen that they had locked her up to be transformed.
 
   “From a sad woman in punishment, to the glorious Vampire in the High Castle.”
 
    
 
   The end.
 
    
 
    
 
   To be continued in:
 
   The Vampire in the High Castle
 
   Available now:
 
   Amazon Kindle * Amazon UK * Amazon AU
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   “How would you feel about putting off returning home?” Ellen asked when I came back from the restroom and settled into the uncomfortable sling that substituted for a chair in Heathrow Airport.
 
   Airports and airplanes were not my favorite places to be, but the prospect of those two entities being a part of getting me back to Southern California and our home had made them somewhat tolerable. Her question caught me by surprise, because I assumed that she was as eager to get home as I was; if not more so.
 
   Initially, we were supposed to be on a direct flight from Brussels to LA, but had been rerouted to London to make an emergency landing. Transatlantic flights wouldn’t press forward if the handle on the toilet reacted a little bit slow, or so I’d been told. Evidently, whatever had caused the emergency landing wasn’t serious enough to send us hurtling to the ground or into the English Channel, but who was going to bitch about being back on the ground to fix a faulty part on an airplane?
 
   “What do you mean by putting it off?”
 
   “I got a call while you were in the loo.” She was always so adept at adapting to her surroundings.
 
   “What sort of call?”
 
   “Another case.”
 
   “Where? In Europe, China, Africa?” It seemed now that we had become an international organization, any place in the world was wide open.
 
   “Actually, right here, in London.”
 
   I’d always had a secret desire to explore London. I would have suggested just that before returning home, if I hadn’t felt that Ellen was in a rush to get back after what we had just endured. “I’m game, but are you sure that you’re up for it?”
 
   “The extra time just being tourists was enough to refresh me,” she replied. “How about you? Are you too eager to get home with your beers or do you want to take a crack at this one?”
 
   “Hmmm… London has some good beer too. Maybe I could add to my collection.”
 
   “If they aren’t all broken already.”
 
   Another thought suddenly came to me. Not only did England have some good beers, but I had heard plenty about the smoothness of some of the single malt Scotch from various parts of the United Kingdom. “I can add a bottle or two of Scotch to my collection as well. Besides, I’ve always wanted to check out jolly ol’ England.”
 
   “They promised to pick up our expenses and reimburse Marcus for the unused portion of our flight home. They also offered us a sizable sum. I’m not sure what it converts to in dollars, but it sounds pretty good in pounds.”
 
   “The last time I checked, the British Pound valued about 40% more than the US dollar. That means almost a buck and a half so let’s do it. Who is the client?”
 
   “TFL,” she replied.
 
   “Who is TFL?”
 
   “I’m not sure at this point. I told them I would call them back and let them know if we accepted their offer. We’ll get more details after that.”
 
   “Call them back. Call them back,” I replied. I had another sudden thought as she pressed the button on her cell. “See if you can negotiate a couple of bottles of single malt Scotch in the deal.”
 
   She frowned at me and I knew it was once again time to close my trap. “I’ll just go find out what we need to do to get our luggage.”
 
   She smiled and winked at me at the same moment that she greeted whoever answered the call. That was her special signal that told me that I was back on track. I strolled toward the small counter that blocked the gate to the plane that was supposed to be arriving to take us on to LA.
 
   “Pardon me.” The thought suddenly passed through my mind to ask if she had any Grey Poupon. I’m not sure what it is about the British accent, but it makes us Americans do stupid things. I restrained myself. “We are planning to stay over in London for a few days. What ought I do about our luggage?” What ought I do? Where did that come from?
 
   “Are you absolutely certain about your plans, sir?” the attendant replied. I swooned a little at the sound of her accent, as well as her penetrating green eyes. I wasn’t the type to be led astray from Ellen – she took good care of me – and so I pressed forward, ignoring the blush that was rising up.
 
   “Quite certain,” I replied.
 
   “Very well, then.” She began to explain to me what needed to be done to secure my luggage and reschedule the flight. The flight numbers, departure times and destinations all rattled around in my head, but as she spoke, she was writing it all down. Thank God that the English were often very thorough. I would never have been able to remember a single part of what she told me.
 
   “Thank you very much,” I said, turning in time to be joined by Ellen, who had finished her call with the mystery person from TFL.
 
   “Are we all set, then?”
 
   There was a little bit of that British accent and the phrasing of the question wasn’t exactly like the Ellen that I had known for years. I didn’t feel so bad, since Ellen was doing it too. I knew that the fact that Americans tend to end sentences with a preposition drove the English mad, but why exactly, did we feel the need to take on all of the idiomatic stereotypes as well? Rather than commenting, I simply pushed the paper with the notes on it toward Ellen.
 
   Getting our luggage wasn’t going to be nearly as easy as the woman at the counter had described. When is anything in an airport easy? As long as a person does not alter course from the rigid line, things work out just fine, but swerve off course and total chaos becomes the norm. To complicate matters, we weren’t certain what hotel we were staying in. Ellen made another call.
 
   “I was told to just give all of our flight information to Rochester and Rochester would take care of everything,” she said, disconnecting from her call.
 
   “Rochester? Seriously?” I chuckled. “Is he the butler or something?” The moment I heard the name, my mind started racing toward where and why I had heard it. I could hear the whiny tone that was used to pronounce it. I knew it was from a serial television program that I’d seen as a kid, but what the hell was it? I also knew I would be haunted by more than just whatever ghost we were being sent to track down. “Rochester,” I repeated it aloud using the tone that I’d remembered.
 
   Ellen gave me that, ‘come on, let’s get serious’ look. “Anyway, our driver will be here in a few moments to pick us up and take us to our hotel, so we need to find our way to ground transportation.”
 
   “Great.” I started looking up at signs and following arrows. “So, what is this case about?”
 
   “Apparently there are ghosts in the Tube.”
 
   “What tube?”
 
   “You know, The Tube. The Underground. London’s subway system.”
 
   “Oh, okay, the Tube.” Something in the back of my mind knew that the Londoners called their subway system the Tube and that I’d heard the term used before; it had just slipped my mind. There was a lot of that going on lately. I wondered if it was a negative side effect connected with being possessed by ghosts, demons and other evil forces over and over again. Rochester. Who the hell was Rochester?
 
   My question was answered, at least in part, a few minutes later when we encountered a man – who actually reminded me of the professor from The Paper Chase – who was holding up a sign with our names written on it near the exit to Ground Transportation. What was the actor’s name? He did the Smith Barney commercials too. Why was my brilliant mind being wasted on such trivial stuff? I started to share my thoughts with Ellen, but decided against it as the man spoke and a strong urge to laugh hit me. He sounded just like the Paper Chase guy.
 
   Passing me another of her looks, Ellen introduced us, clearly the adult in the situation. “I’m Ellen and this is my husband, Monty.”
 
   “I am pleased to meet you both.”
 
   “The pleasure is ours,” I responded. When had I ever used that phrase before?
 
   “Very well, then,” he replied. “Shall we be on our way?”
 
   I couldn’t help feeling that I was being scrutinized and coming up short as Rochester looked down his long, narrow nose at me. He’d probably already surmised that I was not the serious member of our team. If he was anything like old “what’s his name” on The Paper Chase, he probably didn’t approve of my sense of humor.
 
   Ellen always knew when crazy stuff was going on in my mind and she nudged me with her elbow when we got in the car. “What is your problem?” she whispered.
 
   “Smith Barney, they make money the old-fashioned way. They earn it.” I pulled the voice off perfectly, just before Rochester was seated in the driver’s seat of the Rolls-Royce that was taking us to our hotel. He looked up in the mirror at us for an instant. Had he heard my impersonation? I began to think that with him, it probably wouldn’t matter one way or the other; he wasn’t going to approve of me regardless of what I did or said. I wish that I could remember that guy’s name.
 
   “So, what exactly is going on in the Tube?” I asked, regaining my composure and attempting to get a hold on the professional that I really was. I wasn’t exactly sure what had made me so silly; too many ghostly blows to the head, perhaps?
 
   “There is a certain portion of the line that is experiencing paranormal activity.”
 
   “Paranormal activity? Like what, dear?” There it was again… Grey Poupon, anyone?
 
   “Doors on the train opening and closing in the middle of a transport, ghost sightings, inexplicable screams; you know, the usual.” She was as cool and matter of fact about it as always. I realized that some of that attitude had started to rub off on me as well over the last several months.
 
   “And TFL is?”
 
   “Transport for London. They oversee the transportation sector of the city.”
 
   “How did they get your name and number?” It was true that we didn’t exactly take out ads in internationally read newspapers or magazines. We barely even passed out business cards.
 
   “It was through some contractor connection that Marcus has here in London.”
 
   “So, are we going to have time to grab some fish and chips from a pub and drink a pint before we start work?” I was looking forward to experiencing at least a little bit of the local culture, even if we were going to be spending most of our time working.
 
   “I don’t see why not. We have a few hours to settle in before our meeting with Mr. Black.”
 
   “Rochester,” I called out. Yes, I used the whiny tone. “Would you be able to direct us to a top-notch local pub where we might enjoy some fish and chips?”
 
   The driver looked up in the mirror, pained that he would actually be required to speak to me. “Actually, sir, there is a floating pub on the Thames right close to your hotel; lovely view of Big Ben and Westminster Palace.”
 
   I was hooked immediately, though I was certain that the added comment about the view was directed toward Ellen rather than myself. I couldn’t shake the feeling that in the mind of Rochester, I was nothing more than an unpleasant piece of baggage that had to be endured in order to do business with Ellen.
 
   It wasn’t long before we pulled up in front of the Park Plaza Riverbank. I could see what appeared to be Big Ben and Westminster Palace across the river. I was going to be staying very near the queen’s house. Though I needed little help getting in the mood, it was an added touch which only served to increase my excitement.
 
   “Kind of nice to be rid of the Smith Barney, law professor guy,” I commented once we were alone in our room.
 
   “What are you talking about and why are you acting so weird?”
 
   “Rochester. He’s just like that law professor on The Paper Chase.”
 
   “Do you mean John Houseman?”
 
   “Yeah! That’s the guy.” She had at least made the same connection, though it did little to make me stop acting goofy. We took a moment to settle into our room, but I was too excited to sit still. Ellen finally gave in to my childish energy and we started out the door.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Harold Black was not nearly as stuffy as Rochester, but there was no doubt that he was pretty much all business. Having enjoyed a pint on the floating pub along with the best fish and chips I’d ever tasted, not that I was necessarily a connoisseur, I had been able to get most of my silliness under control. A portion of that could be linked to the fact that Ellen was becoming a little irritated with me. Since she wasn’t given to being irritated often, I knew that I was behaving badly. I reordered my brain toward being professional, though the Rochester thing was still lingering in the background.
 
   “How can we be of service, Mr. Black?” I asked, taking the lead in order to let Ellen know that I was serious.
 
   “I’m not quite sure exactly,” he replied, wrinkling his brow. “We seem to have some inexplicable goings on between the Vauxhall and Stockwell stations.”
 
   “What sort of goings on?” Ellen asked.
 
   Mr. Black hesitated. Talking about ghosts as though they were a real possibility clearly wasn’t something that he did on a regular basis. In fact, he probably wasn’t any more of a believer than I had been before Ellen opened up my eyes in some very profound and very real ways. I, like Mr. Black, still preferred to try to come up with any other way of explaining the unexplained rather than immediately jumping into the paranormal world. I decided to help him out.
 
   “Mr. Black, strange and inexplicable things aren’t always related to ghosts or paranormal activity. Just tell us what has been reported and we’ll make the determination as to the cause. Fair enough?”
 
   “Fair enough.” He visibly relaxed.
 
   Ellen smiled at me, which let me know that I was once again gaining her approval. Because ghosts and paranormal activity were commonplace to her, she often forgot that there were plenty of people who felt extremely uncomfortable with talking about that sort of thing. Putting them at ease about it was often my department.
 
   “Initially, we thought that there was some sort of mechanical failure taking place with the trains. The doors will open inexplicably, and of course, that in turn, automatically applies the brakes and stops the train. The train operators have to close the doors again before the train can move forward. We checked out the mechanical systems, finding nothing amiss. So, we started looking into it a little bit further and discovered that this particular anomaly was only taking place on the line between the Vauxhall and Stockwell stations.”
 
   “That hardly qualifies as paranormal activity, Mr. Black,” I responded. “Perhaps some sort of magnetic field or alternate energy source is somehow interfering?”
 
   “We checked on all of those things as well,” he smiled. We were at least making a professional connection, even if I couldn’t seem to impress Rochester. “The opening and closing of the doors by itself is not what has everyone in a dither.” Again, he hesitated.
 
   “What else has occurred, Mr. Black?” Ellen spoke softly, almost like she was encouraging a child to eat their applesauce.
 
   “Some have said that they felt a cold wind or evil presence, heard voices and have seen images connected with the door openings. There were even reports of horrible screams. All sorts of investigations have taken place along the line between the two stations, but nothing out of the ordinary has been found.”
 
   Mr. Black seemed ashamed of himself because he had called in ‘ghost hunters’ to solve the problem he was facing. However, he also seemed desperate to come up with answers as well. “There is a sense of urgency to have the problem solved.”
 
   “There always is,” Ellen smiled. “Has anyone’s life been threatened or put at risk?”
 
   “Not that I know of; at least, not directly. We are very concerned about the opening doors. It wouldn’t do for one of the passengers to fall from the train. They are, of course, directed not to lean against the doors while the train is in motion, but you know how people are…”
 
   “Yes,” I smiled. “There always has to be one in every crowd.”
 
   “We can’t afford that one. We’ve taken enough heat for the amount of money that we’ve spent in the last several years upgrading and adding lines to help with the increased traffic load because of the Queen’s Jubilee and the Olympics. We don’t need any more critics, besides the other liabilities and possible deaths that could happen.”
 
   “I’d like to see the train line on a commuter’s map if possible,” Ellen said to the man across the desk.
 
   “Oh, certainly,” he responded, pushing his chair back a little from the desk and pulling out a blueprint drawer from just below the desk’s top. He removed a full color rendition of the various stations across London and the connecting rails. Mr. Black placed the map on the desk and turned it to face his two guests. “The line runs between Vauxhall Station… right here; and right along here the very next stop is Stockwell.”
 
   Ellen shivered involuntarily as she looked at the tiny piece of rail that was being discussed.
 
   “Is something wrong?” I asked instinctively.
 
   “It’s nothing, dear.” That was her code for ‘I’ll tell you later.’ “Can you tell me about anything that might be happening near the area that could have caused a disturbance?” Ellen asked.
 
   “Disturbance to what? What sort of thing are you talking about?”
 
   “Excavations, major renovations, which may have entailed demolitions and such?” she replied.
 
   “We are adding a new line that crosses under the existing one between Vauxhall and Stockwell. Is that the sort of thing that you mean?”
 
   “Have they dug up anything odd? I mean, like, archeological artifacts or anything like that?” Ellen asked.
 
   “The contractors haven’t reported anything to me. There is a great deal of interest and some controversy surrounding the excavation that is going on, mostly from archeological societies and whatnot. There would certainly be a big to do if anything was discovered. They would probably shut down the entire operation if a pinky finger was found.”
 
   “They have a way of swaying public opinion and hanging up progress, don’t they?” There I was again, going crosswise to the green, environmental thing. I simply couldn’t avoid the comment. It did seem like someone was always standing by to throw the kibbutz into new construction projects or any type of progress to protect either something that was long since dead and gone or some fuzzy little tree owl that was on the endangered list. I received a look for my comment and wondered why I hadn’t already learned to keep my mouth shut.
 
   “Mr. Black,” she quickly jumped back into the conversation. “Have you seen or heard anything or did the investigators see or hear anything? Has there been any paranormal activity in the new tunnel?”
 
   “I haven’t personally seen anything and neither have the investigators. Why?”
 
   “I was just hoping you might be able to give me a firsthand account,” she replied.
 
   “Would it be helpful if you had all of the firsthand accounts? I can have my administrative assistant make copies of the claims and complaints and provide those to you.”
 
   “That would be helpful, thank you.” She tapped her lips with a long, sexy finger several times as the wheels were spinning in her head. It wasn’t exactly a convenient time to have amorous thoughts about my wife, but whenever she did that, I could barely contain myself. 
 
   Harold Black pressed the intercom button on his phone. For some reason, I hoped that he would ask for Miss Moneypenny. Apparently, not all of my silliness had left me. “Penelope? Could you make copies of the, um, uh, ghost files and bring them to me?” He was embarrassed that they actually had ghost files.
 
   “Mr. Black, would it be possible for us to ride the train between the two stations in question; just to see what turns up?” Ellen asked. The question drew me back to business.
 
   “Of course,” he said. “Actually, I have asked the TFL to provide badges for the two of you. It will allow you access to the facilities necessary; actually any place that you want to go on the Tube. We’ll need to snap a photo of each of you. Penelope will handle that before you leave.”
 
   “What about access into the new tunnel?” Ellen asked.
 
   “I can arrange that. Do you think it is connected to our problem?”
 
   I was on to where she was headed. “How long after the contractors started excavating the new tunnel, did the problems begin to take place?” I asked.
 
   “Two or three weeks maybe.” The expression on his face showed sudden recognition. “About the time they crossed under or came very near to the Vauxhall-Stockwell line. I will arrange access to the new tunnel for you immediately. In fact, I’ll arrange a meeting with the project manager… say tomorrow morning, ten-ish?”
 
   “That would be lovely,” Ellen replied.
 
   I threw her one of her own ‘behave’ glances and received a ‘what?’ look in return. Then she winked at me and smiled. So, I wasn’t the only one who was feeling a bit randy. Ditching the meeting and the whole ghost thing in order to go back to the hotel would have been just dandy with me.
 
   “Penelope, please phone Mr. Hayford and patch it through to my office, if you don’t mind,” he said into the intercom, then leaned back in his chair, had a sudden thought and pushed the button again. “Also, we need to upgrade those security badges to green, giving our new consultants the same authority as my own. Temporarily, of course,” he said as he leaned back into his chair and awaited the call. It was only a moment.
 
   “I have Mr. Hayford on the line.” Penelope’s voice came over the intercom.
 
   “Mr. Hayford. How are things going on the project this afternoon?” There was a pause while he listened to whatever the project manager was telling him. “Mr. Hayford, I hate to interrupt; we can talk about this in a little while. What I need to know is if you can meet with our…”
 
   “Investigators,” Ellen quickly provided the word. Saying ghost hunters often made people uncomfortable.
 
   “… investigators concerning the issues along the Vauxhall to Stockwell line. Listen, I was hoping to arrange a time when you could meet with them. Say tomorrow around ten?” He listened again and his expression changed. “Well, yes, those might be connected.” Another pause. “I’m afraid those are questions that you’ll have to ask them. Okay, so tomorrow at ten. Very well, and I will call you back about those other matters in about ten to fifteen minutes.”
 
   He set the phone back into its cradle and glanced from me to Ellen. “It seems that I misspoke before when I said that nothing had happened in the excavation tunnel. There seem to have been some things occurring down there as well, but they had gone unreported until the recent hubbub stirred things up. I’m afraid that I don’t know which stories to believe any more.”
 
   “That’s why we’re here,” Ellen reassured him.
 
   “That’s right, we’ll find an explanation for you,” I added.
 
   “Mr. Jackson Hayford will be meeting with you tomorrow at 10:00 a.m. I will send Rochester to get you at a quarter of 10. I do appreciate your time and your expertise. You’ve come highly recommended and I can already tell that you take a professional approach to the matter.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.” Ellen smiled.
 
   “Penelope should have those copies for you and she’ll snap the photos and get the badges prepared as well. I hope that you have an opportunity to take in some of the sites while you’re here. Also, anything you need, just let Rochester know and he will secure it for you or find someone who will.”
 
   “There is one thing,” I spoke up, suddenly remembering that our equipment was with our luggage. “Our luggage was hung up at the airport and all of our equipment is in it.” It was worth a shot; if he was in charge of transportation, perhaps he would be able to pull some strings and get our luggage to us.
 
   “Yes, of course. I’ll look into that for you posthaste.”
 
   He said the word with such aplomb that I was hoping I would have an opportunity to make use of it myself: posthaste. “That would be very helpful; thank you, sir.”
 
   “It was indeed a pleasure to meet you, Mister Black,” Ellen said, extending her hand gracefully.
 
   “The pleasure is all mine,” he replied, moving from her hand to my own. “Penelope,” he called out. The sharp-looking redhead appeared in his doorway within seconds. “Please take very good care of our guests if you don’t mind.”
 
   “It will be a pleasure. Come along.”
 
   I felt like a schoolboy being escorted to his next class. In only a few moments, posthaste, we were outfitted with our badges and a file folder with what looked like several dozen sheets of ghost stories for our light, bedtime reading. When we left the building which housed the TFL offices, Rochester was standing by, ready to return us to the hotel… posthaste.
 
    
 
    
 
   Ghost Crypt
 
   is available at:
 
   Amazon Kindle * Amazon UK * Amazon AU
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