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  The Day I Died


  *Thud, thud* Okay, somebody needs to turn off their goddamn stereo before I put my foot up their ass. God forbid a guy be allowed to sleep off a major bender without some dickhead blasting their bass to eleven. At least, I think it was a major bender. I know I’m asleep, but I can still feel the room spinning. Yeah, I’ve gotta be drunk off my ass.


  The funny thing is, I don’t remember getting shitfaced, although that doesn’t mean anything. The best parties are sometimes the ones you don’t remember. Still, I’m not even sure I went to a party last night. It is morning, right? I can’t see anything. Well, duh, my eyes are closed.


  Okay, my eyes aren’t opening. I guess I must be pretty trashed.


  *Thud, thud* There it is again. For fuck’s sake! Some days I hate living here. There’s always some little white bread, teenaged douche pumping out Tupac from his daddy’s Beemer because he’s sure he can relate to life on the streets. Although why is it so loud? Maybe the window’s open. I should get up and close it. Oh yeah, that’s right. I’m out cold. I can’t really check the window in my current state. Oh, well, maybe I’ll get lucky and some real gangstas will come cruising down the block and pop a few caps in homey’s upper middle class ass.


  *Thud, thud* ARGH! It’s really starting to piss me off now. Huh? What the hell was that? Holy shit, are those voices? Maybe I'm not at home, after all. If that's the case, I must still be at a party. Oh, crap. I hate passing out at someone else's place. I really hope they aren’t drawing dicks on my face. The last time that happened, the fuckers used a permanent Sharpie. Let me tell you how much fun that was to scrub off. Probably took off five layers of skin, and you could still see it. Tom was an asshole about it, too. He kept pretending to be helpful just to get a laugh. “You want me to go to the store for you, dickface?” “I’ll get it. Hello? Oh, Bill? Sorry, he can’t come to the phone right now. He's too busy trying to wipe cock off his face. Can you call back later?” One of these days, I’ve really gotta get my own apartment.


  *Thud, thud* Okay, it's getting a little lower now. The song must be ending. I still can’t make out what the voices are saying, but at least it doesn’t sound like laughter. That’s good. Hopefully it means they haven’t started using my face as an easel yet. Maybe I can still wake up before that happens.


  Jeez, my body still isn’t responding. Man, what the hell was I drinking? Even passed out, I still feel seriously fucked up. I’m wondering if maybe I was doing a little more than drinking. I vaguely remember Ed saying something about scoring a few joints. Shit! I hope they weren’t laced with Drano or something - although that might explain why I’m lying here, having an internal soliloquy. Hold on, though, didn't that happen last week?


  *Thud, thud* Why does that sound so familiar? I don’t usually listen to any shit rap music, but damn if that doesn’t ring a bell. It’s right on the tip of my tongue...UGH! Speaking of my tongue, what the hell is that taste in my mouth? Oh, shit. Please don’t let me have puked. There’s nothing worse than puking at a party and waking up in it. Nobody ever gets laid after that. Well, okay, puke or not, it’s been a while since I scored at a party, but it could still happen...maybe. Although not if I’m lying in a swimming pool of my own spew.


  Crap! I hope someone turned me on my side. The last thing I want to do is pull a Hendrix. Okay, okay, relax. No one is that big an asshole. If I can hear them talking, then that probably means I’m all right.


  *Thud, thud* It was weird tasting puke, anyway; kind of coppery. Oh, okay. Maybe I didn’t puke. I probably bit the inside of my mouth instead. That makes sense. Hopefully, I just bit the inside of my mouth. Damn! What if this is some kind of seizure? I could have bitten off my own damn tongue, and these assholes are just standing around debating the artistic merits of penises on my face. Maybe that’s why I can’t wake up. I popped a blood vessel in my brain and even now, I’m spiraling into a coma.


  Still, I don’t think I’d be quite as lucid if I were in a coma. Then again, I haven’t been in enough comas to know what it'd be like. All right, calm down. I'd probably feel it if my tongue was bitten off. I think that would be a wee bit on the painful side. Okay, I need to try and concentrate. Let's see...I can still taste that crap in my mouth, but I can sorta feel my tongue, too. At least I think I can.


  I tried moving it around a bit inside my mouth. Yeah, I still had a tongue...OW! What the hell was that? Had my tongue a second ago, but I’m not so sure now. What the hell? Did someone stick a razor blade in my freaking mouth?


  *Thud, thud* Thank God. The music was barely a whisper now. That damn song just went on forever. It’s funny that I can hear the bass, but nothing else, though. It still sounds so familiar. Almost like a...


  Oh, no.


  That can’t be right.


  *Thud, thud*


  It can’t be.


  Please don’t let that be my heart that I’m hearing.


  *Thud*


  Oh, shit!


  I am choking on my own puke.


  Or having a seizure.


  *Thud*


  Or a goddamn brain aneurysm.


  *Thu...*


  Ohcrapohcrapohcrap!


  Okay, I shouldn't worry. I’m sure someone will start CPR on me.


  Any second now.


  Any minute now.


  Come on, people. I only have a few minutes here before that whole brain death thing.


  FUCK!


  Please start beating again.


  Pretty please.


  It’s not fair. I still have so many reasons to live. I was going to go out with Sheila. Well, okay, maybe. One of these days, certainly. Hell, I would have gotten to it eventually. You don’t just walk up to an insanely hot chick like that and ask her out, especially when you look like me. You have to work your way up to it. Sure, it’s been two years, but I was almost there, dammit. Now it’s all gone.


  Or it will be all gone.


  Any minute now, it’ll be all gone.


  Jeez, this death thing isn’t quite like I thought it would be. I can still taste whatever is in my mouth. Yep, I can still move my tongue, too. Can dead people move their tongues? I don’t know. I haven’t Frenched too many corpses.


  Okay, this is starting to get a bit odd. Shouldn’t I be seeing a tunnel with a light at the end? Maybe I’ll see Grandma and Grandpa - hell, maybe even Elvis is waiting for me at the end of it.


  Nope, nothing.


  No, that’s not quite true. Is that...yes. I can feel my left arm now. Do dead people start getting sensation back? Hmmm, I can’t move it much, but it feels like I’m lying on something soft. No, I’m not in my bed. It feels like carpet. Yep, I’m definitely on a floor somewhere. It feels thick...kinda like a...oh, no...a shag carpet. Either I’m stuck in a bad seventies’ flashback, or I’m at that...


  Loft!


   Oh, fuck! And with that, the fog suddenly clears from my head. I can remember where I am and how I got here. If I’m right about what’s going on, then a face full of dicks isn’t going to sound all that bad in comparison.


   


  Before I Became the Dearly Departed


  Okay, let’s back up a little bit. I’m probably getting ahead of myself. Before I bore you with little things, like, say, my death, I should probably fill you in on the basics first. How’s that sound? Okay, then let’s start over, shall we?


  My name is Bill, Bill Ryder. William Anderson Ryder, if you want to be formal, although I’m not sure why you’d want to be formal with a dead guy. It’s a pretty cool name, if you ask me, although it did get a little annoying a few years ago when The Matrix came out. For a couple of months, I had to deal with every single person I know ending everything they said to me with, “Mr. Anderson” in a deadpan voice. It was funny the first time, much less so the five-thousandth time. Anyway, I’ve always liked how my initials spell out WAR, kind of like W. Axl Rose, if a bit less cool, maybe. Not that much less cool, at least these days, but a bit. Although, since I go by “Bill,” my friends have always pointed out that BAR might be a better acronym. I can’t really complain about that one either, since under duress I might admit to spending a decent amount of time pounding back cold ones on the weekends.


  Now, I’d love to tell you that I’m a private detective, maybe a boy wizard in training, or even a normal Joe by day/superhero by night, but that would be stretching the truth just a bit. As with all things, reality tends to be less exciting than what we would hope it would be. Here are the basics: I’m twenty-four, currently single, and with no real potential hopefuls in sight. Well, there is Sheila, but we’ll get back to her later, especially since I’m not one hundred percent certain she’d be able to pick me out of a police lineup, not that she has any reason to. It’s not like I’ve been stalking her these past few years. Sure, I know where she lives, what time she gets to work, what her favorite perfume is, but I assure you I’m definitely not stalking her. Really.


  Oh, yeah, and she has this super cute ass that shakes so nicely when she walks...


  Okay, sorry. Sometimes I get caught up in the moment. Where was I? Oh, yeah, the basics...I’m twenty-four; I think I might have mentioned that already. I have short brown hair, brown eyes, glasses, am maybe an inch or two above average height, and about twenty...well, okay, maybe thirty pounds overweight. I’m not quite a hideous mutant, but I don’t exactly have the ladies swarming all over me like pigs in shit, either. That might have something to do with the fact that I probably look like someone who’d be right at home sitting around a D&D game (which I might admit to doing occasionally...or every Sunday, whichever comes first).


  I have a degree in Computer Science from NJIT, graduated with honors, et cetera. I like to think I’m a pretty smart guy. Maybe not MIT material (fucking elitist cocksuckers!), but I can hold my own in front of a dual monitor setup. Speaking of which, I work as a game programmer for Hopskotchgames.com. You’ve probably heard of them. You know Jewel Smash? Yep, that was me, baby. That little gem (no pun intended) alone has made the company millions in online revenue. I dare say I got a nice little bonus on that one...emphasis on little. Cheap bastards. But still, I can’t complain, at least not too much. I make more than enough to support my “lavish” lifestyle, I get full benefits, and can work from home pretty much whenever I feel like it. Overall, there are far worse places to be employed. Don't get me wrong, though. The second I win the lottery, those guys can go fuck themselves sideways.


  Anyway, my said lavish lifestyle consists of the top floor apartment of a building in the Bay Ridge section of Brooklyn. I share it with my two aforementioned roomies, Ed and Tom. Ed is my partner in crime over at Hopskotchgames. He does graphical design for them, and we’ve partnered on more than a few of their top downloads. We met in college, and he's the one who got me the interview over there. Ed’s a good guy, if a little odd. He’s got a lot of talent, but is absolutely the least passionate artist I have ever met. Life is one big “Meh!” to him. Some days I think you’d need to set him on fire and cut his balls off with a dull hacksaw to get a reaction out of him, not that I fantasize much about setting him on fire...or his balls, for that matter. But you get the idea.


  As for Tom, he’s my main bud. I’ve known him for almost twenty years. Of everyone I know, I’d vote him the most likely in the next decade or so to wind up in a twenty-room mansion with a hot trophy wife by his side. Tom’s all about the money. He works over in the Manhattan financial district. Right now, he’s little more than a toady to the higher-ups, but he assures me that’s the way things work there. You latch onto some upwardly mobile VP like a remora (in this case, attaching your lips firmly to their ass) and let them drag you up the ranks. He rounds that part out by also being an obsessive collector. His dad got him into it when he was young, and then Tom’s OCD took over and kept it going in overdrive ever since. He’s got a storage bin back in Jersey, where we grew up, filled to the brim with comic books and action figures. That doesn’t even count the stuff he keeps locked in his bedroom. Most of it is worth shit now, and will probably be forever, but he’s got a few nice pieces. Just don’t let him catch you playing with any of them. Dude is a little psycho about it. I once repositioned his He-Man figure to be giving it to Princess Leia doggy-style and you'd have thought I had poisoned his family. Shit, if I ever did poison his family, he'd probably get over it quicker.


  So, that’s me. Not exactly Bruce Wayne, but then again, I’m not a basket case still living at home with Mom and Dad, either. My life is steady if a little dull: get up, get some work done, eat some food, then go back to sleep. Rinse and repeat until the weekend, when it’s more or less collect my paycheck, hang out with my friends, and bitch about the rest of the week. Some day I hope to get married, have a few kids, and then I’ll probably settle into the same routine again. Except then I’ll spend my weekends with my wife, bitching about the rest of the week. You know how it is. My plan is a lot like anyone else's. Maximize my good times, minimize my bad, and leave the larger stuff to people who give more of a shit than I do.


  Or at least that was the plan, but then I had to go and fuck it all up by dying.


   


  The Day before the Day I Died


  So, let’s get back to my untimely death, all right? Let me start by saying, fuck SoHo! Yeah, that’s what I said. I have never, ever had a good experience there. Every person I know who lives there is a douchebag. Every job interview I’ve ever had there has been conducted by assholes. Every restaurant I’ve ever eaten at there has sucked; and when the food didn’t suck, the service sure as hell did. It is a place where the tragically hip go to die, and people with more fashion sense than brain cells gather like moths to a flame. So, I should have known better than to wind up at a party there. Even more so, I should’ve known that the sweet piece of ass that invited me was far too good to be true.


  Saturday had started off well enough. It was a nice day; clear and just cool enough for a light jacket. Tom headed out to spend the day with his parents and his cute little sister (who, in just another two years, is going to be old enough to jerk off to legally...not that I would. Well, okay, talk to me in two years and we’ll see. Just don’t tell him I said that). As for Ed, he was holed up in his bedroom/home office. He was a little behind on the level design of a new project, and wanted to burn off some weekend hours to get it done. The rest of my local friends were busy, so that left me, myself, and I.


  I grabbed a couple of Egg McMuffins in the A.M. from the McDonalds on 86th street, and then jumped onto the R train to head into the city. I didn’t really have much of a plan. I figured I’d spend a few bucks, grab lunch, and then head back. Maybe I’d see if anyone was up for some bar hopping in the evening. I gotta admit, dying wasn’t on my to-do list. But hey, live and learn, I guess...or is that don’t live and learn?


  Okay, so the first part of my day went pretty much as expected. I popped into the Complete Strategist to grab a few new D&D minis (my current one just wasn’t doing justice to my High-Elf Battlemage) as well as a few new rule supplements that had come out. I plunked down enough cash so that, thanks to me, some executive at Wizards of the Coast could now continue paying their child’s college education. I walked over to midtown and spent a little time at the Apple Store, where for about the hundredth time, I stood around debating the merits of buying myself an iPad, and for the hundredth time, decided that maybe I’d hold off for now. After that, I grabbed a few slices of pizza and then headed down to the subway again. In retrospect, I should have loitered for a while longer. If that had happened, I wouldn’t have met her, and, well...I’d still be alive.


  But you’re not here to catch the story about Bill, the guy who went home, met up with some friends, and then spent the rest of his Saturday night drunkenly arguing over who the hottest chick on Smallville was, are you? No, you’re not. So, as I was saying, I went to grab the train back to Brooklyn. Not really wanting to mingle with the weekend crowd, I wandered to the end of the platform where there were only a few people waiting. That turned out to be a big mistake.


  The train took its sweet time, and I was just starting to tire of the perpetual stench of hobo urine when I felt a tap on my shoulder. Being a city resident, I reacted naturally. That is, I spun around quickly, sure I was about to get mugged - hoping I looked intimidating enough (doubtful) to give my would-be attackers second thoughts.


  “A bit jumpy, aren’t you?” said the petite little thing staring back at me. She was no more than five-three, maybe a hundred and five soaking wet (excuse me while I consider the image of her soaking wet...ah, yes. Quite nice. Now, back to our story...), and totally smoking hot. She had medium-length blonde hair with green highlights, but aside from that little oddity, she looked like she could have just stepped out of a fashion shoot...or a strip club. I’d love to give you something cliché here, like she was dressed all in black, or had an ominous air about her. But the truth is, she was a very good-looking, well-dressed woman. Outside of the fact that she was talking to me, there was nothing about her that was really screaming threat.


  Anyway, before things could stretch out to an awkward silence (or, more importantly, before it became obvious that I was undressing her with my eyes), I answered her. “Sorry about that. You just surprised me.”


  “Whatever,” she said, obviously nonplussed with my answer. “Have a light?”


  “I don’t smoke.” Were people even allowed to do that on the platform anymore?


  “Figures. Then, have you got the time?”


  “That I can do,” I said as I brought my watch up to my face, being careful not to take my eyes off her. I had heard on CNN a few years back that some gang members did this to distract a person so they could slash them with a razor. Okay, she didn’t exactly look like a gang-banger per se, but still, it’s best to be careful. She apparently noticed my paranoia because she smirked in return.


  “About one-thirty,” I answered, feeling overly self-conscious.


  “Thank you.”


  And well, that was it. She stepped back and went into that thousand-yard stare mode that is so common of people waiting for a train. And yet, I couldn't help but feel like she was still giving me the once over out of the corner of her eye. However, I dismissed the feeling as nothing more than wishful thinking. After all, what straight guy doesn't have “yeah, she wants me” thoughts running through his head the second a hot babe like her asks him an innocuous question?


  Okay, I lied about the “that was it” part. It was just “it” for the platform. Turns out “it” started up again when the train pulled in and we got on. The last car was fairly empty, and the few of us there had the luxury of being able to sit, as well as doing so without being too close to each other. Just to be on the safe side, though, I grabbed a corner seat. Should the population inside the train suddenly swell, I could at least take comfort in knowing that I wouldn't wind up the meat in some smelly, weekend commuter sandwich. If you're thinking that I'm next going to tell you how my stripper “friend” (definitely a stripper - a model probably wouldn't have said a word to me had I been on fire) sat down next to me, then give yourself a prize. You, my friend, are either psychic, or at least not a complete idiot.


  Now, just to digress for a moment, I made myself a promise a long time ago. I promised myself that, in my next life, I was going to come back hot. Not just attractive, but Johnny Depp-like (as every woman I have ever known will testify), women's panties will get moist if I even look in their direction hot. Call me shallow, but I don't give a damn what anyone else thinks. The world just has so many more possibilities when you're hot. Case in point: my attractive subway stalker. She sat down next to me, immediately grabbed my shopping bag with no more than a quick, “So whatcha got there?” and started rifling through it. Forget the ugly beasts of the world, if even an average-looking stranger tried that, they'd either get immediately decked, or pointed out to the cops at the next station. But someone hot? They can both get away with it and know that they will. The world is just unfair. On the other hand, I didn't see anyone else in the car with a smokin’ piece sitting next to them, so I figured I'd cut the world some slack...just this once, mind you.


  So, there she was, going through my stuff, while I just sat there doing nothing except tensing up in case she bolted when the doors next opened. Yeah, yeah, I know, but gaming minis aren't cheap. I don't care what you look like - get your own goddamned swordmage.


  Speaking of which, she pulled it out of the bag and gave me a questioning glance. Okay, there went that fantasy of hooking up with the world’s hottest gamer chick.


  “Um. It's for my nephew,” I stupidly blurted out. She, in return, gave another look that told me I had about a zero percent chance of her buying that answer.


  I didn't fail to notice the quick eye-roll she made as she put my new mini back in the bag. She then went back to ignoring the basic rules of “don't touch what isn't yours.” Pulling out my new books, she began thumbing through them with an expression that appeared to be a combination of pity and humor. In a bit of foreshadowing that only happens in the most desperate of stories, she happened to stop on one in particular.


  “Now, this is cute,” she said, handing me the latest revision to the Manual of the Undead.


  “Have to keep up with the rule changes,” I stammered, no doubt continuing my unbroken streak of lowering her initial opinion of me.


  “Sure you do.” Then she got a bit of a far away look in her eye. “Rules are important. We all have them. Even me.”


  “You play...”


  “Not THOSE kind of rules. But rules nevertheless,” she cryptically continued. “There are all sorts of games...some a little more adult than others.”


  Okay... it was time to shift a bit in my seat, as my pants were suddenly feeling a tad too tight.


  She let the uncomfortable silence stretch a moment longer before her mood lightened. Handing back my purchases, she held out her hand. “Sorry for teasing you. I'm Sally.”


  Not quite believing the reality I had somehow stepped into, I mimicked her movement. “No problem. I'm Bill. Bill Ryder,” I said as I shook her hand. (YES! Houston, we have achieved physical contact.)


  “Pleasure to meet you, Bill Ryder.”


  Now, here I will once more meander from my recollection of my days amongst the still living, and just point out that, no, I didn't notice anything odd about the handshake. I'd love to tell you that her hand was overly cold and clammy, or that perhaps she had a grip that would have made a much stronger man wince. But the truth is...well, okay, the truth is that her hand could have been covered in scales and crawling with hornets and I wouldn't have noticed. I was kind of lost in the moment. You always hear reports on the news about people who have just won the lottery, and they always recount with exact detail what they were doing when they found out. Bullshit, I say. When any major Holy Shit moment occurs, we tend to go a bit numb, and then maybe later we'll try to fill in the details as best we can. Well, that was as close as I've come to one of those moments in a long time. Besides, there were far more interesting things than hands in front of me. Oh, well, maybe next time I hook up with an apex predator with killer cleavage, I'll be a little more attentive.


  Anyway, continuing my streak of witty banter, I then asked, “So, come here often?” Yeah, I know, it's amazing I don't get laid every night, isn't it?


  Another eye-roll (jeez, did I really sound that pathetic?) and she responded with a banal, “Only when I need to get somewhere.”


  Okay, it was time to dig deep down and try to find that little bit of adult dialogue, which I knew was hiding somewhere inside of me. “Sorry, that was kinda lame. What I meant to ask is whether you hang out in Manhattan often?”


  “Much better,” she acknowledged with a smile, “And the answer is ‘yes.’ I actually live not too far from here. I have a little place in SoHo. You?”


  “Brooklyn, myself. I was just doing a little shopping today.”


  “I can tell,” she gestured down at the bags through which she had just finished rifling.


  “You?”


  “Me what?”


  “What are you up to?” I asked.


  “Well, besides talking to a very nervous-sounding (and here I thought I was being so smooth) guy on the train, I was just out enjoying the day. Since the nervous-sounding guy I'm talking to also sounds like a fairly decent fellow (bonus!), I'd say it’s going pretty well,” she replied, her tone friendly. Damn, she had a nice smile...amongst other awesome parts.


  Sensing an opening, I pounced...figuratively. “There's still plenty of day left.”


  “That there is,” she agreed...hot damn, I was a playa.


  “Well, it's pretty nice outside. I don't suppose you'd maybe like to take a quick walk through the park? Maybe we could grab a coffee at one of those sidewalk cafes.”


  She frowned a bit at that (oh crap, we're losing the patient). “Sorry, I can't.”


  I've been there before, so I knew the drill to try to save a little bit of my crushed ego. “No. I didn't mean it like that, I...”


  But she cut me off before I could finish. “It's not you, silly. I'm not really up for a bit of sun right now (aha! There's that bit of foreshadowing I should have been paying attention to). Besides, we're almost at my stop. I have some stuff to get done before tonight.”


  Okay, the deal wasn't dead yet. The door was still hanging open, so I put my foot in it.


  “What's tonight?” I asked.


  “A couple of my friends are coming over. I'm throwing a little party.”


  “That's cool.” Yeah, I was back to being lame.


  “It's nothing big.”


  “A little get together with close friends is always fun.”


  “You think so?” she turned to look me dead in the eye. “I don't suppose you'd want to come?” she continued, her tone changing, almost becoming shy. “I mean, I know we just met. I don't want to come across as too aggressive.”


  Too aggressive? Christ, she could’ve thrown me down and raped me right there on the subway and I still wouldn't have considered that too aggressive. Note to self: remember that little fantasy for later on when I'm alone.


  “No, no, it's cool,” I said, trying to reassure her. “I'm not really too busy tonight (an understatement if ever there was one). I could pop by.”


  “Really? Are you sure?” She brightened at my answer, sitting straight up - her chest jiggling slightly from the sudden movement. I tried and probably failed to pretend I hadn’t noticed.


  “Why wouldn't I be?” I asked, attempting not to sound too desperately excited.


  “Well, you seem like a sweet guy, and I'm just warning you now, my friends can get a little rowdy.”


  “I can handle rowdy. They raise us tough in Brooklyn,” I fibbed.


  “All right then, it's a date.”


  A date? As in a “be somewhere together, maybe hold hands, maybe maybe make out, and if things go really well...wake up together” type of date? Hell, yeah! Damn, as soon as I told someone about this, my cred amongst my buddies would automatically shoot up by about ten thousand percent.


  “Sounds good,” I casually replied, managing to stifle the part of my brain that wanted instead to shout, “OH YEAH, BABY! MAKE ME YOUR PLAYTHING!”


  “Great,” she actually appeared genuinely pleased.


  “So, what time does this soiree get started?”


  “Show up any time after dark,” she said with a glimmer in her eye. “Here's the address; come up to the third floor,” she removed a pen from her purse, then took my hand and wrote on it. Wow. Didn't think that happened outside of the movies. This was starting to turn into a letter to a smut rag. “Dear Penthouse, I never thought this would happen to me...”


  A moment later, the train stopped and Sally popped to her feet, her tight body moving in all the right ways


  “This is me,” she said as she walked to the door. “Hope to see you there.” She then stepped out onto the platform and gave a little wave.


  I glanced down at the address on my hand, figuring it was best to memorize it, lest my palm get all sweaty. I looked up again, a scant second later, and Sally was gone. I jumped to my feet and stuck my head out the door to give her a quick wave goodbye, but she was nowhere to be seen.


  Had I been in a slightly less euphoric mood, I might have noticed that we were at the very end of the station. The nearest stairs were a hundred feet away off to the right. There's no way she could have gotten there in the time I looked away. To the left...there was only the darkness of the subway tunnel.


   


  A Party to Die For


  It's amazing how just a few random events can turn things into the perfect shit storm. Under normal circumstances, Tom or Ed (or most likely both) would have been home when I arrived and, between the three of us, we would have probably psyched each other out and just blown the whole damn thing off in favor of going out for pizza. Not that we're allergic to fine women, or anti-social, or anything, but I have no doubt the whole “too good to be true” aspect of it all would have come up and realistic heads would have prevailed. Well, either that or we would have all been enticed by the possibility of some prime pussy, and the three of us would now be lying around, kind of dead. I give it a fifty/fifty shot of either scenario occurring, and, since I'm not a complete asshole, I guess in the end, only one of us biting the big one is better than our families having to throw a triple funeral.


  Regardless, none of that came to pass. As I mentioned, Tom was at his family's house for the day. Ed must have taken a break and gone out for a bite to eat, because he wasn't home, either. That left me. Just great. I knew that, with no real voice of reason to turn to, I'd be left with just my own thoughts. The problem was the voice in my head that typically reasons with me pretty much sounds like a harsher amalgam of my two roommates. Where they might have decided on a different course of action for the evening, I knew that if I considered, for even a second, not going to this party, I'd have to contend with my own subconscious mercilessly assaulting me for being a pansy-ass loser with questionable sexual orientation.


  Oh, well. At the time, I figured the worst-case scenario would be that I'd be out a few bucks for train fare. At least I would have killed a few hours that otherwise would’ve just been wasted on some online raid with my guild brothers. A definite night of World of Warcraft versus the slight chance of hooking up with some chick straight from the pages of a Victoria’s Secret catalog. Millions of people play the Powerball lottery each week with much worse odds. So, ultimately, I figured, why the hell not?


  I nuked myself a couple of pieces of chicken (no point in heading toward probable disappointment hungry) and then proceeded to clean myself up - figuring simple was best. I wouldn't even know what to wear to look “cool” in the Village, so instead opted for business casual. That was usually a safe way to go when in doubt, at least during company meetings. I was just winging it here. It might not be the coolest attire, but at least I wouldn't look scummy. Hopefully, Sally wasn't one of those chicks who was into dating dirt bags. Speaking of which...was this really a date? Sure, the word had come up, but the reality was I had no idea. Hell, I wasn't even sure I'd give her a ten percent chance of being there, so worrying about it being a date or not seemed to be getting a little ahead of myself. Ooh, Sally and a little head. Now there's a possibility I could get behind. Anyhow...


  I got myself together as best as I could. I wasn’t a male model by any stretch of the imagination, but not exactly pre-Subway Jared-looking, either. It'd do. I grabbed my keys and wallet (stuffing an emergency $20 into one of my socks...momma didn't raise no complete fool), then stepped out to meet my fate...literally, as it turns out.


  * * *


  Saturday night trains are a lot like rush hour trains. People are in a hurry to get where they're going and, for the most part, stay out of each other’s way. Even the homeless mostly seem to understand this, and the onslaught of panhandling lessens a bit during these times. After all, getting in front of a determined person headed from point A to point B is a good way to get trampled. Thus, it was that I rode the N train to the stop closest to my destination. It let me off about five short blocks away from where I was headed, which I was able to walk with no problem.


  In retrospect, the whole trip was a little underwhelming. If Hollywood has taught me anything, it's that fateful journeys like these are filled with foreshadowing. It should have been storming outside, but it was crystal clear. I should have been accosted by at least one semi-crazed, but mysteriously wizened, stranger on the train, warning me of dire doom, but instead I managed to snag a seat, and nobody even batted an eye in my direction. For Christ sakes, the address I was given should have been some popular, but inexplicably creepy, nightclub with a non-subtle name like Type-O, or maybe The Blud Room, but noooo. Instead, the main floor of the building was a fairly nondescript bar. Loud and full, but not packed, and certainly not crawling with creeps that were practically screaming, “Come in here and we'll drain your ass dry.” It figures. The world can't even deliver me clichés correctly.


  My instructions were to use the side door and walk up to the third floor. I pressed the buzzer and was immediately let in. There was no challenge of “Who dares trespass?” No hulking bouncer opened the door, only to give me an evil smirk to let me know I was fresh meat. It was just a stairwell. Jeez!


  As I climbed, the sounds changed slightly. The techno-rock music from the first floor was fairly muted by the time I reached the second floor landing. As I continued upward, it was slowly drowned out by a different techno beat. This was SoHo, after all.


  Oh, by the way, in case you had forgotten from earlier...fuck SoHo!


  Now, where was I? Yeah, yeah, still a fucking corpse, but I'm getting back to that. I'm still doing the whole life flashing before my eyes bit...although it's odd that the majority of the flashback seems to only be from the last twelve hours, but whatever. It’s not like I was an expert in the rules of the afterlife, at least not yet.


  Reaching the third floor, the source of the new music, I knocked...and knocked again...and then knocked a third time. Didn't these guys just buzz me in? I was about to turn around and leave, visions of Sally and her friends (hot friends no doubt...and while we're on this fantasy, let's say hot nude friends) standing there, laughing at my idiocy, going through my not-surprised-in-the-least mind, when finally the door opened.


  If this were a trashy romance novel, I'm sure the guy standing in the door would be described to the rapidly moistening female reader by his perfect hair, dazzling eyes, and bulging muscles. However, here in the real world, guys like me tend to see dudes like him and automatically assume one thing about them; that they will, in all likelihood, be complete asshole douchebags.


  “What?” Douchebag asked in a bored tone (All right. At least one cliché was holding true tonight), looking me over as if I were something unpleasant he had stepped in.


  “Sally invited me,” I tried to sound equally as bored as I replied to this fellow who looked uncomfortably like some of the jocks who’d handed me ass-kickings back in high school. At this, though, his demeanor noticeably changed. He straightened up and adopted an easy smile. Sure, he still looked like a douche, but at least now he was a douche who was acting...err... less douchey.


  “Cool. Come on in,” he said, opening the door wider, letting out more of the insufferable techno crap that was playing. “Sorry about the attitude, buddy. Never know who's knocking. Gotta watch out for the narcs.” (Narcs? What was this, 1985?)


  “No prob,” I answered, following him in. “Bill.”


  “Huh?” Obviously he was already losing interest in me.


  “I said my name is Bill.” And with that, I held out my hand.


  “Oh. That's cool,” he answered, leaving my gesture of friendship dangling there. “Sally's around here somewhere. Just chill and she'll find you.” He turned away toward more interesting fare.


  Douchebag or not, I can't say I really blamed him. Once I was dismissed, I took a second to look around. Hmm, it was an interesting place; kinda had a retro feel to it. Not that it was very surprising, considering what part of the city I was in. Every place in this area either was trying to be cutting-edge hip, or latching onto some past decade like it was coming back into style. This place had a definite “groovy” vibe to it, minus maybe the music that was playing. As for the partygoers...whoa...the partygoers. Damn! The only parties I’ve ever seen that looked even remotely like this were all on TV. Every chick could have passed for a swimsuit model, and I doubted any of the guys benched under two-fifty. I tried not to gawk as my brain attempted to process exactly when I had left reality and wandered onto the set of Gossip Girl. Forget the decor; they could have decorated the place as a Black Plague death pit and it wouldn't have mattered one iota.


  I was starting to become acutely aware of how much I didn't fit in when I noticed a similarly out-of-place fellow off in a corner being chatted up by a tasty redhead. He was about ten years older than me, nearly bald, and looked like he'd be more at home at an accountants’ convention. Not that I should be judging, but it felt good to know there was at least one other person here who I'd stack up pretty well against. Sorry, but maybe it's a guy thing. Whenever there are women around, the whole Bros before Hoes concept goes right out the window, and I start checking out the situation to see who's higher and lower than me on the food chain, so to speak.


  Regardless, he was also the only person in sight that I was not immediately intimidated by. I was thinking about heading over and introducing myself as the only other “normal” guy here, when I began to notice that I wasn't. Scattered throughout the crowd were more “sore thumbs,” guys much closer to geek than chic on the social scale, all being kept company by women way out of their (our) league. Damn, I thought, they must either all be rich or have huge dicks. But that still didn't answer what I was doing here. I do okay, but I'm definitely not rich, and I don't have a huge dick. Err, that is, there's nothing wrong with the size of my dick. Really! I mean, sure I'm not John Holmes, but things below the belt are just fine, thank you very much.


  Okay, time to get off my dick...unless you look like one of the babes at this party. Ah, anyway, what was I talking about? Oh, yeah. While I was lost in this reverie of finances and dongs, I felt a tap on my shoulder. Giving my head a quick shake to clear it, I turned around just to be stunned again. There stood Sally. Holy shit! She was wearing a little green strapless dress, and, well...holy shit.


  “You came,” she said (not yet, but pretty close, considering how she looked). “I wasn't sure you would. A part of me was hoping you...” she paused, sounding a little uncertain and maybe even...a little sad.


  “Hoping I would...?” I tried to get her to finish the thought.


  “It doesn't matter. You're here. That’s the important thing.” Whatever made her pause a second ago was now gone. Maybe I had just been imagining it.


  “Yeah. I made it. You look great, by the way,” I stammered back, absolutely certain I sounded like a complete social retard.


  “Thanks. As I was saying, I wasn't sure you'd actually show up. You sounded a bit nervous on the train.”


  “I wasn't. You just caught me by surprise,” I blatantly lied.


  “Cool,” she ignored the obviousness of my untruth. “Let me show you around.” With that, she hooked her arm around mine (more physical contact!) and gave me the tour. Turns out the apartment occupied the entire floor of the building (damn, I could only imagine the rent). It was a fairly open floor plan, but not quite a studio. All in all, it was a big space, and I doubt there are too many slumlords who wouldn't have drooled at the chance to get their hands on it. A few subdivisions and a landlord could retire to the Caribbean on the rent alone.


  “Whose place is this?” I absently asked as we walked.


  “I live here.” Goddamn! Hot and rich. Yes, I am here to tell you with all certainty...life is not fair.


  “This is your place?” I asked somewhat incredulously.


  “Technically it's Jeff's place (Jeff? Yeah, it was too good to be true), but a bunch of us share it.” (A bunch? Okay, there's still hope.)


  “Who's Jeff?” I asked as nonchalantly as I could, hoping to be steered in the direction of someone obviously gay, or at least one of the other average dudes in the room. Sadly not, I realized, as she pointed directly at my douchebag acquaintance from earlier. Figures. Can't say I was overly surprised by this, either. On the other hand, it's not like he was the only scenery in the room. All things considered, douchebag aside, the entire experience was slowly turning out to be a positive.


  “We've met,” I replied neutrally. “How do you two know each other?” I tried to sound as disinterested as possible.


  “That's not important right now. Let's not worry about him. You're here with me. Let's mingle before the festivities get started.” She led me toward an open bar in one corner of the room.


  “Festivities?” I asked, trying not to be distracted by thoughts of hot chicks and free drinks.


  “You'll see. The night is still young,”


  Okay. Whatever that meant. Hey, who knows? Maybe this was one of those parties where it all culminated in a wild orgy at the end of the night. A guy I knew in college claimed to have been at one of those. Personally, I thought he was full of shit, but since it at least sounded better than any of my stories, I kept my mouth shut. Besides which, I needed someone to live vicariously through, bullshit or not.


  And so we mingled for a while. What I mean, of course, is that she mingled, while I was content just to devour my fill of eye candy, of which there was plenty. The problem with candy, though, is if you eat too much, you're asking for trouble.


   


  Be Still, My Beating Heart


  “May I have your attention, please?” the douchebag...err, Jeff, shouted out. “Midnight is upon us. The time you have all been waiting for has arrived.”


  The time I was waiting for? Holy shit, maybe I was right and there was going to be an orgy. As long as I didn't have any dudes trying to rub their junk up against me, this had potential to be the best night of my life. If this actually happened, then from this moment on, my roommates would have to worship me as if I were unto a god. Oh, yeah.


  “But first,” Jeff continued, “a few quick words, my children (children? Okay, douche). Judging by the new faces I see, the gauntlet thrown down last month by your brothers has been answered (???). Dread Stalker's is the score to beat,” he said, motioning to a muscular goon of similar douchey appearance off to his left. Dread Stalker? Either this guy was still living out his high school football fantasies, or his parents were a couple of Goth weirdos.


  “Bring forth your offerings, my daughters.”


  I saw several of the girls, all of them sweet little morsels, step forward, leading some of the men. I immediately noticed the accountant amongst them. I was about to comment when I felt Sally's arm entwine with mine and start to gently pull me forward. I tried to look at her expression to get a sense of what was going on, but she was facing toward Jeff’s direction. Hmm, if this was an orgy, I hoped I wasn't expected, as a new guy, to perform in front of everyone else. Sally was hot and all, but I wasn't quite so sure if a little stage fright might keep me from getting the job done.


  She led me through the crowd and we wound up next to the group who’d been singled out. I couldn't help but take note that all the guys that I was now standing with appeared to be of the decisively non-male-model variety I had noticed before. Odd. I was actually starting to wonder if this was about to turn into the hazing scene from Revenge of The Nerds when Jeff began slowly pacing in front of us.


  “Very nice. Any that you fancy before we get started, Ozymandias?” he asked toward the direction of the main group.


  A bored voice with a vaguely Bostonian accent replied from near the back of the crowd, “Not particularly. Carry on with your silliness. Don't worry about me.” I couldn't help but notice a brief look of annoyance cross Jeff's face at the answer he was given. I tried to scan the crowd for the source, but that was when Jeff's overly smug-looking face stopped in front of me and continued. “So be it. As host, it is mine to offer our hospitality, but as guest, it is yours to refuse (ooh, wonder how many brain cells this ox had to burn off to come up with that). Now, where were we? Oh, yes. Excellent choices, my daughters. But before we can judge the cattle...”


  I interrupted, “Did you just call me...*urk*” Make that tried to interrupt. His hand shot out, lightning quick, and grabbed me by the throat with a grip that felt overly strong even for a guy with his build.


  “Cattle do NOT speak!” he spat at me. “They are just judged...after we feast.” He flashed a predatory smile. If you're guessing that his eyes turned black as coal, and his canines elongated in front of me, well, you're wrong. Don't be such a pretentious know-it-all.


  Just messing with you. That's exactly what happened. It's kind of comforting to know that being a corpse hasn't affected my sense of humor. Unfortunately, it's the, hah-hah, if I don't laugh, then I'll start screaming, type of comedy. But hey, never let it be said I didn't crack wise in the face of a creature that shouldn't exist, right before it lowered its head to tear into my throat.


   


  Bill the Vampire


  And that brings us back to where we were. I guess that also explained why I was slowly starting to regain my senses, as opposed to standing in front of the pearly gates with St. Peter reading back to me a list of all the times I masturbated. Unless I was seriously hallucinating, I've seen enough movies to know that I was most likely going to wake up with a serious overbite and a hankering for a hunk of blood. Oh, well, as long as I wasn't also all sparkly, because that would just be fucking weird.


  I have to admit, now that the wooziness was starting to clear, I didn't feel half bad. Had I not remembered what had occurred, I’d have never guessed my neck had been chewed out recently. Hell, forget that, I was actually starting to feel pretty goddamn excellent.


  I could likewise feel myself coming to. My eyes were just on the verge of fluttering open when the screaming started. Loud screaming - too loud, as if someone were yelling into a megaphone cranked to eleven.


  I raised my hands (hey, they worked again) to my ears, when suddenly the scream became a choked gurgle. Almost immediately afterward, there came a *WHOOOSH* noise, followed by a brief wall of heat washing over me.


  As I opened my eyes and tried to stammer, “What the fuck?” (which came out a bit slurred, thanks to my new canines...guess that solves the mystery of what I cut my tongue on earlier), I felt powerful hands grab hold and haul me to my feet. That did it. I was finally fully awake. Blinking so as to clear my vision, I took a quick inventory of my surroundings and realized that I had been backed up against one of the walls. Sally was standing next to me, holding my arm in a grip that belied the fact that she was a fraction of my size. Another muscled douche was on my other side, doing the same. It was then that Jeff's voice caught my attention from off to the left.


  “Not bad, Starlight, but you lose two points for the screaming. That was just fucking annoying.” With that comment, several other voices, presumably vampires as well, chuckled and expressed their agreement. I craned my head to see what was going on. What I beheld did not exactly lighten my mood.


  I was in a lineup of sorts. Most (most!) of the guys that had been singled out with me were likewise being held in place. They were all covered with blood (I hadn't quite built up the courage to look down at myself, yet) and appeared to be in different stages of waking from what I assumed was the same dying-like experience I just did. Jeff was standing at the far end of the line. He was addressing a dark-skinned brunette (Brown sugar...how come you taste so good?) who was giving him a pouty look in return.


  Oh, yeah, there were two other quick things I couldn’t help but notice: Jeff was holding what looked like a sawed off, sharpened baseball bat, and, secondly, there was a smoking pile of ash next to the babe. I don't think one need have the entire series of Buffy the Vampire Slayer on blu-ray (it was a gift) to figure out what had just happened.


  “No fucking way!” whined the brunette. “That's not fair, Night Razor (Night Razor!?). How was I supposed to know he was going to completely freak?”


  “What was that, Starlight?” Jeff, or Night Razor, or maybe Douche Razor, asked in a clear warning tone.


  “Nothing...my lord,” the girl, Starlight, I presume, meekly replied.


  That seemed to satisfy Jeffy-boy as he moved to the next person in line. His presence seemed to snap the accountant look-alike out of his funk.


  “What are you?” he mewled. “Please. I won't tell anybody. Just let me go.” Jeff just smirked at this and started to raise the makeshift stake. “I have money!”


  “Hold him.”


  The poor dude lost it. He started screaming, “OH GOD! PLEASE! ONE OF YOU, PLEASE HELP ME!” Jeff's arms were extended, and the stake was pointed straight at the accountant's stringy chest. “PLEASE! I HAVE A WIFE AND KIDS, FOR CHRIST'S SAKE!”


  Jeff quietly answered, “Then you shouldn't be at a party like this,” and brought the stake straight down into his helpless victim's ribcage. The accountant made a strangled noise, but it was cut short. There was a flash, and his body self-immolated from the inside out. Holy shit! It's one thing to see it happen in a low budget movie, but to see it in real life...well, it's a little hard to grasp. I mean, people just don't normally do that.


  I was still gawking when Jeff started speaking to the accountant's redheaded companion. “Pretty good. Two points off for the whining, but I'll give you one back for the wife and kid thing. That one always makes me smile.” By the time he finished the sentence, all that was left of her “date” was a pair of eyeglasses sitting atop another pile of ash. Once again he moved down the line.


  By now, every one of my recently deceased companions had regained their senses and were all doing some combination of begging or crying, except for one portly fellow who seemed to be in denial, and was chanting over and over, “Not happening. Not happening.”


  I was last in line and, seeing how much good begging did the last guy, I decided to use my last few minutes to try and figure a way out of this death trap, or un-death trap, as it were.


  I scanned the room, trying to take in any useful details. The rest of the partygoers were off to the side, giving Jeff their full attention and cheering him on. Wait, not all of them. In the far back, I saw one fellow leaning against the wall. He had sandy blond hair and was of slimmer build than Jeff, although he still looked like he could have walked straight out of an LL Bean catalog. He was busy picking his nails and otherwise looking bored. Sensing me staring, he looked up and we locked eyes. He grinned and gave me a shrug before going back to the far more important business of making sure he didn't have any dirt under his pretty little fingernails. Asshole! Okay, no help there, and a quick whoosh of heat told me Jeff was getting closer.


  This was not good. I was trapped, alone, dead, and, judging by the idiotic ratings that were being giving out, the unlucky guest of a supernatural pig party. What a fucking weekend, and it was still only half over. Okay okay, I needed to stop feeling sorry for my somewhat both odd and terrifying predicament, and get my head back into the game...the game of saving my own ass.


  It was time for me to pay attention again. There were windows in the place, but a quick look confirmed that they all appeared to be painted black. No one was going to be watching. The music was pretty loud. Besides which, if the original screamer didn't attract outside attention, I doubt I would do much better. And besides, who was I kidding? In the middle of the city on a Saturday night, would anyone even think twice if they heard a loud yell? In short, none of it looked good, and my two captors were still holding me in an iron grip with their unearthly, undead strength.


  Wait a second...unearthly, undead strength?


  Sometimes I am such a fucking idiot. These dipshits were super strong vampires. I was now a vampire, too. Thus, as a newly minted deadly predator of the fucking night, shouldn't I have access to the same powers? Thank you very much, circular logic.


  I gave my muscles a quick flex to test that theory, and sure enough, they definitely felt stronger. Okay, that probably doesn't mean much. Kind of like how someone who just started working out will swear they can see results. Tom went through that phase a couple of years back. He had been dating this chick who was into fitness. For an entire month (oddly enough, the full length of the relationship) she managed to drag him to the gym with her, and for that same month, the rest of us had to put up with him flexing his non-existent (to everyone but him) muscles, like he had just stepped out of Pumping Iron. But still, delusions or not, I felt stronger, much stronger, and, bullshit or not, it was all I had to go on at the moment.


  I waited until Jeff was staking the guy next to me. Sorry dude, but if only one of us was going to get out of here in something other than a dustpan, I'd prefer it be me. He ashed the poor guy, and then turned to the cheering crowd to give his judgment. At that moment, I stomped down hard on Sally's foot. Okay, so it wasn't the manliest thing in the world to do, but considering the circumstances, I figured the other side threw the rules of fair fighting out the window a long time ago.


  She squealed in pain and loosened her grip enough for me to wrench my arm free. Before anyone could react, I balled my free hand into a fist and sent it crashing into the head of the asshole holding my other arm. To both of our surprise, it actually worked, and he went flying back with a grunt. Holy crap, I was a genuine badass.


  Unfortunately, that was probably the wrong time to mentally pat myself on the back. The whole scenario played out in just a few seconds, but by the time I turned to run, Jeff had already stepped over to block me.


  “Cute,” he smirked, looking to either side of me, “but playtime is over.”


  Fortunately, I didn't agree. Before he could advance on me, I crouched down and launched myself effortlessly over his head.


  At least that's how it played out in my mind.


  In actuality, my legs were up to the task, sharing the same unholy strength as my arms now did, but there was one teeny little problem. In my rush to escape (and look cool doing so) I kind of didn't bother to notice that the ceiling wasn't exactly high enough for that sort of move. So, what actually happened is I launched myself vertically about two feet, until my head crunched into plaster, and then came down to land in a heap at Jeff's feet, along with a good chunk of ceiling. Spider-Man, I was not.


  I looked up to find the crowd staring at me incredulously. Perhaps they were all in awe. Probably not, but hey, we all have our own personal delusions. Anyway, for a moment, all was silent, but then a loud chuckle erupted from the back of the room, snapping me out of my daze. Figuring it had worked well a few moments ago, I launched my fist at Jeff as I rose. I was strong and fast. I could do it.


  Or not. He was stronger and faster as it turns out.


  He caught my fist with his hand. Whatever grip Sally and the other vampire had on me earlier were an absolute joke compared to him. It was like sticking my hand in a fucking vise. He started to squeeze and I could feel my bones begin to bend. Putting on a maniacal grin, he continued to increase the pressure until I was forced to my knees.


  “I told you (squeeze) you're nothing but cattle (squeeze). Cattle (squeeze) doesn't (squeeze) fight back (squeeze). Cattle (squeeze) just go (squeeze) quietly (squeeze) to (squeeze) the (squeeze) SLAUGHTER!” (squeeze...*crack*...ow!) He sneered down at me as he continued his rant. “You have the nerve to think you're now our equal, but you are not one of - UGH!”


  Just for the record, should you ever find yourself in a similar scenario, the middle of a monologue is the perfect time to send your free fist smashing into the bad guy's crotch. Simultaneously, Jeff released my hand and doubled over in pain as another loud laugh, from the same voice as earlier, rang out from the far end of the room. Oh, yeah, I was comedy gold.


  As he sank to my level, I looked him in the eye and quipped, “I am the terror that flaps in the night, motherfucker!” Yeah, it sounded a lot cooler in my head than out loud, but in a stressful situation you take whatever you can get.


  I shoved the asshole to the side and made a break for it before the crowd could react. There were too many vamps off to the right where the door was, so I made a dash straight ahead.


  The only one standing in my way from that direction was the LL Bean model. As I approached, he smiled at me and then just stepped aside with a quick bow and an “after you” gesture. I distinctly heard him chuckle, “Good luck, Darkwing Duck,” as I passed.


  Since the door was out of the question, that left only the window. Normally, diving off the third floor of a building might have given me pause, seeing how there's that whole dying in a messy splatter thing at the end. But that was before. Now I was beyond death. Nothing could stop me. I would swoop out the window on wings of darkness. I would become insubstantial like the wind. I would...*CRASH!*


  I would realize that flying was apparently not one of my new powers. Goddamn it. Once more, Hollywood had lied to me. I had just enough time to think Fuck SoHo! before I slammed into the sidewalk below and all went black.


   


  It Sucks To Be a Vampire


  I was only out for a few moments; at least I think so. Maybe I couldn’t fly, but my new vampire body was, fortunately, a whole lot tougher than my old non-vampire one. I don't know about you, but trading a pulse for the ability to shake off a thirty-foot face plant onto concrete doesn't sound like too bad of a deal to me. Unfortunately, those few moments of blissful unconsciousness were enough to erase any lead I’d built up. I had only a second or two to notice I’d landed in an alley behind the building (and apparently not awoken any of the neighbors in doing so) when I felt rough hands grab me by the shoulders and spin me around. Jeff's extremely angry-looking face was right there, and then it wasn't as I doubled over from the force of his fist impacting my stomach.


  More hands dragged me to my feet. “This time, hold him.” Jeff raised the stake. The fall and the punch had taken the fight out of me. Realizing there was no way to break free in time to avoid becoming ashtray remnants, I thus did the only thing I could think of - I closed my eyes and hoped it wouldn't hurt much.


  “Wait!” a voice from above cried out. When no sensation of impalement came, I chanced opening my eyes a bit. Jeff was standing there, frozen in place, a vein throbbing in his forehead (how did he do that with no heartbeat?). He slowly lowered the stake and looked up. I lifted my head to follow his gaze, and saw LL Bean leaning out the window.


  “What!?” Jeff shouted to him.


  “Bring him back up,” answered my well-groomed benefactor.


  “This is none of your concern, Ozymandias.”


  “I'm making it my concern. Now, do as I say, and bring him up.”


  I had no idea what was going on, but in this pissing contest, the one called Ozymandias apparently had the bigger dick, because Jeff backed down, following the exchange. He lowered the stake and addressed the two thugs holding me.


  “Do as he says.” He then glared at me and whispered in a barely audible voice, “This is not over.”


  Okay, so I was batting about five hundred. I wasn't a pile of dust, but then again, I was far from free. Still, any reprieve from the reaper was a welcome one, and also meant that another opportunity to escape might present itself.


  The goons dragged me, none too gently either, through a back door and up the stairs. I'm not a svelte fellow to begin with, and I wasn't exactly being super helpful toward their effort, nevertheless, I seemed to inconvenience them little more than a bag of groceries might. We quickly made it back to the loft where I was dragged to the center of the apartment and tossed unceremoniously onto the floor.


  I looked up to find LL Bean/Ozymandias standing over me with the same bemused grin as he’d worn just before I did my best impression of Greg Louganis diving onto solid concrete. Jeff came charging in the door a few moments later, looking slightly less than overjoyed. Oddly enough, despite the fact that my opinion of his douchebaggyness was growing by the minute, I found my mood closer to matching his. I was finding it hard to enjoy even my momentary reprieve, mainly because I had no freaking clue what Ozymandias' game was. He might be saving my ass, or, for all I knew, he just wanted to kill me himself, for no other reason than to tick Jeff off (it was rapidly becoming obvious that Jeff's annoyance was his amusement).


  I got back to my feet just as Jeff got into Ozymandias' face. “What's your game? I gave you a chance earlier to take your pick. You declined. That means you let us finish the ceremony by our rules.”


  In this, at least Ozymandias and I were of the same mind, as we both blurted out, “Ceremony?”


  Despite our mutual reply, Jeff ignored me and addressed only Ozymandias. “You know what I mean. We bring them, bite them, judge them, then dust them. Those are the rules I created for this. Don't forget, this is my coven.”


  I should know better in situations like these (not that I've been in too many like this) to just keep my mouth shut, but I don't, so I interrupted him.


  “’Scuse me, but aren't covens for witches?” Jeff gave me a look that said he wanted to punt me into next week, but Ozymandias just kept grinning and answered in a casual tone as if we were discussing the weather.


  “Who do you think they stole the idea from?”


  Jeff ignored this exchange and continued as if I hadn't spoken. “You seem to forget where you are. I rule this coven.”


  Ozymandias immediately lost his casual tone and the temperature in the room seemed to drop a dozen degrees. “And you forget your place. You rule this one little coven. I oversee all the covens for this region. You're under my jurisdiction.”


  “You've never pulled rank before,” Jeff sputtered, having apparently been put firmly in his place. You go girl...err dude...vampire, or whatever.


  “First time for everything.”


  “I'll file a complaint with the Draculas.” (Draculas!?)


  “Go right ahead,” Ozymandias continued with the same icy tone. “I represent the Draculas in the Northeast. Your complaint will just wind up on my desk. It's safe to say that investigating it probably won't be at the top of my priority list.”


  Okay, did you follow any of that? Because I sure as shit didn't. But I'm guessing that the guy who didn’t want me immediately dead was higher on the food chain than the guy who did. So far, that seemed like a good thing.


  Anyway, back to the two guys who were debating whether I'd live through the night or end up looking like something that was dumped out of a Shop-Vac. The whole exchange seemed to deflate Jeff's sails a bit. He took a breath and composed himself, at least as well as a self-absorbed dickhead can do so.


  “Fine. What is it you want?”


  “That's better,” Ozymandias adopted his former casual tone. “What I'm decreeing is simple enough. I'm putting this fellow under my protection.”


  Cool. I must've impressed him with my badass escape attempt.


  “Why would you do that?” Jeff asked.


  “Because I find him amusing,” Ozymandias replied. “That's a rare thing around your bunch.”


  Okay, so maybe impressed wasn't quite the right word.


  “Oh, and Jeff...” at this, Jeff's face reddened considerably. “Sorry, I meant Night Razor, forgive my rudeness. I'm also decreeing that he's now a part of your coven.” He momentarily turned his head in my direction and said, “Sorry, friend, but, amusing or not, I'm far too busy to babysit.”


  “I don't see that you'll have a choice,” Jeff Razor, or whatever the fuck his name was, cut in. “I can't take him. My coven is full. I'd love to make an exception, but as per the Draculas' decrees, I'm maxed out. As their representative, I'm sure you wouldn't want to break the very rules you're charged with enforcing.”


  “You're quite right. Silly me.” Suddenly, with a swiftness and ferocity that I would never have expected from someone who looked like he just stepped out of a Harvard prep school, Ozymandias spun around and impaled his fist straight through the chest of the unfortunate vampire who happened to be standing closest behind him. The vamp burst into flames even as Ozymandias was still elbow-deep in him. Within a few seconds, all that was left was a little ash clinging to his arm and a stunned (myself included) crowd of onlookers. Note to self: do NOT fuck with this guy.


  He casually dusted himself off and then turned back to Jeff. “Oh, look. It seems you have an opening, after all.”


  “You killed Rage Vector!”


  “Is that what you called him?” Ozymandias asked with a grin. “Stupid name, if you ask me. Never really liked him much, anyway.”


  Another male voice from the back chimed in, “Goddamn it! He owed me fifty bucks.”


  “Kindly send the bill to my attention,” Ozymandias continued, his eyes still focused on Jeff. “Anyone else have anything further to add?” Unsurprisingly, he was met with silence. “Good. I thought you might see it my way. As for you,” he turned back toward me, “do you accept inclusion into your sire, Night Razor's, coven, and pledge to abide by his rules? Before you answer, let me just be clear that the alternative is the same fate as your fellow party guests. The Draculas are not fond of uncovened vampires.”


  “Is uncovened even a word?” I, for some goddamned stupid reason, blurted out before I could censor myself. I paused for just a heartbeat, mentally berating myself for breaking my “no messing with this guy” rule no more than ten seconds after I made it. I then quickly added, before I found myself a pile of dust, “Err, sorry about that. What I meant to say was, of course, I'll be happy to accept membership.” (At least until I figure out how to get myself out of this freaking mess)


  “I thought you would.” Then he addressed Jeff again. “Well, it appears to be all settled. Now if we could just make it official. And do hurry. There are only a few hours ‘til daybreak (guess I was “dead” longer than I thought) and I'd prefer to spend it in my hotel room.”


  Judging by Jeff's glare, he was trying to incinerate us both with his mind. When that didn't happen, though, he took a deep breath and appeared to compose himself...a little at least.


  “Gather round, my children, and esteemed guest. It is time to welcome a new br...brother in blood into our ranks.”


  Since the assembled vamps were already standing around us in a circle (a circle slightly outside of Ozymandias’ reach, I might add) there was only a minor shuffling. I guess there was some order or ranking going on, but I couldn't really tell. Can't say I really cared, either. The only thing that mattered at the moment was that I was still alive, in a matter of speaking. Still, I saw no reason to exacerbate the situation by doing something stupid next.


  “Uh, so what should I do?” I asked.


  Guess that was a bad move, because Jeff practically jumped down my throat. “The initiate...” he hissed, “will be...SILENT!”


  On that last word, his voice seemed to reverberate inside my entire head. Scratch that. I could feel it in my bones. What the fuck? I found myself reeling from the sheer power of it. Even weirder, though, for just a second, I almost felt compelled to obey. Damn, that was pretty fucked up.


  Still, for the moment, it seemed like prudent advice, so I zipped it. Jeff, in return, gave me a self-satisfied sneer, a really creepy one too, like he knew something I didn't. Or maybe I was just reading too much into it and it was just another extension of his douchebag nature. Either way, it wasn't doing much to enhance my already low opinion of him. I could probably adjust to being a blood-sucking denizen of the dark, but having to deal with this asshole lording it over me for all of eternity...well, that was going to be a tough pill to swallow.


  Jeff continued with his self-important soliloquy. “Does anyone reject our new little brother? Speak now and let your voice be heard.” He paused and glanced around, probably hoping that someone would speak up and point out a couple of good reasons that I needed to have my ass killed. However, all eyes were firmly on Ozymandias. Whatever objections they might have had were very obviously silenced by his earlier example.


  “Very well,” Jeff continued as he once more turned to me. “I release you from your earlier compulsion (whatever the fuck that meant). You may now speak. Do you accept the assembled as your brothers and sisters?”


  Jeez, it's melodramatic shit like this that kept me from joining a frat in college. Not to mention the fact that I seriously doubted I would ever have sisterly thoughts toward any of the assembled babes. But still, in the interest of staying alive, I merely said “yes,” and then shut it again.


  “So be it,” he continued. “Since my time of ascension, it has been the tradition of this coven that all new members must cast off their old selves and assume a name more befitting of their station in the after-death. I have been, am now, and shall forever be Night Razor (aka Jeff...so much for casting off old identities). So, too, must you now forsake your old life. It is over. Choose a new name to take with you into your new existence. As your master (fuck you!) it is my entitlement to SUGGEST (whoa, that weird ringing in my head again) what that name might be. Thus, I say you shall be known as...”


  “Hold it,” I interrupted. “I think I'd just as soon choose my own name, thank you very much.”


  For some reason, this seemed to surprise Night Razor. He actually appeared at a loss for words at my response. Even Ozymandias seemed a bit taken aback, albeit only momentarily. He quickly composed himself and spoke up before Night Razor could do so.


  “I believe your new recruit here is correct. It is ultimately his choice, if he wishes. However, if I may, I find myself favoring the name Darkwing,” he smirked, alluding to my earlier failed attempt at a badass one-liner.


  I gave him a withering glare back and said, “Pass. Instead I think I'll be...” Oh, fuck me. I hate being put on the spot. I had no freaking idea what to choose. I mean, it took me a whole frigging week just to come up with a name for my last Dungeons & Dragons character, and, no, I wasn't using that. I had no intention of being Kelvin Lightblade for the rest of my days. And yet, somehow I doubted they'd let me off with an “I'll get back to you on that.”


  Think, think, think, stupid.


  My email address? No.


  Any older characters? Nothing cool was coming to mind.


  Someone from a TV show? Hmmm, Cobra Commander had potential...but nah.


  One of my online gamer IDs? Sure. Why not? Hell, I had one that was near perfect.


  “Call me...Dr. Death,” I said, putting a tough-guy swagger into my voice. I was sure I'd be met with praise and awe at such a kickass name. Instead, there was just silence. Damn, maybe I should have gone with Cobra Commander, after all.


  “Dr. Death?” Night Razor blurted out. “You've got to be kidding me.”


  “What?” I countered. “It's no stupider than Night Razor,” Oh, fuck. There I go again, talking before thinking.


  Another chuckle came from Ozymandias. That was a good sign. As long as he was laughing, I'd probably still be drawing breath. But ole Jeffy sure as shit didn't seem to be amused.


  “ENOUGH!” he roared. “Fine, take whatever name you want. In three months, it won't matter.” I was about to question that little detail, but he apparently wasn't finished. “Dr. Death,” he mocked. “Do you pledge your allegiance to the coven and your master?”


  “Uh sure, I guess.”


  Okay, maybe that answer didn't quite convince him of my undying loyalty, because he did that voice ringing through my skull thing again.


  “ENOUGH OF YOUR INSOLENCE! I AM YOUR SIRE, YOUR MASTER! NOW KNEEL! KNEEL AND PREPARE TO RECEIVE MY BLESSING!”


  Blessing? I'm not a homophobe or anything, but that sounded just a little too much like a line from this bukake film I sorta accidentally downloaded the other week. Once more, I had this fleeting urge to do as he said, but again, it quickly passed, and I was able to clear my head. Damn, I didn't know what the hell he was doing or how the hell he was doing it, but I was certain I'd need a few aspirin come the morning. On top of everything else, though, it was also starting to majorly piss me off.


  “No.”


  “What?” Jeff barked, incredulously.


  “I said ‘no.’ Screw that. I'll join your club here; doesn't seem like I have much choice in the matter. But no way am I getting on my knees. You can get one of your lackeys to suck your dick, or whatever it is you want, but you can count me out.”


  “Unbelievable,” said Ozymandias.


  “No fucking way. It can't be,” Jeff spat. “A goddamn Freewill, Ozymandias!? Are you fucking for real?”


  “Don't look at me,” he replied, sounding genuinely surprised. “I had no idea he was one. I wasn't even sure they really existed.”


  At this, the collective hive of vamps burst into excited whispers. I gotta say, absolutely nothing kills the aura of menace that a room full of vampires exudes faster than them deciding to act like a bunch of twelve-year-old girls. On the other hand, at least I could understand something like that, which was good, because I had no clue what Razor and Ozymandias were talking about.


  “Let's not jump to conclusions, Night Razor,” Ozymandias said. “It doesn't take a genius to see he's had you frazzled since you turned him. Who knows, maybe you're just losing your touch. Let me try.” And then he said to me, “Yo, Dr. Death. Gah, and I thought Rage Vector was a stupid name. I COMMAND YOU TO HOP ON ONE FOOT!”


  If Night Razor's voice had rattled in my bones, Ozymandias' sounded like someone had plugged a thousand-watt amp straight into my soul. Christ, I was probably going to hear him reverberating around in my skull for a week. Loud as it was, though, that earlier feeling - to obey Night Razor's commands - just wasn't there for this. I was either getting used to it, or I was just getting royally pissed off at all the people trying to tell me what the fuck to do. Either way, I remained standing...on both feet.


  “Well, I'll be staked at high noon!” Ozymandias exclaimed, bursting into laughter. “Oh, this is absolutely brilliant. Can I pick ‘em, or what?”


  Night Razor was not nearly as amused. “This isn’t cool, Ozymandias. How the hell am I supposed to maintain order with this fucking thing running around in my coven?”


  “No idea. But fortunately, that's not my problem.”


  “Seriously, you can't leave him here. Take him with you. Maybe the Draculas can dissect him or something.” (that didn't sound promising.)


  “Oh, I'm sure the Draculas will want to hear about him,” Ozymandias replied. “But until I get some definitive word from them, he's part of your coven. I can't interfere.”


  “Fuck that! You've already interfered.”


  Ozymandias shrugged. “Okay, you got me there. I choose not to interfere. Better?”


  “No! That still doesn't help me.”


  “Well, then assign him a babysitter or something. Just stop whining like a little girl about it.”


  Night Razor still wasn't done, though. “James, please.” (James?)


  “Enough,” barked Ozymandias, the threat returning to his voice. “My ruling stands, end of discussion. The sun will be up in another hour or so. I need to go. Take a little while and think about things, Night Razor. I'm sure a smart fellow like you can come up with something.”


  With that, Ozymandias (or was that James...what was it with these guys?) turned his back on Razor and faced me. “Good luck to you, my amusing and surprising friend. I don't doubt you'll need it.”


  He retrieved his coat and went straight for the exit, nobody daring to get in his way. A quick slam of the door, and the one person that I had on my side, sorta, was gone. I was alone in a sea of predators.


  The thing is, the predators didn't seem too hungry anymore. Most of them hung back from me, still whispering amongst themselves. After a few minutes of this, Night Razor broke the silence, “Ozymandias is right. Sunrise is right around the corner. You should all be getting back to your nests.” When no one made a move to leave, he put some extra juice into his voice. ”NOW, PEOPLE! GET MOVING. I DON'T WANT ANYONE GETTING CAUGHT IN THE SUN! There have been enough dustings for one day. NOW MOVE!” He couldn't have gotten a better response if he’d personally booted each and every one of them in the ass. Whatever was going on that allowed me to resist his voice, the others either didn't have, or chose not to use. So that left a bunch of scrambling vamps with only me and Razor standing still.


  “So...um...can I go home now?” I asked as non-confrontationally as I possibly could.


  “Even if I wanted to let you go, which I am still debating, no. The sun is coming up soon, and, my personal feelings aside, as one of my coven, I’m bound by our laws to keep you from toasting yourself. Besides which, we are your home now.”


  “Yeah, I get it, blood brothers and all. But I have an apartment, roommates, a job that's going to kick my ass if I don't report in...”


  “You don't get it. Your life is over. All of that is dust now. We are your new family. We are your new life, for however long that might last (*gulp*). You will stay here for now until I can figure out what to do with you.”


  “Yeah, but...”


  “I INSIST!” Before I could form another protest on my lips, my field of vision was rapidly filled by an extreme close-up of his fist. Guess the argument was settled after all, especially since I didn't even feel myself hitting the floor.


   


  Sunday Bloody Sunday


  “...Ugh! Please tell Gramps not to back his car over me again.”


  “What?”


  Wait a second. That voice sounded familiar. Female, but definitely not Mom or Grandma. That must mean unrelated, which probably means...oh yeah...got to bump me some uglies last night. Just please don't be a hairy Sasquatch beast when I open my eyes.


  “Come on, wake up. Christ! How hard did Jeff hit you?”


  Jeff? Oh, shit, Night Razor. Dammit, I'm doing it again. I have got to stop dying around that asshole. Oh, wait, no fading heartbeat this time. Guess I technically didn't die again. Oh, that's right...the fucker punched my lights out. Hope he didn't draw any dicks on my face, too.


  “Jesus Christ, Bill, get up or I'm leaving without you,” the voice threatened.


  “Dr. Death,” I managed to croak in response as I felt my senses slowly returning.


  “No way am I calling you that stupid fucking name. That's Jeff's idiotic rule, and since he ain't here, fuck that shit.”


  “Okay, okay. I'm getting up. Just quit your goddamn yelling...” I opened my eyes. “You! You fucking bitch!” I spat, focusing on Sally's traitorous, but still hot -let's not completely forget our priorities here - face. She was staring down at me, wearing a pair of silk pajamas (oh yeah...me likey likey...no. I've got to focus. Bitch got me killed). Judging from how far above me she stood, I guessed I was still lying on the floor. Assholes had just left me where I fell.


  “No need to be rude,” she sniffed.


  “RUDE!? Because of you, I'm a fucking walking corpse being held prisoner by a bigger, meaner walking corpse.” Glaring at her, I pushed myself to a sitting position.


  “Yeah, sorry about that. Wasn't anything personal.”


  “That's the best you've got? A pathetic little sorry?”


  “Well, yeah,” she countered. “Like I said, it wasn't personal. We were just having a little fun, and you fit the description of what I was supposed to bring. Besides which, you didn't have to come. I didn't exactly force you.” (Touché)


  “That doesn't make it better. There are a lot of people dead because you and your coven of shitheads decided to have a little fun. Wait. What do you mean fit the description?”


  “You're not going to like it,” she replied sheepishly.


  “I doubt I could like it any less than I already do.”


  She shrugged and said, “Fine. Dorks, dweebs, geeks. You know the type. That's who we were supposed to bring. Last month, the guys all brought fat girls, and this time it was ladies night. You have to admit a grown man carrying a handful of Castles and Dragons books...”


  “Dungeons and Dragons,” I automatically corrected her.


  “Whatever. Sorry, but you weren't exactly dripping with coolness. Besides which, it's not like I had much of a choice. Whenever Jeff sends us out on one of his little scavenger hunts, he makes sure to give all of his instructions as a compulsion.”


  “Compulsion?”


  “Yeah. That thing he and James tried on you last night,” she explained, idly brushing a strand of hair out of her face. “You know, feels like someone is blasting an order into your skull? That's a compulsion. Unlike you, the rest of us hear and obey.” she was a bit snippy with that last part, almost as if she was resentful of me.


  “So he commands you, and you have no choice but to do it?”


  “For the most part, yeah.”


  “And does he do this a lot?”


  “Pretty much. Gets off on it, I think. He especially likes to use it on us girls. Has us do all sorts of freaky shit.”


  “Like...for example?” I asked, the pervert in me coming to the forefront.


  “Like when he first turned me. The asshole had me lap dance him whenever he got in the mood. Wherever we were, I'd have to start shaking my tight little ass (no self-esteem issues with her, apparently). We could be in the middle of fucking Macy's and one word was all he’d need for me to start grinding against him.”


  “What about sex?” I asked. Hey, if she was explaining things, I might as well get the dirt.


  “Huh?”


  “Does he compel you to sleep with him, too?”


  “No. I just do that because he's cute.” (Yeah, that figures)


  “I see. Ah, anyway. How does it work?”


  “Well, when a man and a woman like each other very much...”


  “I know how sex works,” I growled, getting to my feet.


  She gave me a grin in return. “Just making sure. As for compulsion, pretty much all of us can try to do it, although it mostly works from sire to child. The older ones amongst us, though, can usually get it to work on whomever they please. That's why James was able to try it on you.”


  “And it usually works?”


  “Mostly. As we get older, we develop resistance to it. But it takes a while.”


  “But it didn't work on me right out of the gate,” I pointed out, feeling the need to state what was no doubt obvious to her.


  “Yeah. Surprised the shit out of all of us. Most of us thought Freewills were just a myth.” (Vampires thinking something else was a myth...that's a good one)


  “And a Freewill is what, exactly?”


  “Supposedly every so often, a person is turned who is able to completely ignore being compelled, even by the strongest of masters. There’s more to it, but the bottom line is that it's really rare. In fact, I don't think it's happened in a long time. If even James thought you were a myth, that says something. You're kind of like the vampire equivalent of finding a unicorn in your backyard.”


  Okay, that was something potentially useful. On the other hand, if it was as rare as Sally said it was, I could still wind up on a table in some dark dungeon being dissected by vampire mad scientists. Not exactly a fate worth looking forward to. On the positive side, at least they couldn't willingly make me climb onto the table for it. So, I guess that was something.


  She snapped her fingers in front of me. “Are you just going to stand there with your mouth hanging open, or can we go eat now?”


  “Sorry. This is kind of new to me. I have a lot of questions.”


  “Fine. But just a few more. I'm starving. One of these days someone really should write a manual for the newbs.”


  I mock bowed, sarcastically replying, “Thank you for your undying compassion, my mistress of the night...speaking of which, why exactly are you here?”


  “Actually, it was James’ suggestion. Last night, he mentioned we should get you a babysitter. Jeff said it was my fault we got you dumped on us (oh yeah, feeling the love now), so voila. I'm supposed to show you the ropes, get you fed, keep you from doing something stupid to get yourself killed, et cetera. In short...”


  “A babysitter,” I finished. “Great. Remind me to thank...James, was it? Are you talking about Ozymandias?”


  “Duh! You didn't think his name was really Ozymandias, did you?”


  “Of course not,” I lied. “So why was everyone calling him that?”


  “It's tradition.”


  “It's tradition to call someone a stupid name?”


  “No, idiot! It's tradition that visiting elders respect the rules of each coven. Since one of Jeff's decrees is that everyone takes a new name...”


  “Kinda like a fucked up version of the X-men?”


  “Who?”


  “Never mind,” I replied. “So, James has to respect Jeff's rules, and that means he has to take on an alias while he's here.”


  “Pretty much. See, not as dumb as you look.” (Bitch!)


  “And not all covens have this rule?”


  “None of the others do, actually,” she said, lifting her arms and stretching - exposing a distracting amount of midriff in the process. “Every coven has its own rules and traditions, within limitations, of course. For example, there's this one group up in Cambridge that will only turn people who have their PhDs. Oh, and they have to be published in a journal at least once a decade, otherwise they get staked.”


  “Fucking MIT!” I muttered to myself. “Even their vampires are elitist fuckwads,”


  “What was that?”


  “Nothing important. So, if one of Night Razor's...sorry...Jeff's rules is that everyone takes on a new identity, then why don't you have one? So far, all I've heard people call you is ‘Sally.’ That's downright pedestrian compared to Night GAYzor.”


  Sally chuckled for a moment at my joke (hey, she got me killed, but that’s no reason to stop putting the moves on her) and then said, “That is my coven name, or at least part of it.”


  “What’s the rest?”


  “It's stupid. Jeff gave it to me. It's lame, even by his standards.”


  “What is it? I promise not to laugh.”


  She paused as if debating giving me an answer, but finally replied, “Sunset. My name is Sally Sunset.”


  Okay, so I lied about the not laughing part. “You're right. That is stupid.”


  “Yeah, very funny. Thank you for your sympathy, Dr. Death.”


  “Point taken. But what about...”


  “Enough. You need to be taught how to feed, and I need to eat. I already told you I'm freaking starving. I'm surprised you're not. Most people are when they're first turned. I've even seen a few wake up as little more than feral animals until they got some blood in them.”


  “I ate some chicken before the party.” I replied, only realizing after the fact that it probably didn’t explain anything. “But I guess I could use a bite...get it? A bite!”


  “Yeah, haven't heard that one before,” she said dryly. “Let's go.”


  “Are we going out?”


  “Don't be stupid. It's only four p.m. Sun's still out. We're not going outside unless you like the idea of being extra crispy. We're going down.”


  “FOUR P.M.!? How hard did that asshole hit me?”


  “Pretty hard,” she admitted. “But that's not all of it. Once you were turned, your body's natural rhythm reversed itself. You're nocturnal now, so your body is going to want to rest during the day. Jeff's punch just kind of helped you get to sleep faster.”


  “I'll be sure to thank him. Hey, where is he and the rest of your merry group, anyway?” I asked, following her and enjoying the view.


  She opened the door and started walking down the stairs. “Not here, obviously. We have space in and under almost every building on this block. “


  “The rent must be a killer.”


  “One of the perks of eternal life is interest compounded annually,” she quipped. “Besides, it's probably a good thing Jeff isn't here. He didn't seem to like you much.” (No shit, Sherlock) I followed her to the first floor and then we continued downward.


  “You better hope he changes his mind, or in three months you're gonna be toast.”


  That brought me to a screeching halt. “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Hold on a second. What happens in three months?”


  “Your protection wears off,” she said matter-of-factly, and kept descending.


  “What protection?”


  “James'. He put you under his personal protection. Nobody's allowed to mess with you, or they'll have to deal with him.”


  “Okay. That's a good thing,” I said, trying to make sense of it.


  “Exactly. Otherwise, we wouldn't be having this chat.”


  “So, what happens in three months?”


  “It ends.”


  “Why?”


  “That's our law. A vampire can put a newly turned vamp under his or her protection. It's meant as a way to ensure that the recently reborn have a fair chance and don't get preyed upon by others. Sadly, not all of our kind are as civilized as we are (considering Jeff wanted to gak me the second I woke up, I'd hate to see what she meant by that). However, the protection only lasts for ninety days. Once that's done, you're on your own.”


  “But I'm part of the coven now,” I pointed out.


  “So was Todd, a.k.a. Rage Vector. Being one of us doesn't mean shit. If Jeff decides to stake you at that point, it'll be his business.”


  “How comforting, knowing that I have an extra violent tumor that's going to kill me in three months,” I muttered, deducing we were probably down around sewer level.


  “Those are the breaks. We're vampires, not the Peace Corps. Ah, finally. Here we are. Time for you to make your first kill.” She motioned toward a large reinforced door that was blocking our path.


  “Kill?” I asked, even though I knew exactly what she meant.


  “Don't start playing dumb now. Yes, kill.”


  “Can't we eat without, well, murdering someone?”


  “Of course.”


  “Then why do I...”


  “Because it's something that you'll have to do at some point. There will be times when there's no bottled blood around and no farm animals to drink from.”


  “What about dogs, or maybe rats?”


  She sighed as if I were a complete moron. “Ever try sinking your teeth into the neck of an angry German Shepherd? They tend not to be too accommodating. And rats...ewwww! Fucking things are usually covered in fleas and shit. As for the killing part, there's the problem of turning your victims. That's a no-no. Problem is, it usually takes new vampires a couple of years before they get the hang of eating without also infecting their food. If you leave them alive and they turn, well, then you'd better either have an open spot in a coven for them, or stake them quickly.”


  “Or?”


  “Or it's your ass.”


  “So that means...”


  “You either drink them dry, or kill them when you're done,” and with that, she unlocked the door and held it open for me. “Dinner is served. Bon appetite.”


  I walked into a good-sized chamber, followed by Sally, who then closed the door behind us. Oddly enough, it looked like it better belonged in a hospital (an old one, at least) than a sewer. The place was well lit and about the size of a living room. The floor sloped slightly downward to the center, where there was a large French drain. The walls themselves were lined with what looked like several industrial-sized refrigerators. And that was about it...oh with maybe the exception of the large table off to one side on which a fat, naked dude was chained and gagged. Y'know, just in case that's one of those details you might tend to notice.


  Standing next to him was one of the babes from last night, Starlight, I believe. She looked me up and down as I entered. It might have been my imagination, but I sensed a bit of hesitation in her for a moment or two. However, when she finally spoke, there was no hint of it.


  “The doctor is in the house. It's about time. Thought you were going to sleep all day,” she said in a saucy little voice.


  “Sorry. I had a little issue with someone's fist in my face. Starlight, right?”


  She seemed slightly embarrassed by that. “Alice.”


  “Bill,” I answered in return.


  “Well, Bill, this sumptuous feast is all for you.” She gestured toward the fat, naked, and sweaty...definitely sweaty... dude. “He was supposed to be Ronda's date, but he showed up late. Poor girl didn't get any points from Jeff (oh yeah, poor girl). But oh, well, no point in letting him go to waste.”


  “Okay, well, thanks...I guess.” I slowly walked around the table, looking over the unappetizing morsel before me. I felt bad for the guy and wished I could help, but I was still slightly more concerned about my own well-being. Unfortunately, I didn't see any way I was going to get us both out of here alive (especially with the sun still shining. I still didn't have any real proof of what would happen to me, but I've seen enough movies to know that it probably wouldn't be the smartest thing for me to just run out and enjoy the sunshine). Sorry, dude, but I'd have to find some other way to even out my karma. I stopped circling and asked, “So, what exactly am I supposed to do?”


  Sally walked over next to Starlight and gave me another eye-roll. Her look said that she wasn't exactly in awe of my presence. “You find an artery or a vein, and then you dig in,” she said. “The throat is always a good place to start. If they haven't already, your fangs should protrude automatically once you bite down. It's that simple.”


  Upon seeing that I still wasn't making a move, Starlight cooed to Sally, “You really need to learn to be nicer to the virgins (Virgins? I was starting to feel insulted). Here, Bill, let me help you out a bit.” She stepped over to the guy and nicked the side of his neck with one of her fingernails. A thin stream of blood started to flow. “Now, just close your eyes and smell the blood. Take a few deep breaths of it and let instinct take over.”


  Okay. Guess it was better than just standing there looking stupid. I closed my eyes and took a whiff through my nose. Oh, this was idiotic...wait. Holy crap! I could smell it, and it smelled good...damn good. It's hard to explain, but, as the scent of it drifted in, I actually started salivating. I could also feel my canines elongating - weird feeling, by the way. I guess at some point while I was asleep, they retracted. I'd have to practice that, but not right then. At that moment I wanted to...no, I needed to... eat.


  I bent over the guy, eyes still closed, letting my senses guide me, and bit into where Starlight had opened the wound. Oh my god! Think of the best plate of nachos you've ever eaten, the tastiest margarita you've ever chugged, the best apple pie you've ever enjoyed...yeah this was all those combined. I had no idea how hungry I’d been until I bit down and swallowed that first taste. It was utterly all consuming, and I wanted to lose myself in it.


  That was a mistake.


  I tried to open up all my senses as I gorged myself. I tasted, I drank, I smelled...this guy's fucking B.O. This close up, even the glorious scent of the blood couldn't compete with the inglorious scent of this guy. Christ, did no one ever teach this dude about deodorant? That started to pull me back from the bliss I had initially experienced. What ended it was when I opened my eyes and reality came crashing in like an anvil. Was I really sucking on the throat of a fat, naked...and did I mention sweaty, guy?


  Suddenly the blood didn't taste nearly as good. In fact, I kind of wanted a drink of something stronger to wash it out of my mouth. I immediately pulled away and started backing up across the room.


  “Problem?” Sally asked.


  “I'm sorry. I just can't do this.”


  “You've got to be kidding me. What are you, a fucking vegan?”


  “Aw, I think it's kinda cute,” Starlight cooed. “He can't bring himself to kill someone. That's almost sweet,” she said, completely misinterpreting my actions. While Sally seemed to be pretty much on the ball, this one so far hadn't given me the impression that she was firing on all cylinders.


  “Somehow, I doubt Jeff will think it's sweet,” said Sally. “But him liking you even less isn't really going to matter much at the end of the day. You'd have been better off joining one of those hippie covens up north. Still, I guess I can't let you starve. For the next eighty-nine days or so, you're still our problem.” Oh, yeah, I was feeling the love. She walked over to one of the fridges, opened it, and pulled out two liters of what I assumed was blood. I wonder how many donors would be pissed to know they were doing little more than stocking some vampire pantry. More than a few, I'd bet. Of course, this assumed it was from willing donors.


  Anyway, she tossed me the blood. “Here. These will get you through the day. Take them and go back upstairs. The door's unlocked. Oh, and maybe clean yourself up a little bit. You look kinda gross.” With that said, both she and Starlight turned back to the fat naked (and now bleeding) dude, and...began undressing?


  “What are you doing?” I asked, watching them strip down to their underwear.


  I was sort of hoping the answer was going to involve them making out with each other and then asking me to join in, but no such luck.


  “We're going to finish your leftovers, obviously,” Starlight answered.


  “And you need to be undressed, why?”


  “This is a seventy-dollar blouse. Bloodstains are a bitch to remove.”


  “Now get the fuck back upstairs,” Sally snapped. “This isn't a peep show.” And with that, she kicked me out and shut the door in my face.


   


  Coming Clean


  I did as told, mostly because I didn't appear to have many other options with the sun still shining. I went back to the third floor and let myself in where I tossed the blood packs onto the table - my appetite temporarily quashed due to being unable to vanquish thoughts of mouthfuls of ugly man flesh. So instead, I decided to take Sally's advice and wash up a bit.


  I found the bathroom and checked myself out in the mirror. Goddamn! Gross wasn't the word for how I looked. Ignoring for a second that I was covered in fresh blood, I had completely forgotten that I was still in the outfit in which I’d been killed. I looked like a bus had run me over and then dragged me through the street for a mile or two. I doubted I smelled much better. I was beginning to wonder how much of downstairs was naked dude stink, and how much was me. In fact...


  Wait a second.


  I could see myself in the mirror. Guess that's another one of those things Hollywood fucked up. Well, that's convenient. I would hate to go through eternity not being able to tell if I was having a bad hair day. Guys like me have a hard enough time as it is.


  Hold on a second...what was that on my forehead? Didn't notice it before, what with all the blood. Was that a...son of a bitch! Someone drew a dick on my face! ARGH!


  * * *


  I stripped and filled the sink with cold soapy water. Starlight had a point about bloodstains, but maybe I could soak some of it out. I dunked my clothes in (being sure to retrieve my emergency twenty, first) and climbed into the shower until I felt reasonably non-disgusting. Believe me, that took a while.


  By the time I was done, I felt human again...or as close to human as I was going to get any time soon. I was just toweling off when I heard the front door open, followed quickly by a knock on the bathroom door.


  “You in there, Bill?” asked Sally from the other side.


  Feeling renewed after my long shower, I decided to try my luck, no matter how much of a long shot it might be. I pushed away the thought that her breath most likely smelled of naked, fat, sweaty dude at the moment, and replied, “Why don't you come in here and find out?”


  “Keep trying, stud. Maybe in another century or two that'll work,” came her snide remark (but hey, that wasn't an outright “no,” now, was it?). “Put on a towel or something and open the door.”


  I did as requested. When I popped open the door, she tossed me a large bundle of clothes and just as quickly closed it again.


  “Something there should fit you.”


  I picked through the clothing. There were several outfits in all. Nothing was perfect, but I managed to find a pair of pants and a shirt that would do.


  “Where'd this stuff come from?” I asked through the door.


  “You probably don't want to know,” was all the answer I got. My thoughts flashed back to the naked guy, probably now a naked corpse, downstairs. I doubted that he was the first, nor would he be the last, meal hosted there. Sally was probably right: I didn't want to know. Sometimes ignorance is truly bliss.


  I got myself back into presentable condition and stepped out. She was sitting on a couch in what probably passed as the living room. Holding a small mirror, she cleaned the last smudges of blood from her face with a wet wipe. As I approached, I said conversationally, “Gotta say, I was surprised I could still see myself in the mirror.”


  “Yep. It would be a pain in the ass to put on makeup otherwise. So, how are you holding up?”


  “Surprisingly well, all things considered,” I answered, and then asked, “How badly did I just embarrass myself?”


  “Forget Alice. I wouldn't worry too much about trying to impress her. First time she tried to kill a meal, she wound up curling into a ball and crying for three hours. She's not your problem. I wasn't kidding about Jeff, though. I get the feeling he's going to be looking for an excuse to like you even less than he already does.”


  “Dudes like him just seem to naturally hate guys like me.”


  “Yeah, there's that, and you also turned his balls into mashed potatoes with your fist last night,” she commented with a smirk.


  “Oh, yeah, I was kinda hoping he'd forget about that,” I grinned.


  “Would you?”


  I thought about it for a second, then winced and smiled at the same time. “No, I guess I wouldn't forget that spectacular hit anytime soon. So where does that leave me?”


  “In pretty deep shit.”


  “What about all the others?”


  “Outside of you, he can compel pretty much everyone else in the coven. He probably won't have to, though. Almost all of the other guys are little mini Jeffs.”


  “Back in high school, assholes tended to hang with other assholes.”


  “Exactly.”


  “So I'm fucked,” I said, sitting down next to her, but not too close. I had been hit enough times for one weekend.


  “More or less. If you stay here, then definitely. So, if I were you, I wouldn't.”


  My head snapped toward her. “What?”


  “You heard me.”


  “Is that even an option?” I probed, not really letting myself sound hopeful, but feeling a bit of it creeping in, nevertheless.


  “I'm pretty sure that's what I just said,” she went on. “Besides, Jeff really doesn't want you around...at least until he's allowed to have the type of fun with you that he wants to.”


  “But he said last night...”


  “Yeah, well, he had a little while to think about it after he knocked you on your ass. He eventually calmed down enough to think things through. Under normal circumstances, he'd probably enjoy fucking up your shit for the next three months. But, this isn't normal. You're actually problematic for him.”


  “How? I got in one lucky shot,” I pointed out. “He wiped the floor with me outside of that.”


  “Yes, but you're missing the point. You got in that one lucky shot. Nobody else ever has, or would probably even get the chance to. And if you get in one lucky shot, who's to say you won't get in a second or a third? No matter how well Jeff keeps an eye on you, ninety days is enough time for anyone to let their guard down once or twice.”


  I finished the thought for her. “Because he can't control me.”


  “Give that man a cigar. You're a potential source of embarrassment for him. For starters, you talk back. You saw how quickly Jeff shut up Alice last night. That's par for the course around here...at least before you showed up. From what I've seen of you, I think it's fairly obvious that you're the type that just gets more obnoxious as the beatings go on (she probably had a point. I tend to be strictly of the “If I'm going to get an ass-kicking, I might as well deserve it” mindset). Lastly, you've already shown you're not above taking a cheap shot if the opportunity presents itself.”


  “Can you blame me?”


  “No, but it makes you unpredictable. It's not like he can just chain you up somewhere for the next three months, either.”


  “Because of James’ protection?”


  “Yep,” she replied with a nod.


  “And if he did, I'd squeal like a pig to James just to fuck him over, no matter what the threat.”


  “Bingo! And James knows how Jeff thinks. He'll definitely be paying a few visits between now and then.”


  “So?” I asked hopefully.


  “So, we compromise a bit. Play with the rules a little.”


  “How?”


  “The ninety-day protection is supposed to give you a chance to learn how to survive as one of us. What better way to learn than finding your own way? At the same time, as part of the coven, we're honor bound to provide you with basic support, which we will. The fact that you seem to be a wuss (she saw the look I gave her)...have an aversion to killing, that is...actually works in your favor, here. It makes things easier for us since it means we probably don't have to worry about cleaning up any of your messes. So, to cover that, on the weekends you'll report back here and we'll give you enough blood to make it through the week.”


  “And what if I don't come back? What if I just make a run for it?” I asked, but she smiled as if expecting this question and got up. She walked over to a desk, opened it, and pulled something out which she then tossed to me. As I caught it, I was not surprised in the least to see it was my wallet.


  “If you run, or try to disappear...”


  “You know my name and where I live. You’ll hunt down and kill my friends and family, I suppose.”


  “Smart boy.”


  “I watch a lot of TV.”


  “That doesn't really surprise me.”


  I ignored the barb. “And Jeff came up with this plan?”


  “Fuck no! This was all my idea. He just dumped your ass on me and washed his hands of the whole thing.”


  “So you came up with all of this?”


  “Don't sound so surprised,” she said, sounding a bit snippy.


  “Sorry, I just wasn't expecting it from...”


  “From someone who looks like me?”


  “Well, yeah,” I said sheepishly. “It's just that, well, this area of the city and all, I kind of had you pegged as...”


  “As?” she glared hard at me.


  “Well, either a model, or...”


  “OR?”


  “Or a stripper,” I said in a small voice.


  “You know, you call Jeff an asshole, but you're just as big of one!” she exploded. “What would you say if I told you I was a physics major working toward my doctorate when Jeff turned me, huh, asshole?” I turned beet red as she continued to berate me. “I worked my ass off day and night for a perfect GPA. So I really don't appreciate dickheads like you coming along and assuming that all I'm good for is shaking my ass up on a stage!”


  “Oh god. I'm sorry,” I stammered. ”I didn't mean anything. It's just that...”


  She started grinning again. Before I could question why, she said, “Just fucking with you. I was a stripper.”


  Bitch!


   


  The Long Road...err, Train, Back Home


  I sucked down the blood packs Sally had given to me earlier (no point in getting hunger pangs on the way home and finding myself contemplating chewing on some dirty homeless person), and then got myself together as best I could. While this was going on, she ran downstairs to fill up a backpack with my week's blood rations. I was still pretty much fucked, but nevertheless, I felt like some of the weight of the previous evening had been lifted from my chest. Sure I was still dead, but once I was back in my own place, I was pretty sure I'd be able to clear my head and think my way through this mess - maybe not the being dead part, but some of the rest of it was sure to resolve itself.


  Sally came back upstairs and told me that the sun had set enough for it to be safe to go out. One good thing about the city, the buildings provided plenty of cover from direct sunlight, especially around dusk. She gave me my wallet back and assured me that copies had been made of my IDs before I could get hopeful of the contrary. She also gave me her cell number with instructions to call if I got myself into any messes (oh yeah...I got a phone number. Who's the stud?).


  In actuality, I had a ton of more questions. So far, some of the stuff I thought I knew about vampires was true, but just as much turned out to be utter crap. Ignorance of my condition could come back to bite me in the ass. I mean, what if I turned into a bat accidentally and couldn't turn back? What if I discovered I couldn't cross running water while my train was barreling under the East River? What if I got home and discovered I couldn't enter until Tom or Ed invited me in? I wouldn't put it past them to make me sleep in the hall while they laughed their asses off.


  Unfortunately, though, now wasn't the time for twenty questions. Freedom had been dangled in front of me...well, okay, not really freedom, but a weeklong furlough, at least. I wasn't about to risk screwing that up because I couldn't keep my mouth shut. Trust me on this. I've fucked up enough things in my life by being unable to shut it when I should have. I was going to have to be mindful not to screw up my death in a similar fashion.


  Fortunately, she seemed to be sincere about letting me go. Don't get me wrong, the bitch lured me to my death. It was going to be a while before she was getting any friend requests from me. Still, whatever her motivations, she was either directly or indirectly helping me out now. I'd have to remember that and maybe cut her some slack in the future. A small voice in the back of my head was telling me I was only doing so because of how she looked. If she had been an ugly chick, I probably would have staked her ass myself and rolled around in the ashes to celebrate. Maybe. Hey, I never said I wasn't shallow.


  She walked me to the door and held it open. “Remember, you're back here at the end of the week, no later than Saturday night. If not, there will be people looking for you, and they won't be friendly.”


  “Yes, Mom.”


  She sighed and began to close the door behind me before adding a quick, “Good luck.”


  I was going to need it.


  * * *


  To say that the short walk to the train station was trippy would be an understatement. Since most of my undead life (is that an oxymoron?) had been spent so far either preoccupied or unconscious, I hadn't realized how much my perceptions of the world had changed. Everything seemed more focused. I could overhear the conversations of the people around me (no small feat in the city). The smells were all sharper and more pronounced (not entirely a good thing). Best of all, everything was crystal clear; even the deepest shadows didn't seem to daunt my eyes. I had a flash of insight and took off my glasses (dinged up, but miraculously unbroken after the last twenty-four hours).


  Fuck! Still nearsighted. That figured. Still, I could apparently see pretty damn well in the dark now. I just still needed my glasses to do so. Oh, well, win some, lose some. I wonder if vampires can get LASIK.


  I don't know if it was the elation of being free, that I had just recently eaten, or just an overall side effect of being a vampire, but I felt good, damn good for a dead guy. In fact, I was feeling pretty invincible, something that I dare say I haven't felt too much during my lifetime. I couldn't help all of the fantasies that were running through my head. I could ditch the train and outright run, full speed, back to Brooklyn. I could stroll, untouchable, through the worst neighborhoods between here and home. No, fuck that. I could scale a building and stare down upon the alleys, waiting to smite evil doers like the goddamned Batman.


  In the end, though, I just got on the train; it seemed less complicated that way.


  Sadly, there weren't too many incidents requiring super heroics during my trip. Sure, I got accosted once for spare change, but that hardly seemed a smite-worthy offense. Jeez, in the comic books, Peter Parker can't take a shit without the Green Goblin and Venom trying to take over the city. In the real world, I imagine super heroes would get a lot of downtime to work on the NY Times Sunday crossword. So it was with me. It was late enough on a Sunday for the trains to be uncrowded, but too early for the real weirdos to be out. Thus I just sat and rode to my stop, pretending to be ever vigilant for the danger that I knew wasn't coming.


  I got to my destination and walked around the block a few times to try and psych myself out for finally going home. I probably looked like quite the nutball to my nosier neighbors like, for instance, Mrs. Caven. She was this creepy old lady who lived downstairs from us and liked to be in everyone's business. She just barely kept herself from being a complete nuisance by being a sort of self-designated one-woman neighborhood watch. If someone was hanging around the building who wasn't supposed to be there, you could be sure Mrs. Caven knew about it and was telling everyone in the building (those who would listen, anyway) about it. The downside of this was that the crazy old bitch had the cops on speed dial and she was happy to call them at even the slightest provocation, as my roommate, Tom, had found out a few months back.


  However, caring what some batty senior citizen thought of my wanderings was pretty low on my priority list at the moment. Now that I was close to my destination, the relief I felt at being set “free” was gone and, in its place, a new form of worry set in. Tom and Ed were two of my best friends (assholes sure, but what good friends aren't?). We all knew each other well and could each count on the other. The problem was that none of us had ever come home as a blood-sucking monster of the night before. What if they freaked? What if they called the cops? Shit, what if they decided to take matters into their own hands and go all Blade the Vampire Hunter on me? I dismissed that last one almost immediately, though, as neither of my roommates would probably have an edge against a couple of angry hamsters, much less a vampire. Still, they could react negatively.


  On the other hand, I didn't really have anywhere else to go and deadly creature of the night or not, I still paid a third of the damned rent. If they wanted to give me the Monster Squad treatment, then, by god, I was at least going to get my share of the security deposit back. Thus, I readied myself as I entered the building and walked up to my floor. I unlocked the door, ready for whatever cruelties fate had in store for me, and then stopped dead. Shit! I had completely forgotten about the no-entering-without-an-invitation thing. What if I couldn't even step into my own place? Oh, well, no way to know unless I tried. I took a deep breath and tried to enter my apartment...


  And I pretty much stepped in like I normally would. Either that invite thing was more vampire bullshit, or it didn't apply to me since I already lived there. Okay, one great trial down; now for the next. It was time to confront my friends. “I have something to confess. I'm a vampire, and I'm proud of it,” I would proclaim. Hmm, maybe not. That sounded too much like a coming out of the closet speech. Oh, well, I'd ad-lib something.


  Or maybe I wouldn't. Now that I had a chance to look around, I noticed the apartment was quiet and I was standing there all alone. Figures! I psyched myself out, and the assholes couldn't even have the good graces to be there to rebuke me for being a monstrous hell beast. Fate, why must thou continue to spit upon me?


  I checked the rest of the apartment. Tom's room was open and the lights were out. Ed's door, on the other hand, was closed and locked. I put my ear to the door and my newfound senses clearly heard him snoring away. So he was home, but out cold. Not too surprising. He probably put in a full weekend of work and decided to turn in early. It wouldn't be the first time. Okay, so I could wake him up. My predicament was kind of a big thing. Still it's not like I was dying...at least not anymore. I might be a vampire, but that doesn't mean I have to be a dick about it. Let him sleep. He could always learn I was a bloodsucking denizen of the lower planes come the morning.


  Speaking of blood, I unpacked the supplies Sally had given me and stored it all in the fridge. Yeah, that might give them a few questions if they decided to grab a beer before I got a chance to do my big reveal. However, considering that Tom mixed up this big pitcher full of stage blood last Fall, maybe it wouldn't. Yeah, yeah, it wasn't anywhere close to Halloween, but I was grasping at straws. Besides which, when all was said and done, a fridge full of blood was probably going to be the least of their concerns.


  Okay, one roommate was out and the other was out cold. My homecoming was turning out to be a little less epic than I had imagined. Oddly enough, I felt a little cheated. Here I was expecting perhaps a standoff, maybe they’d slowly advance upon me, crucifixes held aloft (did either of them even own a crucifix?) while screaming, “Back, unholy demon from the pit!” Instead, I got zilch. Kinda reminded me of my friend from college, Adam. A few years after we graduated, he decided to come out of the closet to his parents. He psyched himself out for a tearful “Not my child!” type of confrontation, but both of his folks pretty much just shrugged and told him “Duh. It's about time you figured that out.” He was actually kind of miffed he didn't get to give the emotional “I'm still your son!” speech he’d been rehearsing in his head.


  Oh, well, since I was apparently not going to be giving any “I'm still your roommate!” speeches that night, I figured I should go out and prowl the neighborhood for any unsuspecting victims who might cross my path. At least, that's probably what a cool vampire would do. But what I should do and what I actually wind up doing don't often match, so instead I went into my bedroom/office (can't beat the commute) and turned on my PC. A little online gaming was just what the doctor ordered to help me get back a sense of normalcy. Had it really been only about two days since this had been my life? Now, here I was, grabbing onto it like a drowning man grabs for a life preserver. Hey, at least my sense of melodrama hadn't been affected by this whole ordeal.


  Anyway, I checked my email first. There was some spam, the weekly Facebook birthday reminder, an email or two from my boss (which could wait...between the days of Saturday and Sunday, he ain't the boss of me), and a note from my dungeon master, Dave. Oh, shit! It was Sunday. I had missed the fucking game. Not good.


  Dave was a second-year resident at some hospital in Newark; Saint Jerome's I think. He worked about a million hours a week and still somehow managed to run our D&D game. We all liked to joke that he had volunteered for some insane experiment while in med school, which allowed him to function without sleep. Anyway, I'd known him since we met up at a gaming convention back in college. In the time since, I'd come to think of him as a close friend. However, friend or not, he wasn't known for being overly forgiving when anyone unexpectedly blew off his game. One of the other party members did so a few months back and subsequently returned to find that his character had fallen into a magical trap, which had removed all of his possessions...not to mention his arms and legs.


  Feeling a sense of dread that not even thoughts of Jeff could match, I clicked to read his message.


  Bill,


  We missed you at the game today. I tried calling, but Ed had no idea where you were. I hope everything is okay.


  Dave


  P.S. I had to ad-lib in your absence. Your character was captured by a tribe of sexually frustrated ogres who then proceeded to ass rape the shit out of you before you could be rescued.


   Okay, that wasn't so bad compared to what he could have done. At least I didn't lose a level or anything. I wrote him back an apology, and also let him know that I'd try my damnedest to be there next weekend, although I was personally doubtful of the fact. Hopefully, if things didn't work out, I'd at least get a chance to give him a heads up. Otherwise, I'd probably better be prepared to roll up a new character.


  That being done, I settled in for a few hours of online gaming. After bouncing around a few different games, I eventually settled into one where my teammates and I were trying to fight our way through various scenarios of a zombie invasion. Fucking zombie pieces of shit. If there was anything a decade of role-playing games had taught me, it was that, as a vampire, I could pretty much look down my nose at any other types of undead.


  So, that was my night. After all was said and done, I made sure the shades were down and then decided to turn in. All things considered, I was a lot more at ease than I had been. As such, I slept pretty well...at least, that is, until I woke up to find myself on fire.


   


  How Do We Sleep When Our Beds Are Burning?


  “Jesus Christ, Bill, wake the fuck up,” was the first thing I heard in an apparently long attempt to rouse me. I pulled the blankets over my head and attempted to turn away from the annoying voice.


  “Seriously, dude. Get up,” I felt my shoulder being shaken. Still more blissfully asleep than awake, I stuck one hand out from under covers and tried to wave the pestering presence away. Well, okay, I might have also flipped them off, as well. I've never been a morning person, even during the living phase of my existence.


  “Enough of this shit. Get your ass up!” I heard a soft whooshing noise, followed by a few seconds of silence, until the voice started shouting, “WHAT THE FUCK!?” which was immediately followed by an incredible pain in my uncovered hand.


  Since that sort of thing tends to jolt a person awake, I threw the covers off, sat bolt upright, and immediately noticed two things: the blinds were up, and my left hand was ablaze.


  “I'M FUCKING ON FIRE!” I screamed, grasping the obvious as I then realized the rest of my exposed body was now starting to smoke under the glare of the sunshine streaming through the window.


  Thinking quickly, lest I wind up unceremoniously ending my vampire career sooner than anticipated, I dove off the far side of the bed and tried my best to crawl under it.


  “Close the goddamned blinds!”


  “But...”


  “NOW!”


  That snapped my roommate back to reality and I heard another quick whoosh as darkness once again descended on my bedroom. Removed from the sunlight, the flames on my hand immediately died down. I stood up, still smoldering a little, and faced the lanky form of my roommate, Ed. At a bit of a loss for words (hey, next time you spontaneously combust, I dare you to be chatty about it immediately afterwards), I waited for him to say something...which he eventually did.


  “Dude...holy shit...are you okay?”


  Good question. I looked down at my hand. It still hurt like a motherfucker, and was covered in blisters, but I could even now see some of the reddened skin starting to turn back to normal. Oh, yeah, there are definitely perks to the whole vampire thing. Of course, it was the whole vampire thing that caused me to burst into flame to begin with, so maybe this one was a wash.


  “I'll live,” I answered, inwardly amused by the irony.


  “Good,” Ed replied, recomposing himself quickly. He stood there, thinking for a second, and then shook his head in an apparent attempt to clear it. “We can discuss how you became flammable later. We're already late for the conference bridge.”


  “What conference bridge?”


  “You didn't read Jim's email, did you?”


  “It was the weekend,” I lamely countered.


  “And hence why I exist: to save your dumb ass. Come on.” He turned and walked out. Gotta love Ed. Shit just doesn't faze him. I can't honestly say that if our positions were reversed I could turn from holy crap my roommate is on fire to oh, dear, we're late for a meeting on a dime. But, then again, a great humanitarian he is not.


  I followed him to his office/bedroom. Sitting down, I became acutely aware of my just woken (and still smoldering) state.


  “Skype?” I nervously asked.


  “Fortunately not. Just a call, no video,” he put the phone on speaker and began to dial. Thank god for small favors. I was definitely not looking my best (even aside from the few wisps of smoke still coming off me), and, since Sheila, my aforementioned unrequited love, was my boss’s admin, hers would be the first face to see us during any teleconference. Instead, I got to hear her melodious voice picking up on the conference bridge and connecting us with Jim's office. It wasn’t as nice as seeing her, but it was a good enough fix to start my day.


  We spent the next hour or so listening to our boss have a near panic attack. The higher-ups had reprioritized several projects (as the higher-ups in companies tend to do) and, since they were now giving us new orders to jump, we had to figure out the “how high” part. Jim, as usual, treated all of this like the end of the world, and had to be reassured by us several times. Our boss sometimes tends to forget that we make games, not cures for cancer. Keeping things in perspective is not his strong suit.


  Once he was done giving us our marching orders, we promised him that we'd both leap into things feet first the second we were off the call, and then hung up. Ed and I stared at each other from across his desk for a few seconds before he asked, “Coffee?”


  “Definitely. Just...”


  “Keep the shades down? Yeah, I kinda figured.”


  We went out to our kitchen where Ed threw a fresh filter into the coffee maker and set things brewing. I ran to brush my teeth and throw on a fresh pair of clothes (the ones I had been given went straight into the trash...no amount of detergent washes out dead guy stink). By the time I came back, he was sipping his coffee and had one waiting for me in my Dr. Who mug (the Tardis appears when you put a hot drink in it). I took a couple of slurps and then said, “Much better. I feel human again.”


  “Do you?” he asked, nonplussed.


  “Yeah, about that. Kind of a funny thing...”


  “So... you're a vampire now?” he just blurted out.


  “Well, let's not jump to...”


  “You burst into flames when I opened your shades.”


  “I can explain that.”


  “Your hand is already healed.”


  I looked down as he said that. Hey, he was right. Despite that, I gave a noncommittal shrug in return. “Vitamins can do wonders for the immune...”


  “And the refrigerator is full of blood.”


  “Noticed that, eh?”


  “Kinda hard to miss,” he said in that same bored tone. “So, that means you're either a vampire, or a psycho, and, to quote George Clooney, ‘Psychos do not burst into flames when sunlight hits them.’ Thus, you must be a vampire.”


  “So...” Damn, this was going a lot differently than I imagined it would.


  Without warning, he leaned across the table and stared me directly in the eye. “Do you want to confess, or should I just call the cops?”


  “WHAT?” I blurted as hot coffee spit from between my lips.


  “Tom. He's missing and the fridge is full of blood. It doesn't take a genius to figure out...”


  “Dude, I didn't touch him, I swear I don't know where he is. He wasn't home last night. You can't think...” I stopped when I noticed that Ed was now wearing a shit-eating grin. “Asshole!”


  “Sorry, couldn't resist. Tom stayed over at his parents’. He was heading straight to the office from there.”


  “Dick!”


  “So says the guy cooling off blood clots next to my diet Pepsi.”


  “I'm surprised you're not freaking.”


  “I don't freak,” he said bluntly.


  “You kinda did when I burst into flames earlier.”


  “You caught me by surprise. Next time, I'll just whip out the marshmallows.”


  “Touching. So, what now?”


  “What now? Obviously we get back to work before Jim calls again and has an aneurysm this time.”


  “Good point. But still, we get back to things just like that?” I asked, not quite ready to believe it had been that easy.


  “For now, at least. Once Tom gets home, we can sit down and talk about this. At least that way I won't have to listen to your story twice.”


  “You're not afraid I might try to...” I put on my best euro-trash vampire accent. “...suck your blood?”


  “It's not my blood I'm worried you'll try to suck,” he smirked. I gave him a withering glare in return. “Seriously, though, I’m not. You could have done so last night while I was asleep, and you didn't. That kind of says all I need to know about it. And, besides, it's daylight now. I'm not particularly scared of someone I just need to open the blinds to defeat.”


  “What about Tom? Think he'll freak?”


  “Are you kidding? We'll both need to be wearing raincoats for the ensuing nerdgasm he'll probably have.” With that, he got up and went back to his desk. He probably had a good point. The three of us were a lot alike. What didn't faze one of us probably wouldn't faze any of us. If Ed and my positions had been reversed, I'd probably be taking it fairly well, too.


  On the other hand, I'd probably also excuse myself during lunchtime to go out and stock up on some holy water...just in case. But, hey, maybe I'm just paranoid.


   


  One Will Stand, One Will Fall


  The day passed fairly quickly since we both had full plates of work to throw ourselves into. It turned out to be fairly productive, too, as I discovered that I was able to type quite a bit faster now. The whole being a blood-sucking walking corpse thing was going to take some adjusting to, but I wasn't going to complain much if one of the side effects of my newfound abilities was going to help me get a nice bonus at year’s end. Anyway, aside from some work related questions for Ed, I stayed in my respective “office,” with maybe the exception of a quick break at lunch time to grab a liter of blood (and some Cheez-its. What? I was just trying to find out if I could still eat regular food).


  We knocked off around six p.m. One of the key skills of being a developer was knowing when enough is enough. One would want to put in enough effort to be a valued asset (always good to be one of those during any layoffs), but not so much that you'd be a sucker doing work above and beyond what you're being paid for. Since the sun was now low enough that I wouldn't run the risk of turning into a tater-tot the second I stepped outside, I accompanied Ed to pick up some Chinese food for dinner, and then we came back to wait for Tom.


  I had noticed earlier that, while I was still capable of eating solid food (thank god), it didn't quite seem to satisfy me the way it used to. The taste was fine, but it was like eating a giant salad (for me, anyway) in that it seemed to be missing something. While we ate, I mentioned this to Ed in passing.


  “Well, it's not surprising,” he said in between mouthfuls.


  “No?”


  “Not really. Think about it. Your digestive tract is probably all rewired. It’s kind of like this: I used to date this Goth chick who always kept some cow blood in her fridge to freak out her friends. Anyway, she was telling me one day after sex (thanks for the extra info, Ed), that she tried drinking it a few times. I guess she was trying to walk the walk or some shit. A sip or two was okay, but anything more than that and she'd wind up puking her guts up. The same would have probably happened to you a few days ago. But now you can safely guzzle it down. In fact, I'd bet that whatever it is that you feel you're missing from that,” he motioned toward my lo mein, “you probably get from the blood. Am I right?”


  “Yeah. That could be it,” I considered. “Like a Snickers, it satisfies.”


  “Thanks for forever ruining Snickers for me. Anyway, I'm no nutritionist, but my guess would be that you're probably now getting your daily needs from the blood. As for the rest, it's the nutritional equivalent of eating cardboard.”


  I thought about that for a moment. “Okay. I guess that makes sense.”


  “Yep. So I'd imagine that feast before you would probably pack a better punch if you poured some blood on it.”


  There was definitely some logic to that, enough to make it worth a try. I got up, went to the fridge, and pulled out a pint as Ed watched me. I poured it onto my food and then nuked the concoction for a minute. Sitting back down, I was about to dig in when a bit of self-consciousness hit me.


  “Is this going to gross you out?” I asked.


  “Probably. But, then again, is it really any weirder than some of the shit Anthony Bourdain eats on his show?”


  “Good point,” I took a bite.


  “Well?” he asked expectantly.


  “Best Chinese food I've ever eaten.”


  “That's probably not saying much.”


  “Wanna bite?” I held out a forkful toward him with a grin. “You know you want to.”


  He sighed disgustedly in response. “Pass. By the way, please tell me that's animal blood.”


  “You know, I'm not entirely sure. Kinda forgot to ask on the way out.”


  “That's comforting,” he said, oozing sarcasm.


  I was about to open my mouth to say more when the front door clicked open and my other roommate, Tom, walked in. He was an inch or so taller than me, of slightly thinner build, and had dirty blond hair - close cropped to disguise the fact that it was already starting to thin on top. His suit was disheveled from a full day at work, and he was carrying both his laptop bag and suitcase.


  Okay, this was it. I had one non-freaking roommate. Just one more and I'd have a complete set. However, he started talking excitedly before either of us could speak.


  “Hey guys,” he said, tossing his sports jacket onto a nearby chair. “What a weekend. I scored like a mofo. You won't...”


  “Scored?” I interrupted. “How is your sister, by the way?” Sorry, couldn't help myself.


  He casually flipped me the finger, continuing as if I hadn't spoken. “Mom wanted me to stay an extra day to drive her around, because Dad had some shit to do. I hate being her chauffeur, but this time it was worth it.”


  Ed chimed in, “Dude, we have to talk.”


  “Yeah, in a second. So she wanted to go to this flea market - fucking things. Normally you couldn't pay me to root around in someone else's shit, but...”


  “Tom, it's kind of important,” I interrupted.


  “Not as important as this,” he said, blowing off both our entreaties. “I found this stoner selling a bunch of crap and you wouldn't believe what he had.” He reached into his suitcase and pulled out a wad of bubble wrap, which he immediately started to unravel.


  “Tom...”


  “Check it out, bitches,” he proclaimed, holding up his prize, a small but easily identifiable toy. “Optimus fucking Prime! Is this cool or what?”


  Ed and I both gave each other a glance. We'd seen this before.


  “That's great. Really, it is. But I have something important to tell you. I'm a vam...”


  He cut me off again, “Are you two always going to be retards? Don't you get it? I paid ten bucks for this. TEN BUCKS! First generation, mint out of the box with all accessories. The sucker didn't have any idea what it's worth.” I could almost see the manic glee in his eye as he continued, unabated. “Christ, in a couple of years I'll be able to send my kids to college with this thing...no, fuck that...I'll be able to send myself to live on some island where the drinks and the pussy flow freely.”


  I stood up and walked over to him, knowing that if I didn't stop him now, we'd be listening to this psycho obsessive crap all night.


  “Tom...”


  “Sorry, Bill. You're my bro and all, but Prime here is the new priority. I just gotta let you know,” he said, only half kidding. “If this place catches fire, I save him first, myself second, and then maybe you guys, if there's time.”


  “Okay, enough of this shit,” I grabbed the action figure from his hands. “We have something that we need to talk...ab-OUCH! FUCK!” I yelled as there was a searing flash, and suddenly, for the second time that day, my hand was in flames. I dropped the toy and started waving my arm around in pain.


  Tom responded with a panicked, “Don't fucking break it...” and then just as quickly stopped as what happened finally started to sink in.


  Speaking of sinks, I immediately raced to ours to douse my hand.


  For also the second time that day, Ed was nearly speechless. “What the hell just happened?” he asked numbly.


  “You tell me,” mumbled Tom, absentmindedly retrieving his toy, and cradling it like a mother would a small child.


  “Goddamnit that hurt!” was the best I could offer as way of explanation.


  * * *


  A few minutes later, we were all seated around the table. After making sure I was all right, Tom went and locked his action figure (complete with real Kung-Fu death grip, apparently) in his room. I had wrapped a wet dishrag around my hand and taken a seat opposite him.


  “So you're saying you'e gone insane,” Tom said.


  “No, I'm saying I'm a vampire.”


  “Uh huh. Prove it.”


  “Prove it? Did you not just see...” Okay. Deep breath, I reminded myself. Do this calmly. Tom was having one of his clueless asshole moments. “Fine, I'll prove it. How about this?” I opened my mouth wide to show him my fangs.


  He looked nonplussed. “Five bucks will get you a reasonable set of glue-on fangs.”


  “They're real.”


  “They look fake.”


  “They're not. Touch them.”


  “I'd prefer to keep my fingers out of your mouth, thanks.”


  “I might have something that'll prove it,” Ed chimed in. He stood up and went into his bedroom. The sounds of rummaging could be heard a few moments later.


  “What else you got?” asked Tom.


  “Well...”


  “How about mirrors? Amaze me with your lack of a reflection.”


  “That one only works in the movies.”


  “How convenient. What about garlic? Does that drive you away, screaming into the night?”


  “Actually...I'm not sure.”


  Tom got up and went to one of the cabinets, pulling out a jar of garlic hot sauce. “Here, Dracula.”


  “Um, okay,” I nervously replied. This was really not how I envisioned testing out my vulnerabilities. I dabbed a little on my finger, hesitated for a second, and then licked it off. I waited a second or two to see if I was going to start convulsing, and then, when nothing happened, said, “Nope. That myth is busted, too, I guess.”


  “You're not really helping your case here. I know! Should I try staking you through the heart? Oh, wait, that would kill anyone.”


  “Don't be a complete ass,” I shot back. “Hmm, oh yeah. The fridge is full of blood. Explain that.”


  He opened the refrigerator and took a quick look. “So? It looked like that last Halloween.”


  “Yeah, but this time it's real.”


  “If you say so.”


  “Found it!” Ed called from his room. I heard his footsteps approaching. As he was just about to pass me, I heard him say, “Sorry Bill, this might sting a bit.” Before I could question what he meant by that, his arm wrapped around my neck and I felt him press something cool against my forehead. “BEHOLD! See how the beast burns before the might of our savior!” he cried in a bad southern accent.


  “What the fuck, man!” I shoved him off me.


  “That's weird. It didn't work,” he said, showing what he’d just assaulted me with - a small iron cross on a necklace.


  “A little warning next time,” I growled.


  “Sorry. Didn't think you'd go for it if you saw it coming.”


  “You're probably right. Where did you get that thing from, anyway?”


  “Oh. It was a gift from that emo chick I was telling you about.” He appeared to consider something, then said, “You know, I should find her phone number for you. If she found out you were a real vampire, she'd have your dick in her mouth faster than you can say 'spit shine.'“


  I thought about it for a second. “Has potential. But let's table that one for the moment.”


  “Eh hem,” Tom cleared his throat. “Are we done with this idiocy?”


  “Oh yeah, sorry. Not yet. I have one more idea,” Ed said, turning toward the dish drain. He quickly spun back around, a steak knife in his hand.


  Before I could ask what he was planning to do, he plunged it into the table - the same table my uninjured hand just so happened to be resting on, if you catch my drift. The pain was so swift and instantaneous that I couldn't even scream.


  “Holy shit, Ed!” Tom exclaimed. “Time to switch to decaf, dude.”


  “Wait!” Ed pulled the knife free. “Bill, before you completely shit a brick, hold up your hand.”


  I was about to hold it up in the form of a fist to his face when I noticed that he was right. I lifted my hand and we all watched as the small (but fucking painful) wound almost immediately closed itself.


  “I thought that might work,” he said. “Especially after I saw how quickly your hand healed earlier. Speaking of which, take off the towel.”


  I pulled off the dishrag as I growled at him, “Thought it might work?” Sure enough, though, he was right about that, too. My twice-burnt hand was once again good as new.


  “Okay,” said Tom in a very slow voice. “I'll admit that's maybe a little bit off-kilter from normal.”


  “It's about time. Another test or two and one of us,” I glared at Ed, “probably wouldn't survive.”


  “Very well, I accept that maybe you're a vampire.”


  “Maybe?”


  “Yeah, maybe,” he said. “One thing about it still doesn't add up. Since when can vampires touch crosses safely, but old Transformer toys cause them to ignite like rocket fuel? Can you riddle me that, Riddler?”


  Unfortunately, on that one, I had absolutely no clue.


   


  And Now for a Kung-Fu Training Montage


  Wednesday night found us at a small gym over on Fourth Avenue. It was a dingy place, but they stayed open late and offered a couple of free trial workouts before charging any membership fees. That was really all we needed to test out a few things.


  After the initial weirdness of Monday night had been given a chance to settle, I brought my roommates up to speed on Sally (they really didn't believe that part), the party, being turned, and my ninety-day countdown to a more permanent death. After hearing my tale, Tom was initially a little wary about me being around.


  “So how do we know the bottled stuff is going to keep you sane?” he’d asked. “Every vampire movie I've ever seen says you'll eventually be overcome by your need for human flesh and become a rampaging animal until your thirst is quenched.”


  I patiently explained to him that, so far, the movies weren't exactly sporting an overly impressive record compared to what wound up being total bullshit. However, he wasn't quite satisfied with that explanation. So, I told him the story of how I was unable to kill the fat, sweaty dude. Ed, being the ever-helpful fellow, chimed in on my side of things, sorta, with, “A vampire who's too much of a pussy to kill someone? I guess I can live with that.”


  “It isn't like that,” I sighed as yet another person just didn't get it. Maybe it's a guy thing, but it annoyed the hell out of me for people to think I was some sort of defanged little girly monster. I'm not a fucking Elmo doll, for Christ’s sake.


  “So, how is it then?” he asked in a humoring tone.


  “Okay, how do I explain this?” I asked out loud, rhetorically. “I’ve got it. You both like hot dogs, right?” They muttered in the affirmative to this. “Even though you know what they are?” More nods. “Okay, so what if I handed you a plate of lips and assholes and told you to dive right in because it tasted just like a hotdog?”


  “I might refrain from partaking,” Ed murmured after a moment or two. Tom agreed.


  “Well, that's how it was for me. No matter how good it tasted, I couldn't get it out of my head that I was giving some naked guy a mega-hickey.” At last, I could see the beginnings of understanding in their eyes.


  “That which is seen...” Ed said.


  “Cannot be unseen,” I finished.


  “So, by that logic,” Tom asked, “wouldn't chowing down on a hot swimsuit model be okay?”


  I thought about it for a few seconds. “Yeah, I guess so. Hot chicks would definitely be on the menu.”


  Ed shook his head. “No. I don’t think so. That would be a waste of some perfectly good ass. They're too rare (at least in our apartment) to kill. You don't hunt endangered species. Killing a hot chick would be like clubbing a baby seal. Not cool.” Damn, he had me there. Score one for logic.


  “What if Bill was drunk and it was a fat chick?” Tom asked.


  “Your wisdom is sound, my friend. Nobody loses points for an ugly girl if they're hammered at the time,” Ed agreed.


  I concurred. “That's cool. A few shots of tequila and I could see myself getting all up in that shit.”


  That important issue being settled, we bullshitted some more until Ed suggested (considering that, so far, we had more questions than answers), that taking some time to chart my new powers would probably be a good idea. Damn, why didn't I think of that? Knowing what I was capable of could potentially help me down the line (like, say, a little less than three months down the line). At the very least, it might keep me from doing something stupid, like jumping out another third story window.


  Hence where we were now. Tuesday night was spent testing out some stuff we could do without actually leaving the apartment, including trying to figure out my sudden aversion to Optimus Prime. Unfortunately, despite several retries at grasping the toy (much to my protests against doing so), we were no closer to solving any mystery more complex than whether or not Febreze will cover up the scent of burning vampire (pretty well actually).


  Tom had suggested the gym. It would give us some hard numbers to gauge my strength against. Even if it didn’t work, it would still be better than spending another evening charbroiling my hands.


  Fortunately, the place was fairly empty. Aside from the counter girl (who couldn't quite suppress a smirk when we came in and told her we were evaluating workout options), there were only a few middle-aged types moving between the treadmills and stationary bikes. That was good. No use calling extra attention to ourselves.


  We gravitated toward an old universal machine off in the corner. It'd be more discrete than loading plates much heavier than a person of my stature should be able to lift onto some weight bench. I wasn't too worried about being outed as a vampire, but if we started doing weird ass shit that got noticed, we might find someone calling the cops, thinking we were on PCP. I was pretty sure meth-heads didn't use their manic drug-induced strength for the purposes of working out, but better safe than sorry.


  The machine maxed out at three-hundred and fifty pounds, so that's what Tom set it to as I sat down at the bench press. “Shouldn't we start low and work our way up?” I protested.


  “Warm-ups are for pussies.”


  Okay, I can do this...maybe. I prepared to lift a lot more than I would have ever even considered trying.


  “If something happens...” I started.


  “You'll heal fast. We already know that,” Ed finished. I was feeling the love, I tell you.


  I needn't have worried, though. I started to push and actually felt the bar begin to rise with the effort. Holy crap! I mean, I knew I was stronger after awakening as a vampire, but it was another thing entirely to know how much I was lifting.


  “Goddamn, you're doing it,” Ed whispered.


  “Yeah,” Tom said in awe. “How does it feel?”


  “Badass!”


  “No, stupid. How does the weight feel?”


  “Heavy, but I could handle some more.”


  Ed took a quick look around, saw that nobody was looking, and hopped up onto the weight stack. He wasn't a big guy, but he pushed the total easily past the five-hundred pound mark. I gave a loud grunt and almost lost it, but managed to keep it up...barely.


  “Thanks,” I sarcastically wheezed once I had lowered the bar.


  “Don't mention it.”


  We moved on to other exercises and spent about an hour obtaining similar results. I wasn't going to be casually throwing cars around anytime soon, but the results were definitely impressive. At last, I’d had enough, and we found ourselves alone in the locker room, cleaning up and getting ready to head home.


  “That was fucking wild,” said Tom excitedly. “You're like a freaking super soldier. We're talking Captain America here.”


  “At the very least, Bruce Willis from Unbreakable,” countered Ed.


  “I guess that's cool,” I sighed.


  “What?” sniffed Tom. “You were hoping for the Hulk?”


  “It's not that. It's just that I can lift all that weight; I can take all sorts of physical abuse. Hell, I could probably kick ass in a dozen Olympic events.”


  “Developing a high opinion of ourselves, are we?” Ed quipped.


  “You know what I mean,” I stood up and started flexing in front of a mirror. It didn’t look any more convincing than it had before I became undead.


  “I can do all this shit I couldn't do before, and I still look like this. I mean, when the hell is it going to happen?”


  “When is what going to happen?”


  “You know. When am I going to get all...sexy?” I asked in a small voice.


  My roommates took a second to give each other a glance, and then Tom responded, “Bill, I ask this with all due sincerity...what the fuck are you talking about?”


  “The entire coven,” I said, feeling a rant coming on. “They look like they stepped out of a fashion shoot, each and every one of them. So, I figured eventually it might happen to me. You know, like in Interview with the Vampire. Brad Pitt got bitten and suddenly his hair got all done up and he was a lot better looking.”


  “Well, for starters,” Ed calmly explained, “it was just a stupid fucking movie, idiot. Secondly, he looked like that to begin with. Being bitten didn't turn him into Brad Pitt.”


  “Yeah, but he at least got Fabio hair,” I pointed out.


  “You'd look stupid with Fabio hair.”


  “Fine, no Brad Pitt,” I whined. “But what about Antonio Banderas?”


  Fully engaged now, Ed took the bait, while Tom sat back to see how this would all play out. “Antonio Banderas? Why the hell would you want to look like him?”


  “He was in that movie, too. Also had great hair and seemed to be doing pretty well for himself.”


  “Pretty well? He's married to Melanie Griffith. She's definitely seen better days.”


  “Well, yeah, now he is,” I agreed. “But back in the day, he nailed Salma Hayak.”


  “That was just in Desperado, dipshit.”


  “Fuck that. I guarantee he banged her in real life. Even if he didn't, he had a long sex scene with her and was groping her tits throughout the entire thing.”


  “I will concede you that point,” he said. “However, your logic has one major flaw. In Interview with the Vampire, he was busy lusting after Brad Pitt. Dude had gone totally homo for him. Shit, pretty much every vampire in that movie did. It was like a giant vampire man-ass festival. If that's what you're going for, you're going to need to rethink that whole sucking-on-naked-dudes-phobia you’ve got going on.”


  “Stop right there, because I got you now, motherfucker.” I got all in his face. “Not every vampire lusting after Brad Pitt was a guy.”


  “I'm pretty sure they were.”


  “What about Kirsten 'I banged Spider-Man' Dunst?” I pointed out.


  “Dude, she was like twelve.”


  “Originally, yeah. But near the end she was more like sixty.”


  “She still looked twelve.”


  “Gotta agree with Ed on that one, bro,” Tom piped in.


  “Shut up!” we both told him.


  I wasn't about to lose this one. “It doesn't matter what she looked like. Before she got turned to dust, she was more than old enough for Brad Pitt to pork.”


  “That's fucked up,” he said. “So you're saying his character was a pedophile?”


  “Read my lips...SHE WAS SIXTY!”


  “That vamp who bit you must have drained all the blood from your brain. She had the body of a kid.”


  “And the emotional maturity of an adult,” I countered.


  “Her body still looked like a child.”


  “So? Some midgets look like kids. Are you saying anyone who nails a midget is a pedo?”


  “Not the same thing, asshole. They're physically mature adults.”


  “Who just so happen to look like kids. According to your logic, that makes it the same thing.”


  “You know,” he threw up his hands in disgust, “sometimes I just can't talk to you. It's like trying to communicate with a retarded bonobo.”


  “In other words,” I grinned, “that's point and match, bitch.”


  “Fuck you. And you'd still look stupid with Fabio hair.”


   


  Back To the Meat Grinder


  Following work Thursday night, we took a field trip, as Tom called it, to a church. There, after seeing that I didn't burst aflame upon entering (I was starting to tire of how most of these tests seemed to be against how flammable I might or might not be), we pretended to pray until we were alone. Then my wonderful roommates took turns either splashing me from the holy water basin, or touching me with the various altar relics. In all cases, nothing happened, except perhaps that I wound up both wet and annoyed.


  “We probably shouldn't be surprised,” Tom said on the way home. “I think that was a Lutheran church. According to my grandmother, they're already a den of Satanists.”


  Assholes, both of them.


  * * *


  Friday night finally arrived, after what had turned out to be an exceptionally long week. During the days, Ed and I were slaving away at work, and then the nights felt like they were spent with my roommates coming up with new and inventive ways to torture me. Speaking of work, I had managed to do my job from home all week, which was good (considering the crispy fried alternative of going to the office during the day). Unfortunately, that wasn't going to last forever. At some point, they'd expect me in for a face-to-face meeting or status update. I'd have to work on a contingency plan for that. Fortunately for me, though, I had at least a few days before that was going to be an issue.


  Friday night was supposed to be a night off for all of us. With the weekend coming, the crowds would be out in force, and there would be little chance of us getting anything done without attracting undo attention. So, the plan was...well okay, the plan was pretty damn close to almost every Friday night prior to me becoming one of the undead: pizza, some beer, lots of bullshitting, and maybe a movie or two. That was just fine with me. Saturday was supposed to be my day to check back in at Vampire Central and to say I wasn't looking forward to it would be an understatement of epic proportions. Well, all right, I was looking forward to some of it, but not a lot. As it turned out, though, the “some of it” part of the equation came looking for me instead.


  Around seven o'clock in the evening, there was a knock on our door. This was a little odd, since we hadn't buzzed anyone up. But, then again, the downstairs tenants would occasionally leave the front door open, so it wasn't unheard of either. Ed got up to answer it, leaving Tom and me arguing over the finer points of whether Stargate Universe was superior to Stargate Atlantis. He opened the door and I heard a familiar voice say, “I'm here to see Bill.”


  “Sally?” I said loud enough for everyone to hear.


  “This is that vampire chick?” Ed blurted out, inadvertently swinging the door open a little wider.


  “Good job keeping the family secret, Bill,” she quipped, taking a step in.


  “Hold on there,” he stepped in front of her. “I haven't invited you to cross the threshold.”


  She just sighed, “Out of the way, dork,” then walked around him. Okay, so that's another thing from the movies that's a total load of crap.


  She was wearing a tight black cocktail dress, four-inch heels...and was by far the best-looking thing that our apartment had seen in a long time. As she stepped toward me, Tom lowered his voice and whispered, “You left that to come back home to us? You, sir, are seriously gay.”


  Ignoring him, I stood up and faced her. “What are you doing here? I thought we had a deal.”


  “Deals, much like underwear, are changed often.” She glanced for a moment at my roommates. “At least for some of us.” There was a momentary silence, during which both my friends gawked at her like a pair of retards, and then she added, “Going to introduce me? Just because I got you killed is no reason to be rude.”


  “Tom, Ed. This is Sally.” I grinned evilly at her and added, “Sally Sunset.”


  That elicited a glare from her and the beginnings of a chuckle from Tom. However, before it could evolve into more than that, she said, without taking her eyes off me, “Before anyone laughs, let me just remind you that I'm capable of twisting your heads off like a beer cap.” That pretty much killed my joke dead, right there.


  “Pleasure to meet you, Sally,” Ed said, completely deadpan. Tom immediately followed suit.


  She nodded slightly, then pretty much dismissed them. “As much as I’d love to stay and play with your pets, we have places to be. Grab your backpack and some things. Oh, and put on something decent too; we do have an image we’re trying to maintain.”


  “Not until you tell me what the rush is. For all you know, I had plans for tonight.” She gave me a skeptical look at that one. “What? I occasionally do stuff with actual people...sometimes even women.”


  She answered my protest with a roll of her eyes. ARGH! Getting me killed I could tolerate, but if she didn’t stop doing that at me this bitch was gonna get decked.


  “If you say so, champ,” she replied. “Oh, and since you’re wondering what the rush is, James called. He’s driving down to see how his favorite Freewill is doing.”


  “Freewill?” Ed asked.


  “Later,” I assured him, and then, back to Sally, “Why is he coming back so soon?” Despite my surprise at hearing such, I was also damned glad for it. Jeff would probably keep his distance with James around. Of course, this was assuming that he wasn't returning with marching orders for my dissection. That would be a little less than awesome.


  “Go figure. Personally, I thought he’d either give it a few weeks or forget about you completely, but apparently not. Who knows, maybe you really touched something deep down inside of him and he’s driving in to profess his undying love,” she giggled. My roommates, sensing this was a joke that was unlikely to get them killed, joined in.


  “Perhaps,” I mused. No way was I going to let her win this one. “When I see him, I’ll ask. Don’t worry; I’ll be sure to give you full credit for coming up with that theory.”


  As expected, that shut her up. Most of the vampires in the city might be able to kick my ass in a fight, but when it came to verbal sparring, I was Muhammad Ali. Satisfied that I’d gotten the last word (for now), I turned to go gather my things. Hopefully everyone would still be alive when I got back.


  * * *


  I needn't have worried. I returned to find my roommates no worse for the experience, with maybe the exception of having Sally's cleavage burned into their retinas. I thus went to grab my jacket. Whilst doing so, I quietly slipped a note under Tom's door, listing some quick instructions on what to do if I wasn't back by Sunday night. That finished, I set off into the night, accompanied by the woman who was responsible for my murder.


  A short while later, found us on a train speeding back toward Manhattan. I could sense the many male eyeballs in the subway car checking us out. I had no doubt they were all thinking that I was either rich or had a huge dick. Damn, envy feels good when you're on the receiving end.


  “Nice friends you have,” she said, apparently looking to kill some time with small talk.


  “Yeah. They have their quirks, but they're good guys.”


  “They freak out when you told them?”


  “Surprisingly little.”


  “Really?” she sounded a little surprised. “Most people freak and then we usually have to kill them before they try something stupid.”


  “We tend to watch a lot of movies. You'd be surprised how desensitized that makes one. Ed could probably come home, have an alien burst from his chest, and the rest of us would be most concerned with how to clean the carpet afterward.”


  “You guys are certainly an interesting bunch. Way different from the crowd I used to hang with.”


  “What happened to them?”


  “They freaked.”


  “Oh,” I said, not wanting to know more. Instead, a memory from the week prior came back to me, giving me an opportunity to change the subject. “Can I ask you a personal question?”


  “If this has anything to do with third input, you're going right through the side of this train,” she warned.


  “Third in...oh, that. No, it doesn't. Although we can save that discussion for another time if you want.” She glared hard at me, so I quickly continued, “What I meant to ask is...well...did you always look like this?”


  Not comprehending, she answered, “No. I'm a little dressier on the weekends, and I tend to change my hair color once a year or so.”


  “Not what I meant. Forget about clothes or hair. Did you always look like you do now?”


  “Well, I used to look like a baby, then a little girl, but eventually I grew these (if you need me to elaborate on her emphasis, then you have even less a social life than I) and well, golly, now I'm all grown up,” she mocked.


  “No, no, no. You're not getting it.”


  “Enlighten me.”


  “It's just that every vampire I've seen so far looks like they could moonlight as an underwear model...”


  “Except for you?”


  “Yes, except for me,” I snapped.


  “And you're wondering if maybe we all started out average looking, then we got bitten and, poof, the vampire whammy transformed us into the seductive creatures of the night you see before you, right?”


  “Well, yeah, actually.”


  She started giggling again. “They say there's no such thing as a stupid question, but damn, they're wrong.”


  “Shall I assume the answer is ‘no’?” I asked icily.


  “Sorry. But it's all by design. If the coven looks like a scene out of Baywatch, it's because Jeff wants it to. A lot of coven leaders do the same thing. They figure if they're going to stare at the same faces forever, they might as well be pleasant faces.”


  “So, I'm shit out of luck and get to spend eternity sticking out like a sore thumb.”


  “Yeah, but that might not be a bad thing.”


  “This phrase you say, I do not think it means what you think it does.”


  “Look at it this way, Bill. No matter what we may look like to you, after a while, it all starts to blur together for us. It winds up like you're living in a house full of clones. What you think of as 'hot' winds up being dull and normal for us. You, on the other hand, are different from the average vampire.”


  “Below average, you mean.”


  “No, I mean different. Different isn't always a bad thing. Different can get you noticed in the crowd.”


  “Different can get my ass killed by Jeff in a little less than three months.”


  “I never claimed different was always a good thing, either,” she pointed out.


  After another moment, I asked, “So, if you had a choice, would you pick to be different, like me?”


  She thought about it for a second. “I probably wouldn't go that far.”


  Bitch!


   


  History Lesson


  Rather than go immediately to the loft, Sally took me to a little café in a corner of Little Italy. There we found James, thankfully alone, waiting for us.


  “Well, if it isn't the esteemed Dr. Death,” he stood to greet us.


  “Considering the alternatives, it's nice to see you again, James.”


  He frowned mildly at that. “It's Ozymandias here, I'm afraid. If I'm expected to respect Night Razor's silly rules when I'm in town, then you most definitely have to as well. He is your sire, after all.” I winced visibly at that. This caused James...sorry, Ozymandias...to grin, and then he spread his arms toward the table.


  “Enough of the formalities, for the moment. Please sit and order yourselves something. The espresso here is marvelous. Much better than anything up in Massachusetts,” he held up his cup. “I dare say, if we ever run out of blood to drink, I'd be more than happy to subsist on this alone.”


  As I had sucked down a liter earlier in the evening, I wasn't particularly hungry. I just went with an appetizer of mozzarella sticks so as not to seem rude. We were in Little Italy, after all.


  “You're causing quite the stir, you know,” Ozymandias said after we had placed our order. “It turns out there have been no confirmed freewills mentioned in the archives since before even my time.”


  “And when exactly is before your time?” I queried.


  “Never ask a vampire his age, my boy. Besides which, the older we get, the more we tend to lie about it. There are plenty of vampires, most of them far less than a millennium old, who love to go around bragging about how they were present at the Crucifixion. If you believed every one of them, the whole gathering would have been the size of the Super Bowl.”


  “Okay, then let me rephrase the question. How long has it been since there have been people like me (I saw Sally’s smirk out of the corner of my eye)...freewills I mean, running around?”


  “Over six hundred years, at least.”


  Whoa! Here I was, sitting with someone who might have personally known Christopher Columbus. It kind of put things into perspective for me.


  He turned to Sally. “Did you tell him what's been happening?”


  “No,” she replied. “I didn't want his head to swell, or anything.”


  “Tell me what?”


  At Ozymandias' nod, she started explaining. “The rest of the coven. You’re all anyone's talked about this whole week. It's driving Jeff bugshit...sorry...Night Razor. There are some wild rumors flying about. Freewills can walk in the sunlight. Freewills can fly. Freewills can feed off of other vampires. Y’know, that kind of stuff.”


  “All bullshit as far as I'm aware,” I confessed.


  “No, really?” She gave me another fucking eye-roll. Gah! It was all I could do to keep from stabbing her with my fork. “The point is, you've become a mystery to them. The fact that you disappeared for the past week has just fed the rumor mill.”


  “Disappeared?”


  “Escaped might be a better word,” she replied with twinkle in her eye.


  “That's a good thing,” Ozymandias cut in before I could further question her. “It means that, in their minds, you've become greater than the sum of your parts. You're mostly likely going to garner respect from them that's far outside of your age or deeds. More importantly, it means that there will be just enough doubt in them to probably keep them off your back.”


  “But I thought I was under your protection.”


  “That only lasts so long,” he said almost dismissively. “Besides which, it's not a sure thing. Accidents happen. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn't put it past Night Razor to sacrifice a few of his children to take you out. As coven head, if he claims they acted on their own, then we'd have no choice but to believe him.”


  “But now...”


  “But now, that's less likely to happen,” he cut me off. “If they believe just enough, and Sally here seems to think they do, then that, coupled with my protection, might be enough to make it difficult for Night Razor to even compel them to act against you for the time being. Maybe even after that.”


  “And Night Razor?”


  Sally answered that one. “He doesn't believe a word of it. No matter what, you'll still have him to contend with.”


  I thought for a second and then said, “Okay. But that doesn't explain why you're both telling me this.”


  “My motivations will have to remain my own, I'm afraid,” Ozymandias replied. “However, suffice to say at the moment, I'd prefer to keep you alive, even if only for amusement purposes. It gets better, though. The Draculas have expressed an interest in seeing you continue to draw breath...in a manner of speaking, of course. Unfortunately, though, they refuse to take a more active stance, for now at least. And as for my dear Sally, here...”


  “Where do you think most of this gossip started?” she added, a saucy little grin on her face.


  Okay, that one surprised me a bit. Still, I wasn't exactly convinced of anything. I turned toward her and said, matter-of-factly, “I thought you were Night Razor's little plaything.”


  She let my barb roll right off her. “Perhaps. But if, say, a senior, more powerful vampire, were to give me a compulsion to play along and keep my mouth shut, well, even Night Razor couldn't undo that.” She nodded in Ozymandias' direction. “If you catch my drift.”


  Goddamn it! That didn't really make me feel any better. If I knew she really had an interest in keeping me alive, that would be one thing. But this compulsion bullshit left me uneasy. If that was all that was behind this, then I wasn't sure I trusted it to be enough. Then again, I really had no idea how powerful, outside of its loudness, a compulsion truly was.


  My hesitation to believe her was apparently obvious, as she quickly added, “It probably also doesn't hurt your cause that I can't stand the asshole.”


  “Hold on. Then what was that you were telling me about you and him?”


  “What? You've never slept with someone you disliked before? Hatred sex is pretty goddamn intense,” she purred.


  I decided to ignore that last bit. I had enough to chew on at the moment. The whole thing was maddening. I shook my head for a second and then gave a little laugh as the irony of what they were doing hit me.


  “The hilarious thing is, not only do I not have any of these bullshit powers that they think I do, but I might have even picked up a few extra weaknesses.”


  “Eh?” Ozymandias grunted, sipping from his third cup of espresso.


  “Unless, that is, the rest of you have a major allergy to Optimus Prime.”


  He just gave me a blank look in return. “And what exactly is an Optimus Prime?”


  “The patron saint of eternal virgins,” replied Sally without missing a beat.


  “Bite me.”


  “Not even in your sickest dreams, doughboy.”


  “Enough, children!” Ozymandias interrupted. “I believe I asked a question.”


  I brought him up to speed on the timeless (since the 1980's, at least) tale of the Transformers and their associated toy lines. When I was finished, Sally's look told me I had gone into far greater detail than probably necessary. Ozymandias' pained sigh likewise indicated I had done nothing to raise his opinion of me.


  “Thank you for that fascinating diatribe,” he drolled. “However, of greater importance to me is the value your friend places on this doll.”


  “Action figure,” I corrected. Noticing the momentary silence, I quickly added, “There's a difference.”


  “I'm sure there is, but once again, I asked a question. I know it's difficult, but please try to focus.”


  “Sorry. Well, I think it's safe to say Tom, my friend, places a fairly high value on it. He told me that if there's ever a fire, this thing gets saved long before I do.”


  “Ah, that explains it, then,” he replied. “Don't worry. This isn't some bizarre affliction or anything. The same thing would happen to any of us.”


  “Toys from the eighties burn vampires?”


  “It's faith, stupid,” Sally groaned.


  “This is a toy, not the Holy Grail. I've never been much of a church goer, but I'm pretty sure faith is all about...”


  Ozymandias leaned forward and held up a hand. Having an inkling of what he was capable of, I immediately shut up. “Forget what you know. Faith has nothing to do with Jesus, Muhammad, Odin, or whomever. Faith is a form of magic - protection magic, to be precise. As a matter of fact, it's probably one of the last forms of real magic that most humans can tap into.” Seeing my look of confusion, he continued. “Tales of vampires have been around for millennia. Obviously, by now, you realize that the reason there have been stories about us is because we're real. It's not much different with wizards, sorcerers, and the like. Mankind has legends about magic dating back thousands of years, and that’s because some forms of magic are real.”


  “Most of the real stuff is lost to history. That's why you don't see people shooting lightning at each other on the freeway during rush hour,” Sally added.


  “Exactly,” he agreed. “Personally, I blame the Christians for that. Once they decided to equate magic with the devil, which is completely idiotic by the way, it was all downhill. All it took was a few short centuries for most of it to be completely forgotten. But forgotten doesn't mean it's entirely gone. Faith is one example of that.”


  “Okay, so how does faith translate into a vampire-burning action figure?” I asked between bites of my appetizer.


  “Faith is all about belief. All religions have that part right. What they have wrong is that it doesn't have to be related to God or angels. It can be in anything. If you believe in something enough, you can actually invest it with a portion of your life force, energizing it with a bit of white energy. This energy, in turn, has an effect on our kind that is not dissimilar to that of the sun. The whole myth about crosses burning vampires is actually just a misunderstanding. People assume they're calling upon the wrath of God, when, in actuality, it's their belief in the symbols of the church that's doing it. It doesn't matter the vessel. A person could empower a cross, a star of David, or a ham sandwich if they believed in it enough.”


  “I think I get it. That certainly explains Tom's toy.”


  Ozymandias nodded. “Yes. It also explains that your friend has some seriously messed up priorities.”


  I thought about the whole thing for a moment and then asked, “So, how far could a person take this?”


  “Therein lies the potential problem for us. The stronger the faith, the stronger the effect. Fortunately, most people can do little more than empower trinkets, if even that. However, in the past, there have been individuals...” he trailed off for a moment. “Problematic individuals, with a belief in themselves so great that they became walking, talking weapons against us.”


  At that, I gave my best Keanu Reeves impersonation. “Whoa!”


  “Indeed. We, as a people, have not always lived in the shadows. In the past - several times, as a matter of fact - there has been both open relations and outright warfare between vampires and humans. Some of history's legendary heroes were actually those of great faith who waged war against us. They were known as Icons, short for Icons of Faith, obviously.”


  “Icons? Okay, so like...” I egged him on. No way was he telling me a story like this and weaseling out of the details.


  “Achilles would be a good example,” he said after a moment's thought.


  “Achilles? Didn't he fight at...”


  “Troy,” he finished the thought for me. “Yes, this much just about everyone knows. What people don't know is that Troy was a vampire city.”


  “No way. Really?”


  “Oh, yes,” he went on. “Some of our kind had to go to great pains to convince Homer to leave out certain details from his tale. Anyway, as the story goes, this was a bit before my time, mind you, there actually was a Helen of Troy who sparked things off. However, she was just a lesser mistress to the head of one of the Greek city-states. The Greeks had apparently been looking for an excuse to wage war on us. Nothing silly like 'kill the demons,' of course. Troy was a major trade rival to Athens and Corinth. When one of our ambassadors made the mistake of turning Helen, the Greeks just used it as an excuse. Forget any claptrap you learned in school. Nobody sieges a city for a decade over just one woman. This was all about gold and jewels.”


  “And Achilles?”


  “A raging egomaniac, but also one of their best warriors. Since his belief in himself was genuine, though, he was all but untouchable to our kind...an Icon. Over the years, his lethality to our people has been twisted into a legend of semi-divinity.”


  “That's...pretty badass,” I had to admit.


  “Badass, unless it was your ass he was frying,” said Sally.


  “Exactly,” Ozymandias took another sip from his cup. “Fortunately for us, persons like him are every bit as rare as you, Dr. Death, which brings us back to what I was trying to tell you earlier. If you want to have a chance in Hell of surviving, you need to play that up. There isn't a vampire within five hundred miles who is old enough to have met another freewill. There’s no reference point, thus you're an unknown. Amongst an ageless people who are used to seeing and knowing all, that's a frightening thing. It is in your best interest to become the thing that’s hiding under the monsters' beds.”


  “So, how do I do that? The entire coven practically saw me piss myself with fear last week.”


  “Practically?” quipped Sally. Bitch! “Don't sweat it. Everyone freaks out when they're first turned...especially those who immediately have a stake shoved in their face. The fact that you had enough sense to fight back actually impressed the hell out of a lot of them, not that they'd admit it to Night Razor. They're also aware that you got away, as opposed to being kept under lock and key. That stirred the gossip pot even more.”


  “About that 'got away' part...”


  “I may have exaggerated a few of the details to the rest,” she flashed me a sly grin. “Night Razor had me tracking you down all week.”


  “You have my driver's license. What did you need to track?” I asked, amazed at how differently my return to the vampire fold was playing out than I had expected.


  “As I just said, I fudged the truth on a few things. You're still my problem, as far as Jeff's been concerned, so I've been tasked with the job. Thus, who's to say you haven't disappeared into the bowels of the city for the last several days?”


  Ozymandias stepped in. “And now you've had a whole week to adjust and get used to your powers. The vampire who returns to them tonight will certainly not be the same one who escaped them out of desperation last week,” he said that last part with a wink.


  “I think I get it,” I replied, not getting it in the slightest.


  “Good. After this weekend, your reputation will only spread.”


  “How?”


  “You'll see,” he flashed me a predatory grin. “For starters, though, you're going to have an eventful night tomorrow.”


  “I am?”


  “Indeed,” he confirmed. “I have arranged for a little hunting expedition for you, having reminded Night Razor that, as your master, it's his job to make sure you're able to survive. Now that you've been found again, he can do just that.”


  “He's done a pretty shitty job so far.”


  “Which I have also mentioned. Thus, you and he will be going hunting together tomorrow night.”


  Uh oh. Jeff kicked my ass fairly easily last time. I wasn't really enjoying the idea of a little alone time for a repeat performance.


  “Just the two of us?” I asked.


  “Building castles in the sky...” Sally sang.


  “Yes,” said Ozymandias, ignoring her asshole remark. “You've been rogue all week. That’s problematic for him. Any carnage you caused could come back to haunt him. At the very least, you’ll need to learn to find and hunt prey in a way that's subtle...or as subtle as we get. As your sire, it’s his duty to show you this. If you're alone together, then anything that happens will be open to speculation amongst the rest of the coven.”


  “If we're alone, he can also drag me into an alley for an all night ass kicking,” I protested.


  “Doubtful, since he knows I'm in town. However, it’s possibly a necessary evil that you'll have to endure.”


  “At least he can't compel you to just stand there and take it,” Sally added, the look on her face telling me she wouldn’t lose any sleep regardless of what happened.


  She did have a point, though. In such case, all I’d have to do was somehow spin running away from him like a pussy into a positive story for the rest of the coven, and I'd be all set.


  Goddamn, this was going to be a long weekend.


   


  Date Night


  Sally and I left James sitting there, drinking espresso - damn that was going to be one wired vamp - and walked back to the village. As we got to within a few blocks of the loft in which I’d been turned, she informed me that we were about to enter their (our) territory, and that there would, no doubt, be eyeballs watching us.


  “Stop slouching. Walk straight with your head up and facing ahead. You need to look like you own the place,” she said.


  “I don't slouch.”


  “You look like you're studying the sidewalk. You might as well have a sign that reads ‘Professional Victim’ hanging around your neck. Walk like I do.”


  “Like my ass is available to the lowest bidder?”


  “I'm surprised you haven't made me an offer yet. You look like somebody who needs to pay for it.”


  “Thanks. Maybe I should just pledge my undying loyalty to Jeff.” I adopted a mock-sniveling tone. “Oh, and, by the way, master, Sally's trying to fuck you over behind your back.”


  “Touché. But it still doesn't change the fact that you need to exude a little bit of this thing we call ‘confidence’.”


  She was an arrogant bitch, but she was an arrogant bitch with a good point. I stood straighter and tried to put a bit of a swagger in my step.


  “Tone it down a little, Superfly,” she said out of the corner of her mouth.


  “What? You said to walk with confidence.”


  “Yeah, but that doesn't mean you have to shuffle like some seventies pimp.”


  I tried what she suggested until she finally agreed that it was acceptable.


  “Oh, there's one other little detail,” she said, stopping. “Just to give things an air of authenticity.”


  I was about to ask her what, when she suddenly flung herself into a pile of trash on the sidewalk. Before I could even speak a word, she was back on her feet and launching herself face-first into the side of the nearest building.


  “What the fuck?”


  When she was finished with her insane self-inflicted assault, she stood before me - covered in grime, small cuts, and with several bruises on her face.


  “Ta da!” she said with a smile. “Now it looks like I successfully tracked down the ferocious Freewill.”


  Holy shit, this chick was psycho. What the hell had she and Ozymandias dragged me into?


  * * *


  We went straight to the loft from there, and Sally let us in. I was trying my best to look stone cold pissed off, but I felt it was only a matter of time before I shit my pants. If I was going to do this, though, I'd have to dive in feet first. Otherwise, I might find myself remembering that this was a nest of hardcore killers and start looking for another window to throw myself out of.


  There were about a dozen vampires scattered around the room, far less than the week before. No party scheduled for that night, I guess. There were three vamps, a male and two females, seated on the couch. I recognized the guy as one of the goons who had dragged me back up to the loft, following my impromptu skydiving lesson the week before. On the floor in front of them was a dead, presumably exsanguinated, body. The trio on the couch was all covered in blood, so I assumed we had entered just as they were finishing up a meal. This was the perfect opportunity...the best way to show dominance to a predator was over a fresh kill. I just hoped it wasn't also the perfect opportunity for me to blow it and get my ass put through a wall.


  I shoved past Sally (who fell back much more dramatically than the push had warranted) and approached the couch. All three vamps glanced toward me and I could’ve sworn I noticed a little air of uncertainty about them. However, when the male spoke up, his voice had nothing but douchebag bravado behind it.


  “What the hell are you staring at, cockface?”


  Okay, it was now or never. Guess it was time to see if that semester I put in with NJIT's drama society paid off. “My name is Dr. Death,” I replied calmly.


  “My apologies, Dr. Death,” he spat, eliciting a few giggles from the lady vamps.


  “I don't believe we've been introduced,” I continued, my tone even, almost friendly sounding.


  “Name's Dusk Reaper.” Jeez, every moniker here was stupider sounding than the last.


  “Nice to meet you. Now listen up, Dick Reaper. You're sitting in my fucking seat,” I willed my voice to be calm and made sure not to break eye contact - hey, it works for dogs, figured I might as well try it here.


  “What the fuck did you call me, asshole?” his voice rose, drawing attention from the other vampires in the room.


  In my mind, I envisioned my Elven battlemage. He wouldn't take shit from anyone. He once stared down an entire tavern full of angry bugbears; no way would he back down from this asshole. I let years of role playing experience take over and envisioned that this was just another random encounter. It was time to throw down my twenty-sider.


  “You heard what I called you,” I sneered. “More importantly, you heard what I told you. You're in my seat. Get. The. Fuck. Up. Now.” My emotionless tone would have made a Zen master proud.


  “Or what?” he replied. His voice still held its original menace, but I could see a glimmer of doubt in his eye (I hoped). He wasn't expecting this.


  Ignoring his question, I casually swept my gaze toward the body on the rug. “Is this your handiwork?”


  “Damn straight. Drained him like a stuck pig.”


  “Nasty what happens when a human gets drained by a vampire,” I said conversationally. This was it, sink or swim. Please work! “Ever see what happens when someone like me drains a vampire?”


  That stopped his attitude dead in its tracks. I could see it in his eyes. Goddamn it, Sally and James were actually right.


  “No,” he stammered.


  “Well, you're going to,” I put an edge into my voice, “if you don't fucking move...NOW!”


  There was a tense pause as we locked eyes...and then, amazingly, he blinked first. Looking like a petulant child who had been sent to bed early, he got up without a word and stalked off. I, in turn, sat down, leaned back, and put my feet up on the corpse (gross!) like I owned the place. The two ladies got up to follow him. As they did, I said in my best arrogant tone, “When you decide you've had enough of Dick Raper there, come on back and I'll show you how to make a Dr. Death sandwich.”


  One gave me a look of outright disgust as she stormed off, but the other gave me a much less hostile glance that said that maybe, just maybe, there'd be a chance in hell of that happening. Damn, I'd been acting like an alpha dog for less than five minutes, and already I was seeing more results than I ever did before. Note to self: remember this shit.


  Of course, Sally had to go and ruin it by sitting down next to me. She carried herself meekly, but it was just an act. “Smooth,” she whispered low enough so that the others wouldn't overhear. “You'd sleep alone at a sex addicts’ convention.” Bitch.


  Sally aside, though, the exchange between Dusk Reaper and me appeared to be having its desired effect. There were a lot of whispered conversations going on in the room, and a quick scan showed that few vamps in the crowd were willing to make direct eye contact with me. So far, so good.


  Unfortunately, almost as if on cue, I heard a familiar voice angrily yell out, “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I turned my head to see Night Razor come stomping out of one of the bedrooms, looking as much the douchebag as ever. In tow followed the cute redhead I had seen the previous week, looking quite disheveled, I might add. Whatever I might think of Jeff, it was obvious he was getting tail from whomever in the coven he felt like getting it from. I really needed to put in an application for his job.


  Oddly enough, though, his wrath wasn't directed toward me...at least not yet. His focus for the time being seemed to be on chewing Dusk Reaper a new asshole. You can probably guess the reason.


  “You're eighty-four goddamn years old, and you're going to puss out to this?” Night Razor gestured toward me as he screamed in the other vampire's face. I felt Sally's boot strike me quickly on the side of my shin (Ouch!) while he continued bitching Dusk Reaper out. She didn't need to remind me. Whatever happened in the next few minutes would either make or break me, literally.


  “Sorry...Razor, man. It's just that...he's...y'know,” Dusk Reaper stuttered.


  “Don't start with that freewill bullshit,” Razor barked. “I thought you were smarter than that. (Really? I personally wouldn't have given Doofus Reaper credit for being smart enough to tie his own shoes.) Now stop being a fucking pansy and GO SHOW HIM WHO'S BOSS!”


  No doubt about it, I could feel the force of the compulsion from where I sat. Dusk Reaper's eyes momentarily glazed over, and then a look of pure hatred spread across his face. He started slowly advancing upon me, Night Razor looking on approvingly. It was time to test whether Ozymandias knew what he was talking about. Trying (and almost failing) my damnedest to remain calm, I locked eyes with my would-be attacker.


  With each step he took, I pulled back my lips a little baring more of my fangs. I also visibly tensed my body, as if preparing to launch myself at him (a bluff, but then again, that bugbear encounter had been one, too. I was only fourth level at the time, after all). All the while, I never let my eyes waver from his. At the third step, his body started to quiver, and his movements became a little jerky. At the fourth step, I noticed the look on his face starting to waver as well.


  By the time his foot came down a fifth time (I was quickly running out of room), he stopped and broke his gaze from mine. He shook his head a little, as if clearing his thoughts, and then turned to Night Razor.


  “It's all good, man. I was just heading out, anyway. Really,” that last part coming out perhaps a bit whinier than he had meant it to. Night Razor and I both glared at him. Mine was still a bluff, but I was pretty sure Razor was getting ready to eviscerate the other vamp. To his credit, Dusk Reaper sensed this and beat a hasty retreat to the door, although he tried to save some face by turning to me as he opened it. “Next time, motherfucker,” he weakly growled, but there was no real conviction to his voice. Finally, he shut the door behind him and I took my first breath in what felt like an hour.


  Night Razor slowly turned toward me, his hands curling into fists. I was definitely not out of the woods, yet. An ass-stomping by him now would probably knock down the giant wall of self-serving bullshit I had just built - that, and it would also hurt...probably a lot. Healing factor or not, I found myself not loving pain any more now than I did whilst still alive. Fortunately, I had a six hundred year old life preserver to cling to.


  “Ozymandias says ‘hi,’” I said before he could do anything that I might regret. That appeared to give him cause to reconsider. He apparently knew James was in town and likely to visit. Night Razor wasn't even remotely afraid of me, that much was obvious. However, I was pretty certain whatever craving he had in him to beat the snot out of me was outweighed by his lack of desire to deal with James afterward. I had seen James in action, and Jeff's reaction to it. In a fight, he would eat Night Razor for lunch, and then probably still have enough left in him to use me as a toothpick.


  I was certain we both knew the cause for his hesitation, but I still had an illusion to maintain for the others. As he just stood there glaring, I bent down and dipped my finger into the wound in the corpse's neck. I brought my hand back up and contemptuously licked the blood off of it. In practice, it was a pretty gross thing to do, but I bet it looked pretty damn cool. Yeah, it would have been a bit more badass if maybe I looked more like Vin Diesel, but you work with what you have.


  Sally, to her credit, jumped right in and played along. “Okay, that's it. I've had enough,” she said with just a slight quiver to her voice. Leaping to her feet, she went to stand by Night Razor. “I did what you asked me to. I found him and convinced him to come back. But I can't take it anymore. (Ooh, were those crocodile tears rolling down her face? Nice touch.) This fucker is just creeping the shit out of me. Please, master! I'm sorry I brought him here. I didn't know.” She put her arms around Night Razor and buried her face in his shoulder. “Please, forgive me,” she whimpered softly. “I'll be more careful next time, I swear. Just give him to someone else. Let Firebird keep an eye on him and I'll stay here with you. I’ll even do those things you like.” Judging by how pale the redhead's face got, I assumed she must be Firebird. I actually almost found myself hoping Jeff would take Sally up on her suggestion. A little ginger action might be just what the doctor ordered.


  Sadly, no redheaded sloppy seconds for me, though, as he shoved Sally away from him. “Tough shit. You made your bed, now you can lie in it. This piece of shit is your problem.” She dropped to her knees and started quietly sobbing. “Whine about it again and I'll compel you to let him do whatever the hell he wants with you.” (Oh, yeah! Please whine again, please whine again.) Night Razor nodded toward the redhead, and she quickly moved to his side. “I'm getting some fresh air. This place stinks.” Before he walked out, he looked me in the eye and said, “I'll see you tomorrow night, meat.” I managed to meet his stare until the door shut behind him, at which point I allowed myself a deep sigh of relief.


  Within a few minutes, every other vampire in the place found an excuse to be elsewhere. As the last one closed the door behind him, Sally popped up from the floor and gave me a big grin.


  “That went fucking fabulously.”


  “Glad you thought so” I mimed wiping sweat off my brow. “Me, I'm not entirely sure I didn't crap my pants.”


  “You did great. Enough of the coven saw what went down between you and Dusk Reaper. By the end of the night, everyone will be talking about how you practically ripped his head off.”


  “I'm surprised Jeff didn't do that to mine.”


  “You played that perfectly. He's not about to cross James. And now he'll have his hands full with damage control, as they're probably also going to be gossiping about how he backed down in front of you.”


  “Great. Now all I have to do is keep him from killing my ass tomorrow night,” I said, still a little shaky.


  “Yeah, that one might be a bit dicey,” she agreed. “You definitely didn't win any points in his book. You might want to consider not following him down any dark alleys or subway tunnels.”


  “Thanks. I kind of figured that.”


  “Oh, relax. You scored big tonight. That's the important thing. Sit back, put your feet up, and snack on the leftovers.” She pointed to the corpse. “You might as well enjoy it. You're probably not going to get much of a chance to relax tomorrow,” she said, walking into the kitchen.


  Looking to change the subject to something other than my potential future pummeling, I glanced down at the dead body. “Speaking of leftovers, how the hell do you guys clean up messes like this?”


  “We pay the cleaning crew very well, and they don't ask questions,” she called from the other room. “As for the carpet, a quick steam clean, and you'll never notice the blood. Scotchgard is a fucking miracle, I tell you.” She emerged from the kitchen, steak knife in hand. “Pity I can't say the same for this dress.” With that, she sliced open the side of her neck. Blood immediately started pouring down her shoulders.


  “Jesus Christ!” I yelled, jumping to my feet.


  She smiled at me as the blood began to soak the top of her dress. “All for the cause. If anyone else stops by here, they'll learn how I just barely managed to fight you off when you tried feeding upon me.”


  “Oh. Yeah, right, I guess,” I stammered. A few minutes ago, Sally had done a good job pretending to be afraid of me. However, I couldn’t help but think that maybe I should be the one who was afraid of her.


  * * *


  Sally's little display proved to be useful, if completely psychotically insane. The loft was apparently a popular hangout spot for the coven. As such, every couple of hours or so, a group of vampires could be heard walking up the stairs. They would come waltzing in the door, and there would be Sally, lying on the floor, holding her neck (which she had to cut several times due to her enhanced healing), and tearfully crying for help. Each and every time, the vampires showed what a standup bunch of assholes they were. They'd look in horror from her to me (I was mostly just sitting on the couch flipping through TV channels...I love pay per view, especially when I'm not the one paying). I'd give them a glare or two, and then they'd just book the hell out the door faster than they came in. Worked like a charm. I wouldn't have expected vampires to be such pussies, but I wasn't complaining about it, either.


  Finally, with the morning sky just starting to lighten, she declared we were probably safe from intrusion for a while, and went off to take a shower. I, being the gentleman that I am, left her to her business (the bitch locked the door) and went to warm up a liter of blood in the microwave. When she came out (dressed, sadly) she immediately headed for one of the bedrooms - suggesting I do the same, as I had a long night ahead of me. That sounded like a good idea. The excitement of the previous night had finally faded, and I was feeling pretty wiped. After first making sure Sally was securely locked in (she was, damn it), I entered the other bedroom, the one that Jeff and the redhead had come out of hours earlier, and then immediately backed the fuck out. I don't know what the hell they were doing in there, nor do I want to. Suffice it to say, holy crap, that was a lot of blood.


  After dragging the corpse into the kitchen (damn thing was starting to creep me out), I spent the next several hours asleep on the couch.


  Waking up to a face as pretty as Sally's is a dream most men have. Waking up to that face yelling, “Get up, dipshit.”...not so much. I can only imagine how many speechwriters bemoaned the loss of such an eloquent orator when she decided to become a stripper.


  “Come on, wake up,” she again prodded.


  “Okay, okay, I'm up.”


  “You sleep like the freaking dead.” (Well, duh!)


  “What's the emergency?” I asked.


  “Most of the coven is usually awake by now. Gives us all time to get dressed, do our hair, put on makeup...you know, so we're all ready in time for sundown.”


  “Sorry, left my eyeliner back in Brooklyn,” I grumbled, rubbing my eyes.


  “Just as long as you didn't leave your deodorant. (Bitch!) My point is that some of the others, particularly Jeff, could be popping in soon. I want to have one more surprise ready for them. Follow me.”


  I got up and she led me to the bathroom door. “Punch it,” she ordered.


  “Why?”


  “Because it was looking at me funny,” she sarcastically quipped. “Just do it.”


  Okay, whatever. I pulled my arm back and did as I was told. My hand collided with the door with a meaty thud. “There, happy?”


  “What the fuck was that?” she snapped. “I said to punch it, not give it a little ass-slap. Like this” She turned to the door and let loose with a right jab that left a fist-sized dent in it.


  I looked more closely at the damage and asked, “Is this metal?”


  “Yeah, it's a security door.”


  “Why do you have a security door on the bathroom?”


  Another fucking eye-roll! I swear there was going to be a head-shaped dent in the door in about thirty seconds. “Isn't it obvious?” she asked. “Sometimes the larder in the basement is full. We use this in case we need to lock up any refreshments.”


  Great. A bathroom/meat locker combo: just what every apartment in SoHo needed.


  “Now smash the shit out of it,” she commanded. “They'll be able to tell if I did it. Your hands are bigger.”


  “Let me guess. You locked yourself in the bathroom last night to escape my evil wrath.”


  “See? You are learning.” She patted my head. “Who's a good boy?”


  I decided to focus my annoyance with her on the door. I tensed up and then started to rain blow after blow on it. By the time I was done, it looked like I had made a fairly frenzied effort to break in. When I stepped back to admire my handiwork (damn, I kill me), I realized Sally had dragged the corpse back out of the kitchen and dropped it next to me.


  “This next part's gonna get a little messy,” she grinned at me.


  Suffice it to say, she was right. A few minutes of swinging the dead body violently against the door left the place looking like something out of a horror movie. Sally then tore up her dress from the night before and tossed it into the pile of gore to complete the effect. Anyone walking in out of context would think that a freaking grizzly bear had attempted to tear its way into the bathroom. All things considered, I'm pretty sure that was the plan.


  About fifteen minutes after we finished, we heard sounds on the stairs.


  She quickly turned to me, said, “Sorry about this,” and then slashed her nails down the side of my face. Fuck! It felt like she had steak knives on the ends of her fingers. What is it with people maiming the shit out of me lately? Before I could protest, she ducked inside the bathroom and locked the blood-splattered, half-broken door.


  Without thinking, I ran over and started pounding on it. “You goddamn bitch! I'm gonna rearrange your fucking face!” I screamed, which is apparently what she wanted, as, right there and then, the front door opened and in stepped Night Razor, followed by Firebird, Starlight, Dread Stalker (it's like the retarded Justice League) and two other male vampires whose stupid comic book names I didn't know.


  I stopped my attack on the door and stared at them. They, in turn, were frozen in place, trying to take everything in. It must have been quite the scene to make a pack of apex predators just stand there, looking aghast.


  It was Sally who finally ended the moment. Before anyone could say anything, the bathroom door flew open (catching me in the face in the process and nearly dumping me on my ass). She came running out, covered in gore, and wearing nothing but a bloody towel.


  Throwing herself at Night Razor's feet, she started whimpering, “Thank god! Thank god!” I'll give credit where credit is due. She was pretty damn convincing, even to me.


  Night Razor narrowed his eyes at me. Whether or not he bought the little scene in front of him, he was at least smart enough to know that it would make him look bad to act like it. He simply nodded toward Starlight and Firebird and said, “Get her cleaned up.” When neither of them moved, he added a little compulsion to his voice, “DO IT!” That was good. If he needed to use mind tricks to get them moving, it said that they were pretty well freaked.


  They gathered Sally up and slowly helped her toward the bedroom. As they passed by me, the redhead, Firebird, spat, “You...inhuman animal,” and just as quickly averted her eyes.


  Sensing an opportunity, I sneered and replied, “Keep talking, baby. I like my food a little spicy.” She gasped and moved to drag Sally (who couldn't quite stop herself from giving me another eye-roll...must resist urge to really kill her) a little more quickly toward the bedroom.


  Despite outnumbering me four to one, only Night Razor dared to step forward. He walked up and we stared at each other, eye to eye. Yeah, he could’ve creamed me into pulp if he wanted to, but I couldn't let him know that in front of the others.


  “When are we going out?” I asked with an even voice. “Because I'm still hungry.”


  * * *


  “You owe me a fucking door,” was the first thing Jeff said to me as we set out alone into the Manhattan nightlife.


  “Bill me,” I shot back.


  “I'll do better than that. Just one more thing I'll be taking out of your ass just as soon as Ozymandias is off my case.”


  “If you think you can,” I said, feeling the last of my tough guy persona starting to drain away.


  “You can cut the shit now,” he spat. “I don't know how you've managed to get Sally running scared, but we both know you're full of it.”


  “If you say so,” I got the distinct feeling my voice was going to start cracking any minute now. Amongst the crowd, I was safe. Out here, alone with the guy who both killed me and shortly thereafter beat the snot out of me, I wasn't feeling so good. This was about the time my battlemage would throw down a smoke illusion and run for the hills.


  “Just a week ago,” he snarled, setting a fast walking pace, “you were this scared little rabbit who wouldn't even make a kill. Yes, Starlight told me all about that. And now, just a few days later...bam...you're the big bad fucking wolf. Sounds a little too convenient to me.”


  I said nothing. I didn't trust my voice to sound like anything stronger than a whimper. Besides which, silence can be a good thing. It would let him form his own conclusions. Maybe, despite all his bluster, he, too, had a shred of doubt about me.


  “And that's why I brought this,” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out one of those mini HD camcorders I've seen at Best Buy. “You better shed a lot of blood tonight, because the second you come across as anything other than a complete beast, your little house of cards is gonna come tumbling down. You might as well call yourself Dr. Dead.”


  Okay, so maybe there wasn't much doubt there, after all. Shit! Who would have thought vampires would go all high tech? That was a bit of a mind scramble. This was going to require a little luck to pull off.


  * * *


  I seriously did not fit in with this crowd. I'm actually surprised the bouncer let me in at all. From the looks of the people grinding on the dance floor, I was some combination of too un-cool, too poor, and too uncoordinated to be here. Judging from some of the tittering conversations my overly acute vamp-ears picked up, I may have been a tad too intelligent, as well. Ye gods, what a vacuous crowd. The club's name was Vicarious, a fitting moniker, considering the look of things. It was situated pretty far uptown, almost on the fringe of areas of the city where one might traditionally avoid walking alone after dark. Of course, a good chunk of that was overplayed by people from out of town. The city was a lot safer these days than it had been just a few short years ago. Even so, safer or not, I still personally wouldn't hang out near some areas of the Bronx at night minus a small army of friends.


  I wasn’t overly surprised at Jeff's choice of hunting ground. It was far enough away from the coven's base of operations so that it wouldn't be too obvious where any attacks originated from (Although Sally had mentioned to me that the elders in any given area made it a point to keep the wheels of justice well greased so as to make sure a good deal of vampire-related activity was either misdirected or went unsolved). The club was also an ideal place, in that the crowd was mostly young, stupid, and hopped up on any of a number of drugs. On the way there, he’d explained to me, as if speaking to a slow-witted, socially inept child (I resented that first part at least), that it wouldn't be too hard to spot someone in a place like this, someone who could easily be seduced into leaving the club. For most who fell into this category, it would probably be a few days before anyone thought to miss them.


  I, in turn, pointed out that maybe someone who looked like him could pull that off, but I was a bit rusty in the seduction department.


  “You are just all sorts of fucking pathetic, you know that?” he scoffed. “I know your type. Weak, scared of their own shadow, probably still living at home with your parents.”


  “I have my own place, thank you for asking.”


  “Okay, sorry. Please excuse me,” he mocked. “Let me guess, you live right upstairs from Mommy. She still packs your lunchbox and washes your underwear. Am I right?”


  I tried to ignore his taunts and be the better man, but he apparently took my silence for affirmation, as he then said, “Yeah, I thought so. As I said, pathetic. It's almost not going to be worth the time it's going to take to rip your fucking spine out (okay, well at least that was a step closer to him not wanting to kill me), but I'm still going to.” (Or maybe not.)


  I tried not to show that his last statement had brought me a fair ways along toward a complete panic attack, and instead, gave him attitude right back.


  “This is all really fascinating. It’s good to know I don't need to pay for a therapist as long as I have you around. But it's kind of ignoring my original point,” I said, trying to steer him away from thoughts of brutally murdering me.


  He gave a contemptuous sigh. “I can't believe you even need to ask this shit. You're a vampire now. A superior fucking being.” He looked at me from the corner of his eye. “In theory, anyway (fucking douchebag!). Still, there are plenty of ways you can seal the deal.”


  “Very well, enlighten me, oh, master of the night.”


  “For starters, there's compulsion. It doesn't work as well as it does between us...or most of us. Usually, though, a vampire can plant a suggestion in the mind of a weak-willed human, if they concentrate enough and are of sufficient skill and power. But since you have neither (fuck you!), I guess that's out of the question. Relying on charm and charisma is probably also out for you.”


  “It's great to hear about all the ways I'm not going to score. Really, it is. But how about something that might help me?”


  “You could show them your fangs,” he answered. “Some girls still go nuts for that Twilight bullshit. There is, however, one method that never fails, even for someone like you.” He reached into the pocket of his jacket and pulled out a small vial, which he then tossed to me. I held it up and examined the contents, a fine white powder.


  “You want me to coke them up?” I asked incredulously.


  “They don't call it whore bait for nothing.”


  * * *


  The second we entered the club, Jeff ditched me - so much for this being a father/son outing. Of course, before doing so, he warned that the next time he saw me, I’d better be covered in blood. Wonderful! But when in a meat market, it’s best to get shopping.


  Okay, so that turned out to be easier said than done. My first few attempts to strike up a conversation were met with me being completely ignored. My third was a bit better. I got laughed at when I tried to show off my fangs, but better reaction than indifference, I suppose. Guess I don't look effeminate enough for that one to work. It was then that I spotted a girl sitting alone at the bar. She was a cute, petite thing in a white dress that left little to the imagination (including that she was either chilly or sitting under an A/C vent). Most importantly, judging from the empty shot glasses in front of her, she looked to be pretty well on her way to Margaritaville.


  I approached her and tried to think of the best way to strike up a conversation. In the end, though, I couldn't come up with anything appropriately smooth sounding. So, I opted instead just to dangle the vial of drugs in front of her face and say, “Hey. I got coke.” Okay, so maybe there's some small part of me that can understand all of Sally's eye-rolls.


  Credit where credit is due. Much to my surprise, Jeff was right. Her eyes immediately lit up at the sight. She gave me a naughty little grin and licked her lips. “You thinking maybe a blow for a little blow?” she purred. Damn, and to think I've wasted the last decade or so trying to actually talk to women. I was about to respond with something appropriately cool like, “okay,” when I saw her eyes go wide at the sight of something behind me.


  “What the fuck do you think you're doing?” an angry voice growled. “You macking on my woman, asshole?”


  I spun around and came face to face with one ugly son of a bitch. He had a shaved head and several bad tattoos running up and down his tightly muscled arms. Twenty-four years of instinct came into play and I immediately tried backing down.


  “Sorry, man. Just a mistake,” I said, trying to slip the drugs back into my pocket.


  However, the girl, proving that all women are sisters in that they all share a gene that lets them become instant bitches, decided to 'help' the situation along.


  “This fucker was trying to slip me something, Mike,” she accused in a voice that suggested she got off on watching her boyfriend kick the crap out of guys like me. Oh, shit.


  “Oh, yeah?” growled Mike, balling his hands into fists. “Trying to slip my girl some X? Probably only way a faggot like you is gonna get laid.”


  I was about to try the old “I don't want no trouble, pal” routine to weasel my way out of this, when I remembered why I was here. I was a goddamn, supernatural creature of the night. Why should I be taking shit from anyone? I could take apart this whole place with my bare hands if I wanted to.


  I decided to play it tough.


  “Back off, fuckface,” I sneered. Oh, yeah, this felt good. “Your bitch is a lying little slut. Before you came back, she was practically begging for my dick,” I got in his face. I could get used to this alpha dog thing.


  We both made a move at the same time. I was faster. I was stronger.


  Unfortunately, he was better.


  Several years back, I saw this movie called Legend of the Seven Golden Vampires. It was a low budget flick that pitted kung-fu masters against the undead. Here were these karate guys kicking the ever (un)living shit out of a pack of vampires who had ravaged the land. At the time, I had laughed. Maybe I shouldn't have.


  Before I knew it, I was immobilized in an arm lock, experiencing my face being repeatedly smashed into the top of the bar. I was just starting to see a head-shaped dent appear in it, when I felt multiple sets of arms grab hold of my body. Security had arrived to save me. Of course, by ‘save me’, I mean drag my ass to the exit and toss me out into the street. Yeah, that could have gone better. Figures that the one time I try to pick a fight, it turns out to be with someone who could do a reasonable impersonation of Chuck “The Iceman” Liddell.


  I could feel whatever damage had been done already starting to heal, so I picked myself up and scurried off. No way was I about to sit there and wait for Jeff's laughing face (and camcorder) to catch up with me. As it was, I very much doubted he had missed my unceremonious exit from the club. Hopefully, he hadn't also captured it on tape. If so, I could count on a lot of unpleasantness in my foreseeable future.


  I wandered for several blocks, not really paying much attention. I didn't realize at the time that I was walking in the opposite direction I probably should have been. Getting one’s face smashed into hardwood tends to do that.


  I was finally pulled out of my funk by a husky female voice calling out to me, “Hey baby, wanna party?” Turning my head toward the source, I found myself staring at a woman, obviously a prostitute, standing at the mouth of an alley. She looked...well, she looked pretty damn bad. She was overweight and wearing a far-too-small tube dress. Her face lacked several teeth and looked like it had seen its fair share of fists. When people think of hookers, they often want to imagine beautiful and classy ladies of the night, maybe women who looked like Rebecca De Mornay from Risky Business (sorry, but I'm not one of the dozen or so guys who sat through Pretty Woman). The truth was that the vast majority probably looked a lot closer to this mess than some glamorous coed working her way through college.


  “Huh?” I wittily replied.


  “Wanna party? Ten bucks for an appetizer. Twenty for the full menu,” she had the bored tone of someone who has seen far too much of the world and found it to be an ugly place.


  I remembered the purpose for the outing. This was a hunting trip and, despite not having any great desire to go on a killing spree, I couldn't return empty handed. Unfortunately for her, I needed to make a kill, and she happened to be someone who probably wouldn't be missed. Besides which, she'd be better than noshing on a fat naked dude...if only marginally.


  I dug out my wallet and showed her a twenty. “I'm kinda hungry tonight,” I said, waving it in front of her. Figures, the best line I've had all evening and it was wasted on a crack whore.


  She turned to walk down the alley, beckoning me to follow. I did, mentally steeling myself to act as soon as we were deep enough inside to avoid unwanted attention. I planned to make it as quick as I could. No point in causing needless suffering (for either of us). I'd move to take her from behind, and then quickly snap her neck before taking a bite. It would be fast and minimize any screaming...hopefully.


  Luck just wasn't on my side, though. She reached a corner and then stopped. “Afraid I'm gonna have to charge you a little more, sweet thing.”


  “Like what?” I indifferently asked, preparing to close in on her.


  “Like everything you got, motherfucker,” said a voice from behind me. I immediately felt the barrel of what I assumed to be a gun pushed against the back of my head.


  I was rapidly learning that enhanced senses don't mean shit if you aren't paying attention, and of course I hadn't been. I had been so wrapped up in my little killing fantasy that I’d completely missed someone hiding in the shadows, waiting in ambush. I really have to learn to be a little less introspective in the future.


  As the gun barrel prodded me forward, three more guys stepped from a bend in the alley. This wasn't exactly good news. Even so, it was also a safe bet that none of these guys were ninjas like that creep back in the club. The advantage might still be mine...if I could avoid a barrage of bullets to the brain. Vampire healing aside, that didn't sound like much fun.


  I was going to have to make this fast...so I did, before I could psych myself out of it. The next time I felt the gun owner give me a push forward, I put everything I had into it. Spinning on my heel, I brought up my right arm. Before my would-be assailant's neurons could fire off a message telling his fingers to shoot, my fist collided with his wrist. I heard the snap of bone (not mine, which was cool), and the gun went flying off into the shadows. He screamed and doubled over, holding his shattered appendage.


  I almost couldn't believe that worked. Standing there in front of him, I gloated, “You picked the wrong guy to fuck with tonight. When I'm through with...” *CRUNCH*


  Oh, yeah, forgot about the other assholes trying to mug me. Note to self: make sure all the bad guys are down before spouting off one-liners. In the meantime...holy shit that hurt! What connected with the back of my head had the consistency of a crowbar, which meant it probably was. Stars exploded in front of my eyes and I found myself on the ground looking up as the three...make that four (my lovely crack ho friend was joining in) remaining assailants started to stomp on me.


  It wasn’t exactly my shining moment. However, before I could see whether or not I had enough left in me to mount a counterattack (my ego said yes, my logic center said doubtful), I heard a wet tearing noise. A second later, a human-shaped projectile flew into two of my attackers, knocking them away. Before any of us could make sense of what had just happened, a bloody fist erupted from the chest of the last guy standing above me. A gurgle erupted from his throat and he immediately collapsed on top of me.


  It only took a second to push his still-twitching body off, but it was pretty much all over by then. I looked up to see the prostitute, correction: pieces of the prostitute, being flung about. I sat up and caught a face full of her severed leg.


  I finally had enough of being pummeled with body parts. Rolling to the side, I managed to push myself to my feet, ready to take down whatever gang banger was closest to me. Turns out, it was hard to tell. There were plenty of body parts close by, but I wasn't entirely sure they were all from the same person. A faint whimper caught my attention. I looked just in time to see the last of my attackers have his head twisted completely around with a sickly snapping that made my wrist break from earlier seem lame in comparison. The mugger dropped, boneless, to the alley floor, very much dead.


  “That was...well, there's no two ways about it. That was fairly pathetic,” said Ozymandias, stepping from the shadows.


  “I took down one of them,” I lamely replied.


  “Alas, two hundred is not exactly an outstanding batting average.”


  “What are you doing here?” I tried changing the subject away from my less than impressive fighting prowess.


  “Aside from saving you from an embarrassing beating?” he replied. “Seriously, you should have been able to take out attackers of this caliber without breaking a sweat. That aside, as I told you earlier, your reputation would be spreading after this weekend was through. I’ve heard that you've done a pretty good job of talking your way through things. However, talk only gets you so far amongst our kind.” He looked around at the carnage. “Congratulations on your first massacre. It shall not be your last.” He inclined his head to the side as if listening for something. “Now, if you'll excuse me. Try not to do anything silly like fall down and hurt yourself.”


  And, with that, he turned and disappeared down the far side of the alley, almost too quickly for my eyes to follow. Damn, maybe he had a point about those espressos.


  I was standing there, looking in the direction he had run, and contemplating my next move, when I heard movement from the entrance of the alley. A few moments later, Night Razor came into view.


  “What the fuck?” he gasped, skidding to a stop to take in the carnage before him.


  Ozymandias had played things perfectly. Now there was a vampire who knew what he was doing. However, it would all be for naught if I didn't do my part. Composing myself as best I could, I started slowly walking toward Night Razor, licking the blood off my fingers as I did so. “Sorry,” I casually said, “I didn't leave you any leftovers.”


  His eyes were wide with a mixture of surprise and disbelief. “How the hell...? Last I saw, you were getting your ass dragged out of that club by security.”


  That's it? Thank god. He apparently didn't see the event leading up to that. Luck was apparently smiling on me tonight, sorta. Either way, it was time for a little embellishment.


  “Some fucker got in my face and they jumped me when I started slapping him around.”


  “But how did you...”


  “The club was fun and all, but I really needed prey a little more challenging than some teenage ravers. I figured you'd understand,” I smugly said. “So, what's next? I'm all warmed up now.”


  He just stood there, glaring at me, so I decided there was one little bit of extra icing to spread on this cake. I gestured down at the camera sticking out of his pocket. “You did remember to tape this, right?”


   


  The Dork Tower


  So maybe I should have kept that last remark to myself. That, or I should’ve expected that I'd need to duck. Regardless, I caught one square on the chin from Night Razor, and, once again, found myself on my ass. I guess it was too much to hope that I'd make it through the entire evening without getting hit once. Well, okay; so far, this night, I'd gotten hit several times, but most of them had come from people other than Jeff. Come to think of it, though, maybe that wasn’t something I should be bragging about. On the upside, I was still conscious. Guess my tolerance for beatings was getting better.


  We stood there, glaring at each other for a few seconds (okay, I was technically sitting), and then he seemed to think better of the ass whupping he was no doubt contemplating handing out. While I'd love to fool myself into thinking that perhaps he had doubts of being able to take me out (perhaps bolstered by the scene of carnage he stumbled upon), it appeared his reservations were more practical in nature as he said, “We need to get our asses away from this fucking mess before someone calls the cops.”


  Pulling myself to my feet, I grudgingly had to admit he did have a point. Subtle this was not. Instead of saying anything pithy that might’ve ended with my head smashed through a wall, I simply grunted my assent with his plan. Without another word, he turned and took off full bore down the alley at a speed that would have made an Olympic sprinter weep. Remembering that I wasn't exactly a slouch anymore myself, I immediately took off after him at a similar pace - not too shabby for someone who came in dead last in every race during gym class.


  Just a few minutes at this speed found us several blocks away. I'd definitely have to remember that. It was faster and cheaper than a cab, with the added benefit of not having to be yelled at in Arabic.


  The place where Night Razor finally stopped was deep in shadow, several streetlights in the area being inoperative. “Now it's your turn,” he said, his back still turned to me.


  Oh, shit, that didn't sound good. I crouched down into a fighting stance (or at least what years of Bruce Lee movies had taught me was a fighting stance) and prepared myself for an attack. What I wasn’t prepared for was the torrent of water that hit me when Night Razor stepped aside. I was blasted off my feet, and worse yet, fuck me, it was freezing cold.


  I rolled to the side, out of the spray and, after slipping a few times on the wet concrete, managed to get back up. Night Razor was standing there, grinning, holding the cap of the fire hydrant he had just ripped open. “There. Now you don't look like you just stepped out of a slaughterhouse.”


  Fucker! Again, though, he had a point. I hadn't realized that I looked like someone who had just run away from a murder scene (which, oddly enough, was what had just happened). Now I just had the appearance of someone who’d decided to take an impromptu dive into the Hudson. Oh, well, water dries better on clothes than blood, I suppose. That was assuming I didn't freeze to death first...oh, yeah, probably little chance of that happening.


  “A little warning next time?” I growled.


  “What fun would that be? Besides which,” his voice turned hard, “I think you've gotten plenty of warnings from me already.”


  * * *


  I made it back to the loft a short while later, still damp, but without further incident. Following my improvised street shower, Jeff unceremoniously announced we were done, and then had stalked off into the night. I didn't need a written invitation to know that his body language clearly said don't follow. So, I didn't. It didn't really matter anyway. I had miraculously both survived the night and given him absolutely zero ammunition to use against me. All things considered, I had probably come out ahead of the curve. That didn't mean I was particularly happy about it, though.


  I walked up the stairs, my shoes making sloshing noises with each step, and just opened the door without bothering to knock. Truth be told, I was starting to consider it a second home of sorts. Weird, huh? But I guess once you've been beaten, bloodied, and...oh, yeah...killed in a place, you start to develop an attachment to it.


  Anyway, I walked in to find some of the coven milling about and caught the ass end of a few conversations. Most of it seemed to be about me.


  “...almost gutted Sally...”


  “...fucking animal should be put down...”


  “...he even be killed?”


  “...lead us in the war against the feet...”


  Most of it, anyway. No fucking clue what that last one was about. I wasn't going to be further enlightened either, apparently. All talk ground to a halt as soon as they noticed I had entered the room. It didn't matter much, though, as I wasn't exactly in the mood to be social. Part play-acting, and part being in an actual bad mood, I stopped in my tracks, made eye contact with them all, and simply said, “Get the fuck out.” Which they did.


  Once the last one had left (quickly, too, as I gave him a hungry growl on his way out), I checked the rest of the apartment for stragglers. While there was nobody hiding in the bathroom (food or otherwise), I did notice that the mess had already been cleaned up. I guess Sally wasn't shitting me about the cleaning staff. I then checked the bedrooms. The first one was empty (and clean...thank god). The door was shut on the second. I tried the knob. It was unlocked, so I opened it. Sally was lying in the bed. She was wearing pajamas and had a cold compress upon her head. Starlight was sitting by her side, spoon-feeding her from a bowl of blood.


  Upon seeing me, Starlight jumped to her feet and turned in my direction, dumping the bowl’s contents onto Sally's lap in the process. At least this time, her eye-roll wasn't entirely directed at me. However, she quickly composed herself and gave a little whimper as I approached. Starlight, in turn, stepped between me and the bed, baring her teeth in a snarl.


  “You won't hurt her again, monster!” she barked as if she were an extra in a bad B-movie. I let out a bemused sigh in response.


  “Two for the price of one works just fine for me,” I said, taking a step forward. That seemed to deflate whatever bit of bravery she had in her. Starlight's mouth dropped open, and a look of fear crossed her face. She started breathing heavily, her large supple breasts heaving up and down with every breath, practically begging me to cradle them in my hands, and...


  Oh, sorry. I did it again, didn't I? I mentally slapped myself back to reality and away from Starlight's inviting cleavage. Before they could mesmerize me again, I stepped to the side and hooked my thumb toward the door.


  “Just get the fuck out of here.”


  Whatever sisterly instinct she might’ve had toward Sally evaporated at my giving her an out. She gave Sally a momentary look of pity, and then raced past me. A second later, I heard the front door close. As soon as that happened, Sally gave a sigh and started to get out of bed.


  “I was just getting comfortable,” she complained.


  “Milking it just a little bit, aren't we?”


  “What? It's not every day one survives an attack by the legendary Freewill,” she stood and stretched. “So, how'd your hunting trip go? I see you still have your legs attached, so I'll assume it went better than planned.”


  I filled her in on the club (leaving out the part about my face and the bar becoming intimately acquainted), the street thugs, and Ozymandias' subsequent slaughter of them. She nodded thoughtfully at that last part.


  “Figured he might do something like that. Smart. It'll probably be on the news by tomorrow. Regardless of what Jeff says at that point, the others will put two and two together.”


  “You think?”


  “No doubt. Congratulations, you really are Dr. Death.”


  “Right now, the only thing I am is Dr. Tired. I chased everyone out so I could catch some sleep. If there are no other surprises, I kinda need to be somewhere early tomorrow.”


  She considered this for a second and then said, “Okay. You've probably earned it. I think we've spread enough chaos and misinformation for one weekend.”


  “Thanks.” I stifled a yawn. “Well, I'm gonna crash. What are you going to do?”


  “I was thinking we could...I don't know...maybe crash together,” she purred, sauntering over to me seductively.


  My eyes immediately went wide as my mind filled with the possibilities and just as immediately emptied as she yelled, “Psych!” and giggled. Bitch! “Sorry, stud. But I'm heading out to enjoy the rest of the night. If I run into anybody, I'll just tell them how I barely escaped your ravenous clutches.”


  “That works, too...sorta,” I commented, somewhat deflated. “Need me to rough you up a bit to make it realistic? I kind of owe you one, anyway,” I remembered how she had clawed me earlier.


  “Maybe next time,” she tittered and then went off to get dressed.


  * * *


  Shortly before sunrise, I found myself on a bus headed toward Newark, New Jersey. I had gotten just enough sleep to feel somewhat less dead, when my phone alarm awoke me. Since I was now very allergic to the sun, I took pains to dress for a day out - my attire consisting of a hoodie, gloves, scarf, and sunglasses. The weather was still cool enough so that the outfit wouldn't appear too bizarre, but I still looked like some pseudo uni-bomber-type weirdo. The weather was forecast to be partially sunny early on and then cloudy with a good chance of rain. So, assuming the weatherman was correct (a big assumption), I figured I’d be okay for the trip home. Regardless of how the weather turned out, though, I'd rather be over-dressed than over-cooked.


  I reached my stop and then hiked a few blocks to my destination. Upon reaching the apartment complex, I walked over to the correct unit and rang the bell. I waited a few minutes, and there was still no response - not too surprising, considering it was only slightly past six a.m. So, I did the charitable thing - charitable for myself, that is: I leaned on the bell until the door was unlocked from the other side. Unsurprisingly, the face that greeted me was not a happy one.


  “What the fuck do you want?” he angrily asked.


  Oh, yeah. I still had the scarf and sunglasses on - probably looked like an overly polite home invader. I quickly swept them off to reveal my countenance.


  “What's up, Dr. Dave?” I cheerfully greeted my dungeon master.


  “Bill?” he drowsily asked.


  “Yep.”


  “I repeat the question, what the fuck do you want?”


  “I'm here for the game,” I replied innocently enough, enjoying messing with him.


  “The game isn't for another...what time is it anyway?”


  “Almost 6:30.”


  “I'm going to shut the door now...”


  “Wait. I know I'm a little early,” I pleaded as he made to close it on my face. “But it's important.” The door stopped. “I kinda need your help. Seriously. I wouldn't be bothering you like this otherwise. You know that.”


  “If you're fucking with me, your character is going to be in a world of hurt.” he threatened from the half-closed door.


  “Trust me. If you don't find this interesting, then be my guest. You can line up the elder gods to take turns corn-holing Kelvin, and I'll sit there and take it, smiling even.”


  That assurance seemed to satisfy him, oddly enough. He sighed and stepped aside to let me in, grumbling, “I guess I'm already awake anyway.”


  We went into his apartment and he locked up behind us. After ascertaining that what I had to say was important, but not life or death important (at least not anymore), he excused himself to grab a quick shower and maybe a Red Bull or five to wake up. As I waited for him, I checked to make sure most of the blinds were drawn, although there wasn't much to worry about in that case. On the best of days, Dave typically kept his apartment illuminated in a manner similar to a cave. His job kept him from seeing any form of natural light for most of the week, and I guess he figured there was little use in dealing with it for the short time he spent at his home awake.


  About twenty minutes later, he returned looking much fresher, if not entirely happier. As I stood there debating how to begin, he started taking game manuals down from his bookshelf.


  “Since you're here, you can tell me what's going on while you help me set up. Maybe afterward we can go out and grab something to eat before the others arrive.”


  “No problem on the first, although I might have to decline the second. I really can't go out.”


  “Can't?”


  “Can't,” I assured him.


  “I'm not going to get a visit from any cops looking for you, am I?” he asked with a chuckle.


  “Probably not,” I answered, only half joking.


  “Good to know. I'd rat you out in a second anyway. Grab the chairs from the kitchen and bring them out, okay?”


  I did as instructed and then decided to dive right in. “So, basically, I need you to write me a doctor's note.” Did I say ‘dive right in’? Maybe dip in a toe and test the waters was more like it.


  He stopped what he was doing and looked at me questioningly. “A doctor's note?”


  “Yeah, you know; those things that people like you write for your patients.”


  “Is someone beating you up on the playground again and you want to skip gym class?” he quipped, resuming his game-day preparations.


  “Not quite. I need an excuse to not have to go into work.”


  “Laziness isn't a disease,” he stated.


  “Not like that,” I protested. “I need an excuse so that they let me work remotely on a permanent basis.”


  “Dude, it's like what? Maybe one train to get to your office.”


  I shook my head. “You're not getting it. I can’t go into the office during the day.”


  “Okay, I'm listening. Why are you suddenly allergic to work?”


  “It's not work that I'm allergic to. I had a bit of an accident the other week,” I confessed. “It's why I missed the game.”


  He gave me a quick once over as we set up the game table. “You look fine to me.”


  “Yeah, well, if you examined me you wouldn't think I was fine.”


  “What would I think?” he asked, deadpan.


  “You'd think I was deceased,” I answered in the same tone.


  He laughed. “And I suppose somebody cast resurrection on you.”


  “I'm not joking.” I took a breath...here we go again. “Last week, I was bitten by...a vampire. I died and came back to life as one of them.” He once again stopped what he was doing and began to open his mouth, but I cut him off before he could say anything. “And, yes, I already know how stupid, crazy, and pathetic it sounds. And, no, this isn't some stupid joke me and the rest of the party came up with to mess with you. And it's certainly not some delusional drug trip because I stayed up all night doing bong hits while watching Twilight. This is real.”


  “Why would you take hits during Twilight?”


  “Oh. Ed and I were playing a game, take a puff every time Robert Pattinson said something fruity sounding. We were completely wrecked by the end of it.”


  “I bet,” he said. “But let's get back to this vampire bullshit.”


  “It's not bullshit. Here,” I held out my arm, “look for a pulse.”


  He gave me a dubious glance, but did as asked. He felt for it, shifted his grip a few times, and gave me a puzzled look. He then reached over and felt for a pulse on my neck, I guess just in case I was doing something to cut off circulation to my arm.


  “Just let me know when you're finished feeling me up,” I said.


  He pulled his hand away and hesitated for a second or two. “Okay, that's a little...odd.”


  “You do know how to check these things, right?”


  He gave me a withering glare in return. “Wait right here,” he left the room, returning a few moments later with a stethoscope. “Take off your shirt.”


  “Should I also take off my pants and cough?” I cracked wise.


  “You're getting real close to an agonizing and embarrassing death for your character,” he warned. Some people just have no sense of humor. I did as told, this time keeping any comments to myself, and he spent the next minute or so searching for a heartbeat. When he pulled back, the look on his face said he was completely perplexed.


  “Let me guess...he's dead, Jim. Right?” I asked, already knowing the answer.


  He just kinda shrugged in return. “There's definitely something going on in there...I just can't call it a heartbeat.”


  “Well, while you're contemplating whether to break out your zombie survival kit, chew on this,” I said, opening my mouth and extending my fangs (I had been practicing).


  He was starting to get a bit of a far away look in his eyes, as if considering something. “If you are fucking with me, I gotta admit I'm pretty flattered at the effort.”


  “Sorry. No such luck.”


  “So...can you do anything else?” he asked.


  I frowned. “There's this eyes-going-black thing I've seen. I'm still working on that one, though. I’m still pretty new to this.”


  “The vampire's apprentice?”


  “Not quite,” I continued. “Let's see...I'm stronger than I was before. Oh, and then there's that whole sunlight thing.”


  That seemed to perk him up a bit. “That really happens?”


  “Yes. Why do you think I need a note?”


  “Show me.” He seemed to be growing excited at the prospect.


  “No.”


  “Show me,” he insisted.


  “It hurts like a motherfucker,” I argued.


  “You want me to write a doctor's note, you show me.” Fuck, I was afraid it would come to this.


  “Okay,” I sighed. “Just do me a favor and grab a wet towel or something first.”


  He did so while I rolled up one of my sleeves. I glanced out the window. It was definitely starting to cloud up, but there was still some sun shining through. I'm sure it would be more than enough. Damn, I had really been hoping to avoid this. Next life, I'm going to make it a point to find friends who are heavier on the trusting and lighter on the sadism. When Dave returned, I turned to him dramatically.


  “Behold, lowly mortal! Nothing up my sleeve.”


  “Yeah, yeah, get on with it.”


  “Showmanship is such a dead art,” I complained. That being said, I pulled back one of the curtains and put my exposed hand in front of the window. As a beam of sunlight fell upon it, it started smoking (AND HURTING!), then ignited with a whoosh of air and a smell not unlike that of cooked bacon (at least I smell delicious).


  “That is so freaking coo...” Dave started to say when I cut him off.


  “GIVE ME THE FUCKING TOWEL!”


  “Oh, yeah, sorry.” He tossed it to me and I immediately used it to douse my hand. I don't care if I live to be a thousand; being on fire is a feeling I'm never going to get used to.


  Dave sat down and was quiet for a moment, which was fine because I was too busy hurting to hear him. Finally, the pain started to subside (thank you, vampire-healing factor) and I sat down opposite him, still cradling my crispy appendage.


  “So?” I asked.


  “Okay. I believe you. I must be going fucking mental, but damn if I don't believe you.”


  “Good. Because I'm not planning on a repeat performance,” I flatly stated.


  “This is just so freaking amazing,” he was getting all excited again.


  “Yeah, it's fascinating, I'm sure. So, will you help me out?”


  “Dude...” He stepped forward and put his hands on my shoulders. “I think we can help each other out.”


  “Okay,” I replied, somewhat dubious as to his motives. “The note?”


  “Oh, that? No problem. I'll write up that you've contracted an acute case of solar urticaria. That should do it.”


  “And that is?”


  “It's a form of photosensitivity,” he explained. “Means you break out in a nasty rash from the sun.”


  “Ah. Hide the lie inside of a bit of truth.”


  “Exactly. Give that to HR. They'll have to accommodate you. Otherwise you could potentially sue the shit out of them.”


  A disturbing thought occurred to me. “What if they want a second opinion?”


  “Then you're hosed. Actually, we're hosed. But let's not worry about that. Accommodating you is going to be cheaper for them than hiring a specialist since you're mostly remote already. I'd be willing to bet they just shrug their shoulders and deal with it. When in doubt, always count on a company to play it cheap. Wouldn't be the first time I've seen it happen.”


  “You've done this before?”


  “People seem to forget that residents get paid shit. If I want to be able to afford to live, I have to either get creative with my skill-set, or get a part time job at Blockbuster. Would you want to rent a movie from the same guy who was sewing your intestines back into your body just a few hours ago?”


  “Not really,” I truthfully answered.


  “Me neither, and let's just leave it at that.”


  “Okay. Anyway, that all sounds like a plan to me. Thanks for...”


  “And in return for my help,” he cut me off, “and for sticking my ass out for you, you'll be a part of my research.”


  I wasn't expecting that. “What?”


  “You heard me.”


  “Dude, I'm not being your lab rat.”


  “Don't be such a melodramatic pussy. I'm talking a few blood and tissue samples here and there,” he explained, still sounding a bit too manic for my liking.


  “What for?”


  “I've been doing some thinking the last couple of months. I've decided that once I'm done with my residency, I'm going into pure research.”


  “Why?”


  “I pretty much hate all of my patients,” he said. “They're assholes, and since people in general are assholes, I doubt it's going to get much better. I'd prefer my days to be asshole free, thank you very much.”


  “I can understand the desire.”


  He sat down and started setting up his dungeon master screen, continuing as he did so, “The problem with research is it's mostly a tiring, thankless job. For every person who discovers something like Viagra, there are a thousand researchers who will never so much as wind up with a new headache medicine to their credit. I am not a big fan of a career spent in obscurity, thus I've been wracking my brain trying to come up with an edge. And voila, out of nowhere you show up on my doorstep. If that isn't divine inspiration, I don't know what is. You, my friend, are going to be my ace in the hole.”


  “Define ace in the hole.”


  “Immortality, superhuman abilities, regeneration,” he said, motioning to my hand, which was already rapidly recovering from its toasting. “It's all locked away inside you. If I could unlock even a fraction of that potential, I'd be swimming in Nobel Prize groupies.”


  “Seems like a lot for just one little work excuse,” I pointed out.


  “This could benefit you too, you know. What if I could figure out how to enhance your abilities or, better yet, what if I came across what caused vampires to flame-on under the sun and could somehow block it?”


  I thought about it for a few minutes. Sure, his motives weren't exactly altruistic, but he had a point. Maybe some good could come out of it, but we'd need to be really careful.


  “Okay, you’ve got my attention. But only on the condition that people can't know about vampires. I'm pretty sure that would bring a world of hurt down on both of us. Believe me when I say there are some seriously scary players in this game. They would not be happy.”


  “Of course not. Don't be stupid,” he said dismissively. “Besides which, I discover a way to prolong life, and I'm a fucking god. I tell people it's because I'm experimenting on vampire blood, and I'd find myself locked in a mental ward. Trust me, you would definitely be my silent partner...very silent.”


  “Good. Then I'll agree there might be some potential here.”


  “I'll throw in an experience bonus for your character going forward,” he said, sweetening the pot.


  “Deal,” I said. Damn, I'm a cheap date.


  “Coolness. Although we should probably keep this a secret between us.”


  “The vampire thing or the XP bonus?”


  “More of the latter, I'd say.”


   


  Kicking Ass and Taking Names


  It was nice to be able to enjoy an afternoon of gaming. It was something I had started taking for granted, but after the last couple of weeks, it was like a glorious vacation from reality...minus the cost (or the exotic locale, open bar, and hot bikini babes...just trying to keep things in perspective, here). By the time the game broke up, a storm had moved in. I could deal with being waterlogged, as it also meant I could move about freely without fear of turning into a walking tiki torch.


  Dave had written me the doctor's note I’d requested and had also typed out a pretty official-looking preliminary diagnosis on some hospital letterhead. He gave me instructions to first talk to my boss and let him direct me to HR. That way, he wouldn't get his panties in a bunch that I'd gone over his head and would thus be less likely to cause a stink. Sounded like good advice. My boss, Jim, was typical middle management in that he wasn't above a little old-fashioned brown nosing. Since he saw me in person, at most, maybe a few times a month, I was fairly confident that a little ego gratification would be all I needed to grease the wheels and get this approved.


  I arrived home a couple of hours later, a little damp (a vampire with an umbrella just doesn't sound cool), but none the worse for the experience. I opened the door and stopped dead in my tracks. Tom and Ed's remains were splayed out on the living room floor. Blood was everywhere. They had been slaughtered like cattle.


  * * *


  Just kidding! Had you there for a second, though, didn't I?


  Ed was walking out of the kitchen, a cup of ramen in hand, as I stepped in the door.


  “S'up, Nosferatu?” he asked casually. Great, now the vampire nicknames were starting. If I knew Ed, he now had a whole list of IMDB derived names to call me by. Best to ignore him and hope he went away.


  I followed him into the living room, where Tom sat. “Ah, the prodigal prince of darkness returns,” he quipped. “I see you made it back in one piece.”


  “It was touch and go there for a bit,” I confirmed. “But, yep, no worse for the wear. You guys do anything good this weekend?”


  “I took a road trip yesterday,” Ed said.


  “Forget us,” Tom interrupted. “What happened with you?”


  “Please tell me you tapped that sweet piece of ass that picked you up on Friday,” Ed commented.


  To that, I answered in the only way that I could. “Of course. Taught her some new names for God by the time I was done.”


  “You're so full of shit,” he said with a smile.


  “Maybe,” I admitted. “But I've got all of eternity to wear her down. Eventually, she won't be able to help herself.”


  “Yeah, I'm sure Hell has to freeze over sometime,” Tom smirked. “Although speaking of help, I found your note.”


  “Good,” I said. “Fortunately, you didn't need to follow my instructions.”


  “Yeah about that...what the fuck, dude?”


  “What?” I asked.


  At which point, he pulled out the note and proceeded to read it aloud.


  Tom, Ed,


  If I am not back by Sunday night, 9 pm. Send help!


  Bill


  “That's it? Those are your instructions? Send help?”


  “I was in a rush,” I replied. “I'm sure you'd have thought of something,”


  “Asshole,” Ed opined.


  “Fine, maybe it wasn't the most well thought out plan,” I acknowledged. “So, do you guys want to hear about what went down this weekend, or not?”


  * * *


  I gave them the rundown on my meeting with James and the whole freewill situation. My roommates thought it hilarious that I was now this legendary creature of dread amongst the vampires. Lots of love there, I tell you. I then brought them up to speed on the whole faith thing and how it worked with Tom's Prime doll. Unsurprisingly, he was ecstatic at the news. I then turned to Ed.


  “Tom's covered here, but sorry to say, as far as this faith thing goes, I think you're pretty well hosed.”


  That didn't seem to faze Ed much (not that much did). He just grinned. “No worries. I think you'll find I have my rear covered nicely.”


  He didn't elaborate, and so I continued with my tale, concluding with my outing with Jeff (minus some of the more embarrassing details) and the subsequent slaughter I was given credit for.


  “This Ozymandias dude sounds pretty hardcore,” Ed commented once I had finished.


  “No shit. He's definitely on my list of people whose good graces I wish to remain in.”


  “Yeah. Although, it sounds like this Razor douchebag is more your immediate problem,” Tom said.


  I nodded my agreement. “He's definitely number one on the 'waiting to kick my ass' list.”


  “Which obviously means you need to kick his, first.”


  “Really?” I sarcastically asked. “And I suppose you know exactly how to do that.”


  Now it was his turn to smile. “Fortunately for you, you have caring and competent friends around to make up for your shortcomings.”


  I looked from one to the other in confusion. They let the moment fester until it became uncomfortable, and then Ed got up and grabbed something off the kitchen counter. He came back and tossed it in my lap. It was a pamphlet.


  “Jeff's a vampire, not a gnat to swat,” I said without picking it up. I had to endure a few seconds of baleful glares before I continued, “Okay, fine. What is it?”


  “Krav Maga,” said Tom, a wicked grin on his face.


  “Who's that?”


  That earned an eye-roll from Ed. Hmmm, if things didn't work out between Sally and me, I might have to consider setting them up. I'm sure that would be a match made in the seventh circle of Hell.


  Tom snapped his fingers. “That clicking noise, in case you're interested, is the sound of my opinion of you dropping a notch,” his voice suggesting that I was a small, stupid child. “Krav Maga is a martial art. More precisely, it's the fighting style used by the Israeli Mossad.”


  “Whoa,” I said in response.


  “Whoa is right,” continued Ed. “They train those guys to fuck up the bad guy's shit.”


  “Yep,” Tom jumped back in. “Something like Karate will teach you how to disarm an opponent with a knife. This shit'll teach you to take out a dude holding a gun and then proceed to shatter every bone in his body.”


  “Okay, and ...” I prodded him.


  “And, while Ed was out, I found a place that teaches it. They offer night classes, so I took the liberty of using one of your credit cards...you really shouldn't just leave them lying around like that, by the way. Anyway, I signed you up.”


  “You're too good to me,” I said dryly.


  “Aren't I?”


  “And where, pray tell, are these classes?”


  “In Queens,” he answered.


  “Where in Queens?”


  Tom mumbled something in return.


  “What was that?” I asked, knowing pretty well what he just said...vampire hearing and all. “I didn't quite catch you.”


  “A few blocks from Ozone Park,” he said sheepishly.


  “You want me to walk around there, after dark? I'll get my ass shot off,” I complained.


  “But that’s the brilliant part. It's in a bad area. Think about it. You could potentially be attacked going there. You'll definitely get beaten up during class. And then you could be attacked again coming home. That's like three times the fighting experience for the price. By the time this Jeff douche comes after you, you'll be Chuck Norris.”


  “Besides which,” said Ed, “need I remind you, you're a scary-ass vampire now? The criminals should be afraid of you, not the other way around.”


  “He does have a point,” Tom added


  “Fine,” I conceded. There was some logic to their plan. It was completely insane logic, but logic nevertheless. “When do we start?”


  “We?” Ed questioned, raising his eyebrows. “There's no we, here.”


  Tom agreed. “We're not coming with you. A person could get killed walking around there after dark.”


  * * *


  Contrary to popular belief, prior to the past couple of weeks I hadn’t been privy to all that many beat downs in my life. Sure, in high school, I got my fair share of lumps, but that was more due to being a smart-ass than anything else. In retrospect, I probably deserved each and every one of them. The thing is, being a smart-ass also saved me from more than one smack down. People who crack wise tend to cause just as much laughter as abject anger. As such, it tends to even things out and more or less put you in a safe zone...except when you cross the line and say something exceptionally stupid to someone with an underdeveloped sense of humor...which also tends to happen from time to time. Being a wiseass means you sometimes just can't help it.


  Then there's the whole geek thing. Most would assume that caused me to endure undue strife during my formative years. However, also contrary to popular belief, people like me are not at the bottom of the high school food chain. Why? Simple. It's because there are a lot of us, and we tend to flock together. As in the wild, there's safety in numbers, because predators don't like to charge directly into the center of the herd. It's a poor hunting strategy. Predators prefer to pick off individuals. In the jungle, this consists of the sick, or the elderly. In school, this typically equates to those socially inept enough really not to fit in anywhere. Loners (except maybe those with the rep of being psychos) are the most vulnerable. Thus, a geek with a decent-sized circle of friends and a quick enough wit to be tolerated by the other social cliques can waltz through school fairly unmolested.


  Such was my existence...at least until recently. I might have chalked some of the more recent stuff up to bad luck, but then Tom signed me up for that self-defense class. Now I'm wondering if maybe I inadvertently pissed off a major deity or two.


  Now, don't get me wrong, I am a believer that there are plenty of positive reasons to pursue a lifetime learning the martial arts. Some do it for self-defense, some do it for self-esteem, and I'm sure there are some who do it to find inner peace. Then there was the guy teaching my class. I'm thinking that, as a youth, he must have seen The Karate Kid and come to the conclusion that, while he might philosophically agree with the Cobra Kai dojo, they were too big of a bunch of pussies for his tastes. Had I still been a mere mortal, I have little doubt I'd be recounting my memories of this place from a body cast, but we’ll get to that in a moment.


  It turned out that Monday morning had gone better than planned. Jim seemed pretty cool, if a little dubious of my sudden “condition.” They had a few programmers upstate who were considered permanent tele-workers, so he didn't see much issue with getting me classified as the same, providing that I continued to meet all my deadlines. I faxed over the documentation Dave had provided, and he promised to get it to HR as soon as possible. I was home free, with only one regret: Sheila. She was pretty much the only reason I ever showed up to the office, period. But as I mentioned before, I doubt she even knew who I was, outside of maybe “that doughy guy who occasionally shows up to collect a paycheck.” Oh, well, maybe it was for the best. If I'd learned one thing in the last couple of weeks, it was the hotter the babe, the bigger the trouble.


  Monday night, though, went a lot less smoothly. Contrary to my nerdy little white boy paranoia, the trip to the dojo turned out to be fairly uneventful. Even if it hadn't been, Tom had a good point about me being a vampire. If I was going to be an eternal creature of the night, I should probably, at some point, get over any fear I might have about walking around during it. You don't see tigers making it a point only to stalk their prey in well-lit, middle-class areas.


  However, any violence I was spared on the way over was more than made up for by my introductory class. Sensei Berkowitz was a disciple of the school of thought that considered the best way to learn to defend yourself from an ass kicking was to be on the receiving end until you learned to fight back. It turns out that my vampire abilities were actually a major disadvantage in this place. I was strong and fast enough to be able to counter enough strikes that I was almost immediately paired against the advanced students, who then proceeded to take me apart like I was made of Legos. Superior strength and speed were all well and good, but they weren't much help after a solid chop to the windpipe. One hundred and seventy-five bucks a month for the privilege of getting beaten up. I needed to remember to thank my roommates for that one.


  By the time class was over, I felt I had learned a lot...as in a lot of different ways to take a punch and a lot of different ways to fall to the floor. Missing Sheila had broken my heart. Attending this class had broken the rest.


  Screw that whole nocturnal predator thing. By the time I was done and had gotten back home, all I wanted to do was down a few pints (of both blood and beer) and go to bed. Ed was still awake when I walked in the door. I grunted “hello” and proceeded to the fridge to make good on my plan of action. I grabbed my libations and was shambling to my bedroom when I heard him say, “Someone left a message for you on the machine. I think it was that Sally chick.”


  Unfortunately, I couldn't have cared less. I muttered something unintelligible in return, which might have sounded like “Bitch,” and then closed my door behind me.


   


  The Terror That Flaps in the Night


  Up until class ended on Tuesday night, things had been similar to the day before: work, then a trip to Queens, followed by two hours of being crippled in new and interesting ways. A couple more decades of this, and I might learn to like it...maybe.


  As the rest of the students were leaving, the Sensei called me over to give me a motivational pep talk. This talk more or less consisted of him praising me for being able to take a hit better than any other novice he'd ever taught. Wow, I guess karate really is all about self-esteem, after all. Needless to say, it was all I could do to resist sinking my teeth into this guy on principle alone.


  I finally excused myself, murder still on my mind, and started walking the few blocks to where I could grab the bus back home. I was almost there when I heard a sound behind me. Turning to check it out, I was met with rough hands grabbing the front of my jacket. Before I could pry them off, they slammed me hard into the side of a nearby building. The blow knocked the wind out of me for a second (probably not helped by the fact that my body was working overtime to take care of all the bruises I had received in the prior hour). When I finally looked up, there was a pair of angry-looking eyes staring right into mine.


  I was not in the mood for this shit, so I shoved back. Thanks to my vampiric strength, the space between me and my attacker immediately widened. Now that my view wasn't as obscured, I could see that there were two of them. The one I had just pushed off me was a large African American with a shaved head. A smaller Latino-looking gang banger stood a few feet behind him. I was hoping they'd be more interested in harassing a victim who was less likely to fight back. Just in case that didn't work, I figured they might be even more inclined to favor a human victim. I opened my mouth and extended my fangs in front of them. Both of them chuckled in response...not quite the reaction I was going for.


  “Motherfucker thinks he's scary,” said the large one. He looked at his companion for a second and then they both turned back toward me with their own fangs bared. Oh, crap.


  “You guys are vampires, too?” I asked incredulously. I hadn't seen these vamps before. I mean, I was sure there were other vampires than my coven out there. I just hadn't expected to run into them on the street.


  “We got us a fucking genius here,” said the Latino one.


  “Not that smart,” growled the other. “Thinks he can fuck with the HBC and walk right the fuck out of here.”


  “HBC?” I asked sheepishly.


  “Howard Beach Coven, asshole. (Oh, okay then.) You should know, since you decided to get all up in our shit.”


  “Hold on, guys,” I said, raising my hands in a placating manner. “Sorry. I didn't know this was your turf. I'm from this coven over in SoHo...”


  “You're from Village Coven?” asked the Latino, grinning. “You don't look like you fit in with all them Kens and Barbies. They keeping you as a pet, or something?” That caused both him and his large companion to laugh for a moment.


  “Listen. It's cool, guys,” I pleaded. “Like I said, I didn't know this was your turf. I'll be more than happy to just leave.”


  I started to back away and the big one got in my face again. “Fuck our turf,” he spat. “The other week we started hearing rumors that Village Coven recruited themselves some kind of freak. Then last night, Tito and Big Mike got their asses ashed. Now we find you here pretending to be a little lost puppy. Seem like a coincidence to you, Roberto?”


  The smaller one, Roberto, I presume, shook his head. “I don't believe in coincidence.”


  “Neither do I,” said the larger one, starting to advance upon me.


  “Come on, guys,” I tried to sound as friendly and non-threatening as possible. “Do I look like I could just waltz in here and kill two of your friends?”


  “Don't know. Been hearing some strange shit lately. If any of it's true...”


  “If it's true, then why would I come back?” I asked, not really liking where this was going.


  “Maybe you're stupid,” said Roberto.


  Okay, these guys were obviously spoiling for a fight. I don't know what happened to their friends, but they seemed hell bent on taking it out on me or any other innocent vampire (were there other innocent vampires?) that happened to cross their path. I could only think of one other option. It would either get me out of this mess or dig me a lot deeper into the shit I was already in.


  I stopped backing away and held my ground, attempting to change my whole demeanor in the process. I willed away the weaseling and instead broadcast (or tried to, anyway) a calm grin toward the two in front of me, as I addressed the big one directly.


  “Well, then, if I took out two of your buddies, what makes you think I can't take out you and your girlfriend, here?”


  He stopped, indecision on his face. Apparently, El Gigante here wasn't used to someone half his size throwing a challenge into his face. I had to keep pushing it. When you're staring down an alpha dog, whoever blinks first loses.


  I took a casual step forward, still trying to think quickly as I said, “Tito and Big Mike, you say? Based on the way they went out, I would have thought their names were the screaming bitch twins. So, how about you, big guy?” Another step forward. “Are you a screamer?” (Was I really saying this?)


  “Yo, man...” Roberto started, but I cut him off.


  “Shut the fuck up, you little Chihuahua,” I snarled. Oh, yeah, if this didn't work, I was going to be in for an epic level ass beating.


  I saw the big guy tense up. Oh, shit! They were going to take their chances. Fortunately, my unexpected (to me, as well) aggressiveness appeared to be doing a job on their overall confidence. As a result, the larger one telegraphed his punch from a mile away. I acted fast and did the only thing I could think of to avoid a face full of fist.


  As he started to swing at me, I stepped inside of the punch and latched my arms around him. Before I could think about what I was about to do (and psych myself out of it), I clamped my teeth onto the side of his neck and bit down with everything I had. Yeah, this was pretty fucked up, believe me.


  I held on for dear life as blood started gushing from the wound I had just opened. I once again buried my teeth into his neck and kept biting. As I did so, his blood poured into my mouth and down my throat. Whoa! And here I thought human blood was a rush. The vampire's blood burned as it went down, but it was more a fine Scotch than hot coals burning. It hit my stomach with what felt like a jolt of electricity. I already had him in a death grip, but somehow I felt my arms grabbing him even more tightly. I don't know what his blood was doing to me, but I felt freaking amped. Forget those espressos James favored; this was the shit.


  I felt hands pummeling my back and trying to gain purchase to pull me off; however, when someone is clinging to you like a new suit, it's a little hard to get any leverage to pry them away. Add in a bunch of gushing blood and I was now a slippery suit as well. Unfortunately, it was that train of thought that once more brought me out of my bloodlust. “So here you are...all lubed up and sucking on another guy,” I heard the voice in the back of my head say. Sometimes my subconscious can be such an asshole.


  Still, judging by the fading strength of the big guy's struggles, I had probably taken the fight out of him. I figured I should turn my attention to Roberto, just in case he decided to do something cute...like maybe come up from behind and rip my spine out. I pulled back from the goon's still-gushing neck and gave him a shove. Hot damn, I really was juiced. My push sent him flying back a good ten feet to land in a heap in the middle of the street. This guy must have been over two hundred and fifty pounds and I just dumped his ass like he was little more than ten pounds of shit in a five-pound bag.


  The big dude out of the way for the moment, I turned my attention toward Roberto, but I needn't have concerned myself. He was still rooted to the same spot, a look of abject horror on his face. I grinned at him and took a step forward.


  He just kept looking back and forth between me and his buddy. “No way, man,” he muttered. “No fucking way!” and with that, his nerve broke. He turned tail and took off down the street, his friend forgotten. What a pussy. I mean, I was sure I had surprised the hell out of them, but it's not like they'd never seen someone's throat get bitten before. Not that I was complaining, mind you. I didn't have to worry anymore about watching my own back. I wasn't sure I'd continue to get lucky, but at least the odds were even now.


  Speaking of which, I spun back toward the vamp I had bitten. He was already getting back to his feet. Not too surprising. If I could eat pavement from a third story nosedive and get back up, I was sure this guy could easily take as much, if not more, considering he was built like a truck.


  He stood up, one hand to the wound on his neck. I prepared myself for his inevitable charge, mentally debating between standing my ground and cutting my losses and running. The latter was looking to be the tastier option. I'm not entirely delusional. In an all out fistfight between computer geek and street thug, I know which one I'd put my money on. I was ahead on points so far, but if this guy managed to get his hands on me, he'd probably snap me like a toothpick.


  As it turns out, though, I was much further ahead on the scorecard than I had thought. His eyes were wide with fear...actual fear (Roberto had been a fairly small guy, but this one looked like he ate dorks like me for breakfast).


  “What the hell are you?” he gasped.


  Fortunately, the small part of my brain where all my machismo resides was ready and waiting for that question. “Me?” I grinned, showing my teeth, “I'm Dr. Death.”


   


  99 Problems and a Bitch is Definitely One


  To my great surprise (and relief), his response to my introduction was to mirror his friend and take off down the street. I must’ve been getting better with the one-liners.


  And then it hit me...I had won. I had actually won. No way would my roommates believe it. Hell, I barely believed it. I felt my knees go rubbery and I plopped down onto the curb. My head was still swimming, although whether from adrenaline or the other vampire's blood, I wasn't sure - probably a little of both. But damn, I felt good. If ever there was a time I wished I had the theme from Rocky on my phone, this was it.


  The problem with elation, though, is that reality always has to go and stick its nose into things. So, after a few moments of basking in my own greatness (a rare enough event), I remembered that here I was, sitting at eleven p.m. on a curb in the middle of Queens, absolutely drenched in blood. The first conditions were easy enough to fix. It was that latter one which would probably present a bit of a problem. Bus drivers tended to frown upon their riders being all bloody. If this was going to start becoming a habit, I might have to make it a point to go everywhere in a rain slicker.


  Any way I looked at things, I couldn't stick around where I was. Who was to say that the two vamps I had just chased off wouldn't be returning with reinforcements? I smiled at the irony. Earlier, I had let my imagination run wild at the dangers of this area. Now I actually found myself with a real reason to fear these streets.


  That brought up the little issue of getting home. Mass transit, as well as cabs, was out of the question. Getting a ride without having the cops immediately called on me would be asking for a near miracle, and I had a feeling I was all out of those for the day. I could hoof it. My weekend with Jeff had proven I was capable of some pretty remarkable speed. The problem with that idea was that it was a good ten miles to get home, much further than I had ever even considered running during my life. Also, fast or not, a direct trip home would entail traversing several crowded streets. That left the alternative, several detours, which would add a ton of time to my trip. I stood up and sighed, resolved that I would be getting home pretty damn late.


  * * *


  On that last note, I was fortunately wrong. A few minutes into my trek, I came across a park with a working fountain. One quick dive later and the worst of the mess was taken care of. I didn't look great, but looking dirty was better than looking like an axe murderer.


  About a mile later, I was able to flag a cab. Pretending to be drunk, I let the cabbie gouge me a bit by taking the scenic route home. I had him drop me off about half a mile from my apartment (which my paranoid mind said should be a safe distance), and made it a point to tip him well. I ran full speed back to my place from there. If anyone suspected anything, they'd take one look at me and immediately discount my ability to move from point A to point B as quickly as I did. I sure as hell didn't look like a long distance sprinter.


  It was with palpable relief that I entered my home and locked the door behind me. My plan was simple: go to bed, then wake up and beat the shit out of Tom for signing me up for that fucking class. After that, I’d try to contact Sally to see what she might know about those HBC nutcases.


  Thinking of Sally reminded me that I still had a message from her on the machine. Wondering what she wanted, I pressed play and listened...


  “Yo, Dr. Death...(giggle), just wanted to give you a heads up. James shot me a message while you were out with Jeff. I forgot to mention it before you left. Better late than never, though. He wanted you to know he had some business with a coven not too far from your neck of the woods. Rumor has it they've been exceeding their allotted membership. So, he was planning on sending them a message, if you know what I mean, and he wanted me to let you know he was gonna use your name when he did it...help out your street cred a bit. He said to say, 'You're welcome' in advance.


  “Oh, yeah, and you might want to avoid Queens for a while, just in case...” *beep*


  Motherfucker! So I almost got myself killed because she was too busy getting babied by Starlight to bother with little details like a whole ass-load of vampires that were going to be out for my blood. Guess that explained a lot. It also meant that my brief career as a martial artist was going to come to an end until this blew over. I fought off two vamps because I managed to psych them out. No way was I taking the chance of running into a bigger, potentially armed group of them. Oh, well, no big loss there, I guess, unless I inexplicably started missing the feeling of getting kneecaps rammed into my sternum.


  * * *


  The next morning I got up, or more precisely, peeled myself out of bed. Ugh! Whatever I had gotten from that vamp's blood the night before, I was paying for it now. It wasn't exactly a hangover, but more like coming down from an intense caffeine rush (like a few months back when I wound up downing almost an entire twelve pack of Mountain Dew during a particularly intense gaming session). It felt like I had run a marathon (disclaimer: I have no idea what that would actually feel like) and then slammed into a brick wall at the finish line.


  I recounted my tale of the night before to my roommates, after downing an enormous cup of blood-infused coffee (if Starbucks ever plans on introducing a type-O Frappucino, I'm there, dude). To my great surprise, Tom actually started to apologize for setting me up with that Krav Maga class; however, Ed cut him off before he could get too far.


  “I don't think you need to apologize for bad luck,” he said.


  “I know, but I kind of feel bad anyway,” Tom replied.


  “That's like apologizing because someone didn't win the lottery,” Ed argued. “You can't take responsibility for coincidences. Unless, that is, you masterminded the whole thing, in which case I am in awe of your amazing abilities.”


  “I don't think we have to worry about Tom turning into Doctor Doom anytime soon,” I said, then turned to my somewhat repentant roommate. “Apology, or lack thereof, accepted.”


  “Thank you.” Tom raised his coffee mug to me. “I'd hate to have to endure work burdened with such guilt.”


  “Bite me,” I quipped.


  “That's your thing. Not that I wouldn't make a better vampire than you, anyway.”


  “You want to join the party?” I asked.


  “Only if that Sally chick is doing the biting,” Tom replied, causing us to all dissolve into laughter.


  Once it was over, I decided to broach a slightly less whimsical subject. “Seriously, though, guys, I'm a little worried. What if these HBC assholes figure out where I live?”


  Ed nodded. “There's also the little fact that your buddies in SoHo obviously know how to find us. From what you've told me, I wouldn't put it past that Night Razor dick to rat you out to them. Let them take care of his dirty work.”


  Oh, crap, I hadn't even thought of that. Forget a compulsion, one phone call and my apartment could be turned into Fort Apache...or more likely, the Alamo.


  Tom turned to Ed and asked, “Think they'd let the two of us walk out of here?”


  “I don't know. We could always tell them we never liked Bill much, anyway.” Ed grinned.


  There was a moment of silence while I just glared at them both and then Ed continued, “Realistically? I doubt it. We'd probably end up as an appetizer.”


  Tom sighed. “Yeah, I guess you're right. Not really sure I want to go out like some quesadilla platter. On the other hand, I still have Optimus. He's vampire kryptonite.”


  “Good for you. Doesn't help Ed much, though,” I replied.


  “True enough. But I took a little time to think that one out already,” he said, sharing a quick smile with Tom.


  I looked between the two of them for a second before asking, “And are you going to share this little secret with me, or are you just gonna keep making goo-goo eyes at each other?”


  Ed shrugged and then said, “Might as well. Remember how I said I took a little road trip this weekend?”


  “Yeah. What, did you go to a church and get ordained for the priesthood?”


  “Not quite. I took a little drive out to my stepfather.”


  “Over in...” I thought for a second, but couldn't remember the name of the town. “Bumblefuck, Pennsylvania, or wherever?”


  “That pretty much sums up where he lives,” Ed agreed. “Out in the backwoods where everything...and more importantly...everyone is relative.”


  That elicited a chuckle from us as Ed got to his feet.


  “Well, Pop and I had a little talk,” he said to me. “Don't worry, nothing about vampires. I may have exaggerated a bit about our current living conditions, though. You know, how we all live in fear of being mugged and raped by drug dealers every second of our lives?”


  I smiled as he walked into his room. It wouldn't have taken much. It was ridiculously easy to convince anyone living outside of the immediate area that the city was, and I quote, “a hive of scum and villainy.” Apparently, plenty of people, especially those in rural areas, had seen Escape from New York at some point in their lives and assumed it was a documentary.


  However, that knowledge didn't prepare me for when Ed walked back into the room packing some serious heat.


  “What the hell...” was all I could say for a second. “Where did you...” Ed's look answered that one for me. “Pop?”


  “Of course. Old man's been getting paranoid in his golden years. You should see the small arsenal he owns. He said this one should help dissuade all the bad guys just waiting to violate our young, middle-class selves.” He gave it a quick pump. “Remington 870, police combat twelve gauge,” he said proudly. When he saw the absolutely blank look on my face, he gave an annoyed sniff and added, “The same gun Sarah Connor used in Terminator 2.”


  That rang a bell. “Badass,” I said. “But don't you need a license for something like that?”


  “Are you kidding?” he replied. “In Pennsylvania, you can pretty much buy these things on the side of the road next to the fireworks.”


  “Yeah, but we don't live in Pennsylvania,” I countered.


  He raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “Well, then let's just say if you don't tell anyone, I won't.”


  Tom got up to wash out his coffee mug. As he did so, he gave a mock sad shake of his head. “No idea where I went wrong. One minute I'm just minding my own business, and the next I'm shacking up with Dracula and the Lone Ranger.”


  Ed just ignored him. “I figured that by the time the city gave me a license, I'd be long since pushing up daisies. Besides which, I'm pretty sure that they ask you your purpose for owning a gun. Writing protection against vampires on the application might raise a few eyebrows.”


  “In New York?” I scoffed.


  “I did say might.”


  “There is the little problem of actually using it as protection against vampires,” I pointed out. “I've seen stakes and sunlight work, but unless that thing shoots solar flares, I'm not sure what good it'll do.”


  “What about silver bullets?” asked Tom, preparing to leave for work.


  I thought about it for a second. “Not sure. That's usually werewolves, but I think it works against vampires in some stories.”


  “Do either of you have silver bullets?” Ed asked. When we both shook our heads, he continued, “Well, neither do I. So, who gives a shit if they work against vampires, werewolves, or the goddamned tooth fairy? It might kill them, or it might not. What's important is that this gun will hurt vampires.”


  “How do you know?” I asked.


  “Because of you, numbnuts,” he replied. “When you burst into flames, did it hurt? When I stabbed you in the hand, did it hurt? When you jumped out of that freaking window you were telling us about, did it hurt?”


  I nodded. Yeah, it had, and in some cases, quite a bit.


  “Well, then,” he continued, “that tells me that no matter how strong you are or how fast you heal, your nerve endings still work pretty much the same way as they did before. So, using that logic, a twelve gauge shell in the stomach or maybe the kneecap...”


  “Will hurt like a bitch,” I finished.


  “Exactly,” he agreed. “Which should give either you,” he indicated Tom, “enough time to run in with your little doll, or you,” motioning toward me, “enough time to do something vampiric to them.”


  “Action figure,” corrected Tom.


  “What?”


  “It's an action figure, not a doll.”


  “It doesn't matter,” Ed sighed. “It could be My Little fucking Pony for all I care. As long as it works.”


  “Nah,” Tom said. “Last I checked, the market value for My Little Pony wasn't all that high.”


  Ed pumped the shotgun again. “Don't you have a job to go to?”


   


  Vampire on Vampire Action


  With the exception of Tom's trips to and from work, the rest of the week was spent with us more or less all acting like shut-ins. I just couldn't shake the feeling that I, and by extension, my roommates, was now a target. Fortunately, Brooklyn is a pretty good place to be a recluse, as almost everyone delivers. The problem, though, with being extra careful, was that it was sometimes hard to tell the difference between reasonable precautions and being outright paranoid.


  Friday night came and went with no word from Sally or any other denizens of the night (except maybe this homeless guy who accosted Tom for change on his way home). I was lying awake in my bed during the wee hours of Saturday morning, contemplating my weekly trip back to the coven, and debating whether I should borrow Ed's shotgun, when someone buzzed to be let in from the downstairs door. I glanced at the clock: 4:28 a.m. Probably some drunken asshole forgetting where they were.


  A minute or so passed and the buzzer rang again. Maybe one of the other tenants had locked themselves out? Possibly, but it’s not like any of us had a master key. Fat lot of good it would do them. Although I guess they could just hang out in the hallway until the landlord could show up to let them in. Another buzz; this one persistently longer. Okay, now it was sounding deliberate. I was starting to let the paranoia creep back in when I realized that a gang of vampires hell-bent on killing me would probably not bother with such trivial matters as waiting to be buzzed in.


  I got up, walked out of my bedroom, and crossed to the door. As I did, I noticed light shining from under the doors of my roommates’ bedrooms. Our early morning caller had succeeded in rousing the entire place. I pressed the button to let them up and waited, hoping that the next thing I heard was not the clomping of lots of angry feet on the stairs running up to exact undeserved revenge upon me. Being taken out by a vengeful street gang was one thing, but being taken out by a vengeful gang that I had purposely buzzed in...well, that would just be sad.


  However, no sound of multitudes of running feet drifted to my ears. All I heard, after a minute or so, was one small set of footsteps taking their sweet time coming up. A moment later, I spotted a head of blonde hair rising up toward the landing...Sally.


  I stepped back to let her into the apartment and there was Ed, waiting for us, shotgun raised. I looked behind him to see Tom standing near the door to his bedroom, his faith empowered action figure held out in front like a shield. Oh, well, I guess I couldn't blame him. No matter what we may know to be true, a gun was always going to make someone feel a little braver than a piece of plastic.


  Sally entered and after Ed saw she was alone, he lowered the weapon, a look of relief crossing over his face.


  “Nice little gun,” she said to him.


  He quickly composed himself and replied as nonchalantly as he could (which wasn't very much, all things considered), “I have a bigger one in my pocket if you want to see it.”


  That actually elicited something resembling a smile from her. “I'll pass. Now, why don't you go take a shower and freshen up? You reek of desperation.”


  He turned a little red, and Tom chuckled at that. As for myself, I closed the door behind her and said, “Since I don't remember booking a bachelor party, shall I assume this isn't a social call?”


  “Ooh, you're snippy in the morning,” she cooed.


  “I've had a hard week...in no small part thanks to you.”


  “And, yet, you survive to complain about it,” she countered. “Still, that's why I'm here. There's been some weird stuff going on and I wanted to check in with you.”


  I batted my eyes at her. “Worried about me?”


  “Don't flatter yourself.”


  “Yeah, don't flatter yourself,” cut in Tom, Transformer still in hand. “She was obviously worried about me.”


  “I was, but now I see you have your teddy bear.” She motioned toward the doll...action figure that is, and then back to me, “I swear, Bill, I've been around for over fifty years and I've never seen an apartment so full of women repellant.”


  “All right, enough. Can we cut the foreplay short?” I asked, not really believing that I was the one who was acting like an adult here. “You said ‘weird stuff.’ What's been happening?”


  She looked me in the eye and replied, “I assume you got my message.” I gritted my teeth and nodded. “Like I said, James needed to prune a few hedges over at that other coven.”


  “The Howard Beach Coven?” I spat.


  “Yeah. How did you...never mind. You can tell me your part when I'm done. He figured he'd kill two birds with one stone and do you a favor while he was taking care of business.”


  “His favor almost got me killed,” I complained.


  “It's always about you, isn't it?” she sniffed. “Now, if you can stop whining for a moment or two, I can tell you what I know.” She stared at me for a few seconds until I mimed zipping my lip, and then she continued, “So, James dusted some of their unauthorized membership and then took out a few of their senior members, just to make it look good.”


  “Tito and Big Mike?” I inquired.


  “How should I know? This is just what I heard,” she said. “I don't know if James bothered asking for their autographs before he took them down. However, what I do know is that he went there in disguise and then purposely let a few witnesses escape to spread the word that someone was hunting down other vamps just for sport.”


  “Let me guess, this someone was a freewill,” I sat down and began massaging my temples before the migraine could start.


  “Exactly,” she confirmed.


  “How do we know he wasn't just setting Bill up to take a fall?” asked Ed.


  She must have thought that an exceptionally stupid question, because that earned him one of her famous eye-rolls (should I be jealous?). “Because, if James wanted him dead, Bill would be dead. No need for subterfuge. He'd just do it,” she explained.


  I had to admit she had a point. “Agreed. Not much doubt in my mind, there.”


  “James has been working behind the scenes to pump up Bill's reputation,” she continued. “And no, I don't know too many specifics as to why. All I know is he has an interest in Bill staying alive.”


  “Okay, I pretty much got the gist of all this from your message the other night,” I replied.


  She nodded and went on. “Yeah, well things got a little crazy after that. He was supposed to take care of any heat that came down on us because of what you had supposedly done. Obviously, there was no point in giving you credit if it just got you killed.”


  “That's only fair,” Ed said


  “Except,” Sally pointed out, “he didn't. The HBC's leader, Samuel, went absolutely ape shit. He called us up, screaming and threatening to declare all out war between our covens. Jeff just barely managed to talk him down and agree to mediation on neutral ground.”


  “I'm surprised he didn't just sell me out,” I said.


  “You don't get it,” she spat, sitting down as if she owned the place. “He was going to. He didn't know of James’ plan, and I wasn't about to tell him. Jeff didn't really want to believe it, but based on what was happening, even he had to admit the possibility that perhaps he'd been underestimating you and that maybe you'd actually done this.”


  “Isn't that a good thing?” Tom asked before turning to me. “Bill, didn't you say you were trying to convince this guy you were more of a threat than you are?”


  Leave it to Tom always to help inflate my ego. Before I could chime in with a response, though, Sally answered him, “There's more bad than good there. Jeff wasn’t exactly a happy camper that Bill brought this down on his head. You have to understand this is not something that happens often. There's usually an unwritten rule of mutual respect between nearby covens.”


  “And Bill fucked that up,” he surmised.


  “No, James fucked that up,” I corrected.


  Tom shook his head. “Yeah, but he did it in your name. So, as far as anyone else is concerned, it's on your head.”


  “Your boyfriend is right, Bill,” Sally replied (Bitch!). “As far as anyone knows, this was all you. So, yeah, Jeff was planning on handing you over to them. Maybe not physically, but you can be sure as hell they'd have shown up at your doorstep.”


  “Guess we were right to be paranoid,” Ed said, still holding the gun. Tom nodded in agreement.


  “Except they didn't show up,” I pointed out. “So what happened?”


  Sally raised her eyebrows in response. “No idea. They just backed down.”


  “What do you mean ‘backed down’?” I asked.


  “Exactly that. Out of nowhere, Samuel cancelled the meeting and told Jeff that they had reconsidered their position. It was abrupt as all hell. Surprised the shit out of all of us.”


  “And probably pissed off Jeff even more,” I added


  “Bingo! I thought James must have finally acted, but now I don't know. I haven't been able to get in touch with him all week. So I have no idea what transpired.”


  “I don't know what he did,” I said, “but I just wish he had done it sooner.”


  “You mentioned something happened. What went down with you?” she asked.


  “Well, thanks to you forgetting to mention this whole thing to me, I found myself unknowingly passing through their territory this week. I met up with two of their goons who were none too happy to see me.”


  Sally gave me a sheepish grin. “Oh. Sorry about that.”


  I filled her in on my little altercation, telling her of how they accosted me, and describing how I managed to fight back - then luckily somehow scared them off. I was just about to give her the details of my harrowing trip back home when I noticed she had a troubled look on her face.


  “What?” I asked.


  She stood up and looked me in the eye. “Let me get this straight, you actually bit one of the other vampires?”


  “I admit it maybe wasn't the manliest thing to do, but they kind of had me outnumbered.”


  “I don't give a shit about that,” she said. “You bit him...on the neck?”


  “Yeah, I was surprised, too,” cracked Tom. “Normally Bill goes straight for the cock.”


  “Put a muzzle on it,” Sally hissed. “This is important.”


  “Yes,” I answered, ignoring my roommate’s predictably dickish remark. “I bit him on the neck.”


  “And he bled?”


  “Yeah. Quite a lot actually. I was freaking soaked in his blood.”


  “But did you actually drink any of it?” she asked, rather insistently.


  “That wasn't initially my plan, but yeah, a decent amount.”


  “And?”


  “And what?” I asked.


  “What happened when you drank it?”


  “Oh,” I answered. “It was pretty damn intense. It was like...I don’t know how to describe it. Maybe imagine how it would feel if someone shot you up with caffeine-laced meth.”


  Sally sat back with a blank look on face. A few seconds went by and she finally muttered, “You can't do that.”


  “Like I said, I know it wasn't sporting, but it's not like I really...”


  She cut me off. “No. You don't understand. You can't do that, as in physically can't. It's impossible.”


  “Didn't really seem all that impossible,” I countered.


  “Besides which,” Ed jumped in, “I thought vampires bit each other all the time. I mean have you ever seen an episode of True Blood? They can’t go five minutes without sinking their teeth into each other.”


  “Sorry, but this is real life, not softcore porn,” she snipped back. “Things don't work like that.”


  “So, what's supposed to happen?” I asked, curious as to where this was going.


  “Not all blood is the same,” she explained. “We can only feed upon the living. When a person is turned into a vampire, their blood composition also changes.”


  “I'm listening.”


  “And it becomes highly incompatible to our needs. End of story. If one of us were to drink more than a few drops of another vampire's blood, we'd start projectile vomiting and then spend the next half a day curled into the fetal position.”


  My eyebrows raised in surprise. “Is it really that bad?”


  “Yes. I've seen it happen.”


  “Weird,” I said. “I mean, I had a slight hangover the next day, but nothing like that. In fact, curling up into a ball was the furthest thing from my mind right after I drank it. I felt like I could have kicked ass and taken names. It was actually pretty cool.”


  “Unbelievable,” she whispered and then added in a louder voice, “Jesus Christ. James knew!”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Remember how I told you I had started spreading those rumors about you, including the one about feeding off of other vampires?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, that came from James. I thought it was all just wild bullshit, but now I'm wondering if he knew more than he was letting on.”


  “It would seem so,” agreed Ed.


  She then added, “That would probably explain why the other coven backed down from wanting revenge, too.” She poked a well-manicured finger into my shoulder. “James had nothing to do with it. It was all you...as incredible as that sounds. The two who attacked you must have reported back to Samuel. You probably scared the shit out of them.”


  Ed added, “The only thing a predator fears is a bigger predator.”


  “Exactly; especially when the first predator is used to being at the top of the food chain.”


  “So, then where is James in all of this?” I asked.


  “I don't know,” she sounded exasperated. “I told you, I haven't been able to get in touch with him. That's part of the reason I'm here right now at this ungodly hour.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I was coming to get you, so we could go and look for him. After hearing what you just told me, I'd say our reasons for finding him just easily doubled.”


  “I thought he wasn't normally in the city,” I said.


  “He's not. He's usually stationed up in Boston.”


  “So, if I'm hearing you correctly, that sounds to me like only one thing...”


  I looked to my roommates and, after a second, we all simultaneously shouted, “ROAD TRIP!”


   


  The Road Trip of the Damned


  “Not so fast,” said Sally. “We're not heading up to tour micro breweries. This is business; vampire business.”


  “That's a great idea,” Tom piped in. “Once you guys are done with whatever it is you need to do, we can stop at a few microbrews.”


  “You're not listening, meatsack,” she replied. “This is business, not pleasure. I just came over to get Bill. You two are staying here.”


  “We're already involved in vampire business,” Ed pointed out. “The cat's obviously out of the bag. Bill can't keep a secret for shit. So you might as well bring us along. Besides which, you might need someone to help keep an eye on you...” He paused as she began to glare at him. “...and by ‘you,’ I mean you two, as in plural, as in keep an eye on you and Bill ...” She kept glaring. “...But mostly Bill.”


  “He does have a point,” I cut in, trying to save Ed from the hole he had just dug.


  She shot me a venomous look. “I don't need three sets of eyes glued to my ass.”


  “No, I don't mean that,” I said, quickly trying to backpedal. “They could be helpful. It'll be daylight soon. In weekend traffic, it'll take us at least half a day to get up there. They can drive, pump gas, make snack runs...”


  “I suppose we could bring them along as the snacks,” she mused, causing both of my roommates to turn a shade paler.


  “C'mon,” I pleaded. “If you let them come along, I guarantee they won't be too annoying...well okay, I can't guarantee that, but I know they'll try. And they can definitely prove useful to us.”


  All three of us beamed hopeful smiles at her and at last, she let out a sigh. “Fine,” she said. “I'm tried of arguing. You can all come, but I want to be on the road before daybreak. So get moving. If I get even a mild sunburn because you guys were busy dicking around, I swear I'll kill all three of you myself.”


  * * *


  Sally sat on the couch, patiently sipping on one of my blood packs, while the three of us raced to get cleaned up and dressed. I know she wanted to get on the road quickly, but even she had to admit it wasn't a big enough emergency to warrant six hours stuck in a car with three un-showered guys. I was the last one in and, of course, by then, there was no hot water left. Figures. Maybe I should just let her chow down on my roommates and be done with it. Tempting...


  I came out to find all three of them waiting for me. Tom was hanging back while Ed was attempting to say something clever to Sally. His wit was having about the effect I would have guessed, as she was right in the middle of an eye-roll when I joined them. It was still a few minutes shy of sunrise, so she suggested we get a move on.


  “Okay, ramblers, let's get rambling,” Tom merrily chimed, but I stopped after a step or two.


  “Quick question - exactly how are we getting rambling?” Of the three of us, only Ed had a car, and to say it was a small piece of shit with barely enough room for just Ed would be to insult small pieces of shit with barely enough room for just Ed. Unless he was planning on strapping us to the roof, not a pleasant prospect during any hours, much less daylight, that wasn't really going to be an option.


  “I’ve got it covered,” Sally answered. “I'm parked right outside.”


  She was good to her word, and definitely did have it covered. Stepping out into the early morning air, Sally pointed us toward a huge Cadillac Escalade with double-tinted windows on all sides.


  Ed whistled and said, “Sweet. We are definitely riding in style.”


  Tom quipped, “Yeah. If this truck is a-rockin’...”


  “It won't be,” Sally cut him off. She tossed Ed the keys and pointed her fingers toward my two roommates. “You two, up front. Bill and I will be in the back. The tank’s full, so let's get going.”


  Ed opened the front door and got in. As he put on his seatbelt, he asked, “Registration in the glove compartment, just in case?”


  “No idea,” Sally casually answered, climbing into the back.


  “What do you mean, ‘no idea’? Where is it then?”


  “Which part of no idea was hard to understand?” she shot back.


  “This is your truck, right?” I asked.


  “Nope,” she replied in a chipper tone, making herself comfortable.


  “Then whose is it?”


  “No idea on that one either,” she said. “Didn't catch his name. In the end, he wasn't very talkative.”


  I started to get into the Escalade and noticed a series of stains on the back seat. Dark stains, like...yep, you guessed it...dried blood.


  Ed noticed them, too. He tried and failed to stifle a gulp. “So, this car...”


  “Was conveniently just what I needed for today,” finished Sally. “So, if I were you, I'd drive real carefully. If we wind up getting pulled over, it could get messy...in all sorts of ways.”


  Ed just sat there, staring at her for a second, before turning around and starting the engine. He muttered something under his breath, but my acute vampire hearing picked it up. “Hot and scary, just how I like them.” Considering the smirk she now wore on her face, I had little doubt she’d heard it, too.


  * * *


  The ride up was slow, thanks to the droves of weekend warriors out on the road, but fairly uneventful. The heavily tinted windows kept the sun at bay and, bloodstains aside, it was a roomy and comfortable ride. I could get used to something like that. I used to wonder why celebrities drove these things, figuring it was the more money than sense thing, but now I kind of got it. It was one thing to be out driving, but this was driving in style.


  We stopped twice for gas (this thing drank like a thirsty camel), and once for a bucket of fried chicken (Popeye’s...you can keep your KFC, thank you very much). Finally, around mid-afternoon, we arrived at the address Sally had given us. It was a car wash. To say it wasn't exactly screaming mountain of power for a coalition of evil entities would be a bit of an understatement. My friends were apparently of the same mindset.


  “This is it?” asked Tom.


  “Yes, we're here,” Sally replied. “Let me guess: you were expecting maybe a high-rise office building populated by euro-trash goons dressed in black all the way up to their mirrored shades?”


  “Actually, yeah,” I commented.


  “Don't worry, I said the same thing the first time I came here,” she replied with a smile. “It actually all depends on the city. In some places, subtlety is more prized than image.”


  “Well, this is definitely subtle,” said Ed.


  “It's actually perfect. It allows us to enter during daylight hours without requiring us to step outside. Drive up to the attendant in the back. He'll let us in. Sorry,” she said to my friends, “but you two will need to stay with the car. No junk food allowed on the premises, I'm afraid.”


  “It's okay,” Ed replied.


  “Yeah,” agreed Tom. “If we get bored, we can always get a hot wax and chassis bath.”


  * * *


  Sally flashed her fangs at the attendant and told him we were here to see James. He directed our vehicle into the wash itself. Halfway through, the water stopped flowing and the brushes to our right parted to reveal a ramp downward. We took it and found ourselves in a small subterranean parking garage. She directed Ed to park, which he did.


  “You two stay here. Keep the doors locked and don't talk to anyone who isn't us,” she told my friends as she stepped from the Escalade. “Trust me when I say it's for your own protection.”


  Ed nodded as Tom reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out Optimus. Upon seeing it, Sally nodded her approval and said, “Good idea. See, Bill? Your buddies aren't as dumb as you said they were.” She grinned at me and started walking away. My roommates, on the other hand, were staring at me with much less amused looks on their faces.


  “What?” I held up my hands. “I didn't say anything. Really!” I closed the door and quietly muttered, “Bitch!” before following Sally into the darkness.


  * * *


  To human eyes, the place might have looked dark and foreboding, but to my vampire-powered vision, it looked pretty damn dull. Think of your basic vanilla office with its sea of cubicles surrounded by a few middle management offices. Well, throw in some shitty lighting, and you'd have this place. Here I was hoping for a dark cavern lit by torches and perhaps lined with skulls...maybe culminating in a chamber filled with ominous, robed figures. Instead, I got an office park underneath a car wash. It looked like the greatest danger this place had to offer was the possibility of hanging oneself with bureaucratic red tape. A trip to the DMV was immeasurably scarier.


  On initial glance, the only thing that seemed odd were the inhabitants of the various desks. Typing away within the cubes, looking even more lifeless than the denizens of a typical corporate office, were persons in various stages of decay. Holy shit, zombies! Okay, so they were performing clerical duties as opposed to trying to eat our brains, but zombies nevertheless. Cool.


  I couldn't help myself. I put my hands together in the shape of a pistol. Walking past the various cubicles, I started pointing my “gun” at the inhabitants and whispering, “Pew! Headshot! Pew! Pew! Die, zombie bastards!”


  Yeah, subtle I am not.


  After a second or two, Sally stopped short. She turned toward me and growled, “What exactly is fucking wrong with you?”


  “What?”


  “Were you dropped on your head repeatedly as a child?”


  “No.”


  “Maybe fell into the pool and were underwater a little too long?”


  “I don't think so...”


  “Then why, pray tell,” she hissed, “are you insistent on embarrassing the ever-living shit out of me?”


  “But they're zombies,” I sheepishly offered.


  “Yes,” she continued her tirade. “They are disgusting, putrefying corpses. But you know what? They are keeping their fucking mouths shut and not walking around looking like a goddamned retard, unlike you.”


  “Can I help you?” a voice from behind her asked. Startled, Sally whirled around to face the newcomer. Standing there was a tall, thin woman wearing a business suit, her hair done up in a tight bun. She was good looking (of course! I was beginning to think I was the sole vampire on the planet who couldn’t pass as a swimsuit model), but had a severe, no-nonsense attitude about her. Whoever she was, she was good. Neither of us had sensed her approaching.


  “Let me repeat myself,” she said when we didn’t answer. “Can I help you, or would you prefer to continue disrupting our workplace?”


  Before Sally could say a word, I jumped in with my most sincere voice. “We're sorry. No offense was intended. My friend here has a terrible case of Tourette's, and thus can't help the potty mouth.”


  Sally glared daggers at me in response. I had little doubt she was contemplating exactly how far up my ass she could stuff my head once she had ripped it off. After a second or two of mentally killing and dismembering me, she turned to the newcomer and said, “We're from Village Coven in New York. We need to see James.”


  “I don't think James is in. Did you call ahead for an appointment?”


  Sally seemed to pause at this question. “No,” she finally answered.


  “So, you came all the way up from New York, but you didn't think to take two minutes to call first to see if he was around?” asked the woman, raising one eyebrow. Sally actually blushed at this, which one would think was fairly difficult for a dead person to do. I didn’t know who this woman was, but if she could verbally slap Sally down so easily, then I liked her style.


  “Listen. It's been a stressful week, and you're really not helping,” Sally shot back. “Is Colin around instead?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Well, then kindly point us toward him, and I'll stop disrupting your workplace.”


  The woman narrowed her lips and appeared to be contemplating some sort of comment, but instead just hooked a thumb and pointed it down the hall. “End of the corridor, through the double doors. And please go quietly. The beings in this building actually work for a living.” She looked Sally up and down for a moment. “Not that I'd expect you to understand.”


  I can't stress this enough; it is always fun to watch a battle between alpha bitches.


  I followed Sally in the direction in which our gracious hostess pointed us. I could practically see steam blowing out of her ears. Logic dictated I change the subject, and for perhaps the first time in my life, I actually heeded its warning. Maybe I'm mellowing out in my old age.


  “Who's Colin?” I asked, as it seemed a neutral enough topic.


  “He's James' assistant. We go way back, so let me handle this.”


  “Ex boyfriend?” I queried.


  “Not quite,” was all the answer I got.


  Arriving at a set of double doors, a quick buzzing noise told us they were unlocked. We walked in and, let me tell you, this was more like it. We stepped from the sea of cubicles into some serious style. It was kind of like what I might imagine Kenneth Lay's executive suite in Hell might look like. The floor was made of what looked to be obsidian, and the walls were exquisitely shaped grey stone, quite possibly carved from the very earth around us. Dozens of candles illuminated the area. It would have made for a very convincing evil overlord throne room, except for a series of leather chairs set off in a little waiting area. At the far end of the room, in front of another set of doors, a rich mahogany desk sat, which was illuminated by the glow of a monitor. Who'd a thunk it...the undead preferred Macs.


  Seated behind the desk was a thin male vampire wearing a suit that appeared to be far outside of my price range. He looked semi-important, except for his slicked back hair, which gave him a bit of a weasely, used car salesman vibe. As we neared his desk, he turned his attention toward us. His beady little eyes looked me up and down with obvious distaste; however, I saw a glimmer of recognition flash as he turned toward Sally.


  “Well, well,” he said in a slick voice that sounded as if it were well lubricated from years of ass kissing. “It's been a while since you've been up in our neck of the woods, my dear Lu...”


  “How many times do I have to tell you, Colin?” she said, cutting him off. “It's Sally. Coven protocol, and all.”


  “Of course,” her oily friend replied. “My apologies, Sally.”


  Did he just...? Huh, I had never even bothered to think that Sally wasn't her real name. Now that I thought of it, though, I guess that was kind of stupid of me, considering all the idiotic pseudonyms running around our coven. I'd have to ask her about that later.


  She brushed off his greeting and got straight to business. “We're here about James.”


  “We?” asked Colin, once again shifting his eyes in my direction.


  “Hi,” I said, sticking out my hand. “I'm Bill, but everyone in the coven calls me...Dr. Death.” Yeah, you guessed it. It was another one of those cases where something sounded a lot cooler in my head. It probably also didn't help things that my hand was still stuck out there like a doofus. I quickly lowered it when it became apparent that no return greeting was forthcoming.


  Instead, he frowned and began typing on his keyboard. “Dr. Death?” he commented more to himself than either of us. “Oh, well, I guess it's not any stupider sounding than ‘Night Razor.’”


  “That's what I said.”


  He ignored me, though, and was still looking at his screen when his eyes went wide. “You're the Freewill?” he asked, his tone one of disbelief.


  “What are you looking at?” I asked.


  “Your profile.”


  “I have a profile?”


  “All vampires have a profile,” he sniffed. “God, Sally, don't you people at least give the newcomers an orientation down there?”


  “Nope. Not even a flyer for my troubles,” I quipped, just before I felt her foot hit me in the side of the leg.


  He gave me the once over yet again. “I thought you'd be more...well...not you.”


  I shrugged as I answered, “I get that a lot.”


  This prompted Sally to interrupt us. “James?” she reminded him.


  “He's not here.”


  “Where is he, then?”


  Colin answered her question with another. “Why do you need to know?”


  “I've been trying to call him all week, and haven't been able to get through.”


  Giving her a smile that was both sympathetic and condescending all at once, he said, “My dear Sally. James is a busy man. You can't really expect him to answer the calls of every love struck puppy who chases after him.”


  “It's not like that,” she snapped. “I've been working with him on coven-related business. He was supposed to smooth some static between us and another group, but he no-showed. I'm trying to get some answers.”


  “When was all this supposed to happen?” Colin asked, starting to type again.


  “Beginning of the week.”


  “Ah, that makes sense, then,” he answered whilst looking at his monitor. “He was called away on business, unexpectedly, I'm afraid.”


  “What kind of business?” Sally again demanded.


  “The kind that's none of yours,” was his reply. Damn, he was a snarky little fucker.


  “Cut the shit, Colin.”


  He scoffed, “Or what? You'll sick him on me?”


  She seemed to consider this for a moment and then said, “Well, he is the Freewill. I'm sure you've heard the rumors.”


  “Oh, please, as if I believed half of that garbage.”


  “James believes it.”


  “Sorry, love, but just because I work for him doesn't mean I drink the same Kool-Aid he does.”


  I was really hoping the next words out of Sally's mouth weren't going to revolve around ordering me to kick this guy's ass. Regardless of my chances at doing so, we were in a building full of all sorts of god knows what. I really didn't want them all to descend upon me just because her panties were in a bunch.


  Before she could respond; however, Colin added, “Apparently, Jeff doesn't believe it either.”


  “Jeff? How do you know that?” she asked, quickly hiding the look of surprise that appeared on her face.


  “He called not an hour ago. I haven't heard a peep from you SoHo coveners in months, and suddenly, bam, you're crawling all over me like fire ants. Interesting coincidence, isn't it?”


  “What did he want?” she sounded perhaps a bit more frantic than she had meant to.


  “Same thing as you.”


  “What did you tell him?”


  “Remember what I said before about none of your business? Same principle applies. You needn't concern yourself with the conversations of beings above your pay grade.”


  She let out what sounded like a sigh of exasperation and then said, “Come on, Colin. If he sent me here in person, then obviously he trusts me to relay the info back to him.”


  “Why does it matter if I potentially already told him what he wanted to know?” he slyly asked.


  “Because we both know you. Jeff...Night Razor realizes that you'd be more than happy to give him half a story over the phone just to get rid of him. He sent me here as backup to make sure there wasn't anything left lying on the table,” she lied...or presumably lied. I still wasn't entirely convinced of what side of the fence she was playing on.


  “Please, help me out here. It's important,” she continued. Vinegar hadn't worked, so I guess she was now trying to use a little honey to catch this fly.


  That seemed to deflate his asshole sails a little. “Even if I wanted to, I couldn't,” he replied. “James is working on something for the Draculas. Official business. Need to know, only.” He paused for a moment, and then added, “It's all right here on the screen. I'm sorry, though. I can't talk about it.”


  “You can't talk about it?” she asked, a grin starting to work its way onto her face.


  “Exactly. I can't talk about it.” He leaned toward her with a sly smirk. Oh, I think I get it. I've seen this in the movies before. Any second now, I was going to be asked to leave the room and then they'd settle their differences the old-fashioned way. If I had my guess, I'd say that would involve something that started with the word blow and ended with job. Man, maybe I should consider shooting off a resume to this place.


  Sally and Colin locked eyes for a moment, and then she asked in an innocent voice, “You got coffee in this place?”


  He smiled and replied, “Vending machine's down the hall.”


  Sally reached into her purse. “I'm afraid I'm a little tired from the trip up here. Colin, would you be a dear and get me a cup?” She pulled out a couple of bills. Not sure how much she had there, but I distinctly saw Ben Franklin staring back at me from the top. She held them out to him. “Here, this should cover it. Feel free to keep the change.”


  But Colin wasn't done yet. “You know, it's kind of odd that Jeff didn't mention he was sending you up, now that I think of it...”


  Apparently Sally had apparently played this game before, though. A few more bills appeared in her hand as she purred, “Must have slipped his mind.”


  “Must have.” He accepted the ‘coffee fare’ with a greasy little smile and replied, “Back in just a sec,” before getting up and walking out of the office.


  Sally immediately jumped behind his desk and started reading what was on the screen.


  “That's it?” I questioned.


  “What's it?” she replied, eyes on the information in front of her.


  “A bribe? That's so...so...un-vampire like.”


  “What? Should I have offered him my immortal soul and then sealed the pact in blood?”


  “Well...yeah. Something like that,” I replied. “There should be something dark and demonic going on, not just you handing the guy a few bucks to let you read his email.”


  She continued scrolling through the document as she answered, “You know, you really need to get out more. There's this thing called reality. You should try it sometime.”


  “Oh, you're just a barrel of laughs, Lu...whatever he was going to call you. What is your real name, by the way?”


  “Can't talk, busy reading.”


  “C'mon,” I said, not so easily dissuaded. “What is it? Lucy? Maybe you're really Lucille Ball...nah, she was a redhead. Ooh, I know. You're that girl from Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds.”


  “No.”


  “Well, then, what about...”


  “Did you ever think,” she cut me off, “that maybe there's no mystery? Maybe I just like ‘Sally’ better? Sally's a nice name. I had an aunt named Sally. She was cool.”


  “Sally Sunset?”


  “It's just that last part I don't like. Sally is fine.”


  “So, in other words, there is a mystery!” I exclaimed.


  “Oh, enough of this shit.” She hit a button and the page she was reading started printing out on the LaserJet sitting on the desk. “I can't concentrate with your stupidity hovering over me,” she grabbed the printed pages. “Let's go. We can finish this in the car.”


  * * *


  We ran into Colin again as were exiting James' office. Oddly enough, he didn’t have Sally's coffee with him.


  “Find what you need?” he asked with a smug grin.


  Sally just gave him a grunt as she walked past, the printout safely in her pocketbook. I, on the other hand, just couldn't leave without having a little fun first. The slimeball had reminded me a little too much of some of the directors at my company whose sole marketable skills were apparently an expertise in brown nosing. Taking them down a peg was usually a political no-no for people in my position, but I didn't work for Colin.


  “Thanks for all your help,” I said a little over-energetically. “By the way, your machine back there was running a little sluggish. Probably a virus or something. I took the liberty of reformatting your hard drive for you.”


  The remaining color drained from his already pale face and he raced into his office. “You're welcome!” I shouted after him as I caught up to Sally. She was smiling. “Liked that, huh?”


  “Maybe just a little,” she admitted.


   


  On the Road Again


  My roommates were waiting for us when we got back to the Escalade.


  “Did you know this place has zombies?” Tom excitedly asked while we climbed into the back seat once again.


  “Yeah,” Ed affirmed. “One came by a little while back and validated our parking.”


  I nodded and said, “There were a bunch of them inside. Apparently, they do office work, too.”


  “Really?” Tom asked. “I wonder how much they make. I don't know about the rest of you, but I'd be pretty pissed if I found out a rotting corpse made more than me.”


  Ed smirked as he started the Escalade, “But would you be surprised?”


  “Not in the least.”


  “If you two are done jerking each other off, can we get moving? It's a long ride back,” complained Sally, taking the printout from her purse.


  “What about those microbrews we were gonna tour?” Tom asked from the shotgun seat.


  “Do I need to kill you as an example for everyone else?” she nonchalantly commented, starting to leaf through the sheets of paper.


  After a few impatient minutes of waiting, I reached out for a page. “Can I see?”


  She pulled them back from my grasp. “No.”


  “Why not?” I complained. “Besides, you read really slowly.”


  “Sorry if my Latin is rusty.” She finally held out a page to me. “Can you do any better?” I took the paper and saw that she was right. It all looked like incomprehensible lorem ipsum garbage to me.


  “Not unless it's Pig Latin,” I handed it back. “So, is there any particular reason it's in Latin?”


  “It's simple. Nobody reads it anymore, especially not this dialect.”


  “Except for vampires?” I asked, dreading a future that saw me sitting in some ghoulish classroom studying for a final on some dead language. Damn, I barely passed basic Spanish in high school.


  “Not really. Most vampires can't read it, either. It's mostly for guys of James' rank or higher.”


  “Let me guess, it cuts down on the shoulder surfing,” said Ed from the driver's seat.


  “Pretty much,” Sally explained. “Although I think it's mostly an elitist thing for the elder vampires.”


  “But you can read it?” I asked.


  “Not really, but I know enough to fake it. Each of the coven heads is supposed to have a remedial understanding of it for courier purposes.”


  “But you aren't the coven head,” I pointed out.


  “No shit,” she replied. “But Jeff can be one lazy S.O.B. He likes to think of some of us as his own personal secretarial pool. Hence, I've picked up a few things here and there. Now if you'll excuse me, this might take a little while. If you three chimps can fling your shit amongst yourselves for a bit, it would be most appreciated.”


  * * *


  We drove on in the fading light of the afternoon. Sally had pulled out a pen and was busy scribbling notes on the sides of the paper. We three guys tried to keep quiet, so as not to bother her, but ultimately, that lasted all of ten minutes at most. Fortunately, for her at least, she seemed well equipped to be able to tune us all out as long as we weren't directly bothering her (which I made the mistake of doing at one point and almost got her pen jammed into my forearm).


  As the last of the light was fading from the sky, we made a pit stop for burgers. Sally opted to remain with the car. When we finally returned, full of burgery goodness (rare meat didn't need a blood chaser to be fulfilling, thank goodness), she announced, “I think I’ve finally got it.”


  “Please tell me you didn't spend the last seventy miles translating out to lunch, back in five,” commented Ed.


  “No. Otherwise we would be turning our asses around to get a refund,” she replied. “It looks like Colin was right. James did have some official business to take care of.”


  “Okay, so are you going to tell us, or do I have to beg for it?” I asked.


  “While I have no doubt that you're a master at begging women (bitch), I think we can dispense with the formalities this once. It would appear that James was given a summons by one of the Draculas. He...”


  “Okay, hold on a second,” interrupted Tom. “Draculas as in plural? What, did The Count have himself cloned?”


  “There is no Dracula, genius. Bram Stoker's book was just fiction,” Sally replied with a sigh.


  “But you just said...”


  “I said Draculas, yes, I know. They're the ruling council of the vampires, traditionally the thirteen oldest and most powerful of our kind. They're officially known as the Coven of Midnight, or sometimes just the First Coven.” Tom opened his yap to speak again, but she held up a hand to silence him. “’Draculas’ is kind of a nickname. After Stoker's book started to get popular, a few people began referring to the First Coven by that name as kind of a sick joke. After a while, it just stuck.”


  “And these elder vampires,” I asked, “who presumably predate the book by quite a bit, are okay with this?”


  “Don't be crazy,” she answered. “If you called them the Draculas to any of their faces, they'd rip you to pieces and take turns wiping their asses with your remains. Like I said, it's a nickname. If you are ever called before them, you make it a point to keep the word ‘Dracula’ as far from your mouth as possible. These guys do not have a sense of humor.”


  “Have you ever met them?” Ed asked, his eyes meeting ours in the rearview mirror.


  “No, but then nobody in our coven has. James is the closest we get to them and as long as we fly under the radar, that's the way it'll stay. Supposedly, there was this coven up in Westchester about seventy-five years ago whose leader got called in to meet with the Draculas. I don't know what happened, but he must have insulted them in some way, because by the next week, that entire group was wiped out to the last member.”


  “Supposedly?” asked Ed.


  “Well, that's what I heard, anyway. It was a little before my time.”


  Ed was still not buying it, though. “Then how can you be sure it's not all just bullshit? For all you know, these Draculas are just a bunch of toothless old geezers gumming their victims to death.”


  “It doesn't work that way,” she insisted. “Bill, you've seen James in action.”


  I nodded and replied, “Damn straight. That guy's all sorts of scary. I wouldn't want to be on the receiving end of any hurt he was dishing out.”


  “Exactly,” Sally confirmed. “Generally speaking, as vampires get older, they get more powerful. Well, all of the Draculas are older than James, some of them by a lot.”


  “Okay, well that's kind of...frightening,” I said. “And James was summoned by them?”


  “One of them,” she replied. “The Khan, to be exact.”


  Before she could say another word, she was drowned out by the voices of three Star Trek geeks simultaneously shouting, “KHAAAAANNNNN!!!”


  When we had at last died down she asked, “Do I really want to know what that was about?”


  “Doubtful,” Ed answered.


  “So, this Khan dude,” Tom piped in, “are we talking Space Seed or Genghis?”


  Sally looked perplexed. “Space seed? Whatever that is, I'm thinking probably not. And no, he's not Genghis Khan.”


  “I didn't think so,” he said. “That would just be silly.”


  “He's Ogedei Khan,” she continued. “Genghis' son.”


  Tom got a blank look on his face, and then replied, “Oh, of course. That's a lot less silly.”


  Sally shot back, “Be thankful. If we had turned Genghis, humanity would probably all be living in cattle pens right now. Ogedei was just as good of a leader, but a bit mellower as far as conquest was concerned.”


  “Okay, so that makes sense, I guess,” I said. “James said he represents the Draculas in these parts. So, where is he?”


  “According to this?” she glanced down at the paper. “The Gansu province of China.”


  “China? Why the hell is he in China?”


  “That's where the Khan is.”


  “I get that. But why did he send for James? That seems like it's a little outside of his jurisdiction.”


  “Because the Khan is James' sire,” she explained. “When the guy who made you is also one of the high muckety mucks, you tend to pick up when he calls.”


  That piqued Ed's curiosity, and he asked, “So, what’s the deal? Did he turn James when the Mongols were busy trying to annex the rest of the world?”


  “I don't know the specifics,” she admitted. “But from what I've heard, it was a bit after that. Supposedly James met the Khan in China.”


  “So, what was James doing in China six-hundred years ago?” I asked. “I didn’t know it was a big vacation spot back in those days.”


  “James once told me he was traveling there with Marco Polo, as a member of his expedition.” She then added, “Pretty mind-blowing, huh?”


  There was a chorus of affirmation within the car. Mind blowing was kind of an understatement. About a month ago, I was battling ancient beings with either a twenty-sider, or a computer mouse. Today I was actually hobnobbing with living pieces of history. Stuff like this, one needed to sit down and contemplate. Unfortunately, now was neither the time, nor the place.


  Ed finally broke my reverie. Like I said earlier, shit just doesn't faze him like it does other people. “This is all fascinating, but why did the Khan recall this James guy all the way back to Asia? Was he jonesing for some baked beans and clam chowder?”


  Sally chuckled. “Maybe James was jonesing for some genuine Chinese food.” Her grin faltered, and then she continued. “Unfortunately, though, it doesn't appear either is the case. From what I can understand, the report states that some of the covens under the Khan's personal stewardship were attacked. He wanted people he could trust to investigate.”


  “Who would be insane enough to attack vampires?” asked Ed.


  “Kung Fu masters,” Tom answered. Then, after we all stopped to stare at him for a second, he responded with, “Why not? This is China we're talking about.” I love him like a brother but, goddamn, he can be a fucking moron.


  Before he could say anything else stupid, I chimed in with, “Other vampires maybe? Those assholes in Queens had no trouble coming after me.”


  “No way,” Sally said. “Coven wars happen from time to time, but none of us would be insane enough to do this with one of the Draculas in the immediate area. This was someone...something else.”


  “Werewolves?” Ed offered, but she just waved her hand in dismissal.


  “Sorry to break it to you guys, but werewolves don't exist. They're just a myth.”


  There was a chorus of disappointed voices in the car. That sucked. Werewolves were kick ass.


  “Hold on,” I said. “What do you mean they don't exist? Didn't you and James tell me that myths had a basis in reality?”


  Sally gave me an eye-roll (it had been a few hours since the last one; I was almost starting to miss them...almost), and replied, “Some myths are real. Some are just the result of someone getting high off the local fauna and having a bad acid trip.”


  Yeah, I guess that made sense. Forget myth, there was some seriously weird shit that popped up from time to time in the news. No doubt, a good chunk of it could be explained away as someone watering down their hooch with a little too much antifreeze. “Fine, no werewolves,” I said with a touch of regret. “Then what attacked those covens?”


  “How am I supposed to know?” she sniffed. “We're vampires. We have enemies. Not all of them are human.”


  Remembering something from the other night, I asked, trying to sound more knowledgeable than I was, “Does this have anything to do with your war against the feet?”


  That seemed to catch her by surprise as she narrowed her eyes and asked, “Where did you hear about that?”


  “Around,” I coyly replied. “So, does it?”


  “I don't know,” she said quietly, as if in contemplation. “It’s possible.”


  Of course, then Tom had to go and ruin it by chiming in. “Feet? Is there some kind of demonic foot fungus at work here? I hear they sell spray for that.” That more or less killed the mood, and any chance I had at getting answers to a question that...well okay, a question I hadn't given a second thought to before now, but hey, knowledge is power. Maybe I should have listened to Sally's earlier advice and just left my roommates at home.


  She shook her head and said, attitude returning, “It's not important. What matters is that James is out of the country, and what's of utmost importance for you, Bill, is that it's for an indeterminate amount of time.”


  I felt a little tingling at the base of my brainstem as she said that, but I thought it best to ask rather than assume. “It's important to me, why?”


  “Because you're under his protection. With him gone, Colin or another vampire will step in to do his duties, but protection is another matter entirely. That's not transferable. If James isn’t around, it's as good as out of sight, out of mind.”


  “But you said ‘indeterminate,’” I replied, grasping at whatever straws I could. “That means he could be back a year from now, or he could be back tomorrow.”


  “It doesn't really work that way for us,” she said. “If he was called in from five thousand miles away and not given any time to settle his accounts first, that means whatever is going down is pretty big, and the Khan wants someone he can trust to look into it. Whatever James is going to do for him, you can bet it'll be with a fine-toothed comb. Immortals can afford to be thorough.”


  “Which means...?”


  “Which means that if I was a betting girl, and I am, my money would be on not expecting to see James again for at least six months...probably more.”


  “But if Jeff snuffs me now...”


  She cut me off. “Then who's to say he didn't do it two months from now? You think anyone in the coven is going to officially rat him out? Not likely. Being a coven leader has its perks, not the least of which is that he's going to be given the benefit of the doubt.”


  “All of this assumes he actually knows James is out of the country,” Ed pointed out.


  Sally turned to me to answer, “Remember back there when I said that Jeff and I both knew Colin?” I nodded in return. “Well, we do. That means that if I knew how to grease Colin's wheels...” that caught Tom's attention, and he turned back toward us with wide eyes and rapt attention. “With money, you pervert.” He turned away, suddenly losing interest. “If I knew how to get Colin to talk, then Jeff obviously would, too.”


  “Maybe he didn’t think to...”


  “Oh, stop it,” she snapped. “Jeff may be stupid, but he's over a hundred and twenty years old. He knows how to play the game. Even if he didn't, though, Colin's not known for his sense of humor.”


  I nodded, but Ed asked, “What do you mean by that?”


  “I kinda, sorta might have joked to him, as we were leaving, that I reformatted his computer,” I admitted.


  “But did you actually do it?”


  “It doesn't matter,” Sally said. “Guys like him have massive egos. Most vampires, once they get a few centuries under their belt, lose the ability to laugh at their own expense.”


  Ed got it. “So, even if Jeff didn't grease the wheels, so to speak, you think this Colin guy might give him a call and spill his guts just as a farewell ‘fuck you.’”


  “Yeah,” she answered. “Petty revenge is pretty much his middle name.”


  “I guess there's something to be said for occasionally letting the other guy get the last word.”


  “Yeah,” I replied. “I'm beginning to think maybe I should occasionally just keep my mouth shut.”


  “Kinda like a smoker who decides to quit after he’s already found out he has lung cancer?” Tom remarked.


  “Better late than never, I guess,” was the only answer I had for that.


  We drove on in silence for a little while, until Tom couldn't take it anymore. “So, what are we going to do about this puddle of shit we find ourselves wading into?”


  “I've been thinking about that,” replied Ed. “As far as I can tell, there's only one thing we can do.”


  “Let me guess, settle my affairs and pick out a nice urn to hold my ashes?” I morosely asked.


  “Vampirism is lost upon you,” he sighed. “No, dingleberry, we take the fight to Jeff. We hunt down and kill the fucker before he can do it to you.”


  There was a moment of stunned silence before Tom once again chimed in, “And by we, you mean...”


  “WE, dipshit. As in all of us, as in I don't want to spend the next several weeks screening for a new roommate.” Ed's eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. “As in, he fucks with one of us...”


  “He fucks with all of us,” I finished.


  Tom just shrugged, “Oh, well. Guess I've led a good life. At least I can go out knowing I've gotten more action than either of you two fags.”


  “Your left hand doesn't count,” Sally commented before her tone turned serious again. “It won't be easy. Jeff's a lot more powerful than any of us.”


  I smiled at that. “Us? So does that mean you want to come to our little asshole-killing party?”


  “I can try. I told you once already, I can't stand him. I wouldn't shed any tears if he wound up a pile of ash. There's only one problem.”


  “What?”


  “Jeff can't order you around, but I'm a different story,” she explained. “I can maybe resist his compulsions to a degree, but there's nothing to say he either won't be able to stop me in my tracks with a word, or maybe even outright turn me against you.”


  “Earplugs, maybe?” Tom suggested.


  “Doesn't work like that. It's a psychic thing. They don't make plugs for that.”


  “When he tried to compel the others to attack me the other week, it didn't work,” I pointed out.


  “Fear and doubt are powerful emotions, even for a compulsion to overcome,” she replied. “Sorry to say, Bill, but I'm not all that afraid of you.”


  “What about hatred?” I asked.


  “What?”


  “Think about it,” I said. “You said fear is a powerful emotion. So is Hatred. If you focus on how much you hate his guts, maybe that'll work, too.”


  She didn't have a reply for that one. She just sat there, thinking it over.


  Tom turned and smiled at me. “Damn, Bill. I think that might be the first good idea I've ever seen you come up with.”


  “What about you, Ed?” I asked. “What do you think?”


  “What I think,” he answered, “is that maybe we should see if we can coax a little more speed out of this thing while we still have the element of surprise.”


  * * *


  Okay, so maybe that wasn't the best of ideas. Ed brought the Escalade up to around eighty as soon as traffic eased up a bit. That allowed us to burn off more miles, for about twenty minutes, until we saw flashing red and blue lights behind us. In the dark, we had easily missed spotting the speed trap.


  “Just fucking great!” Ed exclaimed.


  “Yeah,” Tom added. “This is definitely going to slow us down.”


  “Especially the whole stolen-vehicle-with-a-dead-owner thing. That ought to eat up just a little bit of time,” Sally remarked. “But don't worry. I'm sure you'll all find boyfriends nice and quick at Rikers.”


  “Shit! I forgot about that part,” Ed spat. “So, what do we do?”


  “Preferably without causing a multi-state manhunt for a bunch of cop killers,” I said, eyeballing Sally.


  “You take all the fun out of this,” she cooed. “I don't suppose you're all up for a high speed chase?”


  “In this land-yacht?”


  “No, I suppose not,” she said, still without a trace of panic. “Looks like there's an exit coming up in about a mile. Take it and then pull over, preferably someplace dark.”


  “And then?” Ed asked.


  “And then try not to act guilty, obviously.”


  He did as instructed. Tom, for his part, managed to get his shit together long enough to rummage through the glove compartment for anything useful. He was in luck and found both a registration and insurance card for one Harold Lively...ironic considering his not so lively status right now, at least according to Sally.


  The exit, as many in upstate New York tended to be, was dark and not well traveled. For about the ten-thousandth time in my life, I marveled how such vast rural desolation could exist so close to the insane urban sprawl of the city. Streetlights were few and far between, as was traffic, thankfully. Thus, Ed had no problem pulling over into the gloom as the boys in blue glided in behind us.


  “Now, everyone just be cool,” Sally said, sounding like a character from a Quentin Tarantino movie.


  The cop, a lone trooper on interstate traffic duty, got out and slowly walked up to the driver’s side window. Ed put on his best friendly smile. “Good evening, officer,” he said, perhaps a little too overly chipper.


  In return he got the standard, “License and registration, sir,” response followed by, “In a rush tonight?”


  Ed handed over the documents and answered, “Heh. Sorry about that. Sometimes I forget how fast this boat can actually go.”


  “Uh huh. Have you been drinking tonight, Mr. Vesser?” asked the trooper, glancing at the license.


  “No, sir,” he replied, in that same trying-too-hard tone. “Just borrowed my uncle's car to take some friends to the movies.”


  “Wait right here, sir,” said the trooper, turning back toward his cruiser - probably to run the license and registration through the system.


  “Smooth going, slick,” whispered Sally. She then opened the door and stepped out. The cop stopped what he was doing for a moment, no doubt to take in the sight of her. She had that effect on people. However, then his training took over.


  “Please step back into the car, ma'am,” he said, his eyes appearing to be focused on a spot somewhere south of her face.


  “Please, sir,” she said in a voice that sounded genuinely agitated. “I need to speak to you. Please!” That last one caught the cop's attention and he waved her over.


  He shouted back toward us, “The rest of you just stay where you are!” and together they walked back to his car.


  “What the hell is she up to?” I asked once she was out of earshot...maybe, damn sensitive vampire hearing.


  “Dude,” Tom said. “Isn't it obvious? Chick like that knows how to play ‘em. A little sucky-sucky action, and we'll be on our way.”


  “No. I don’t think so,” Ed replied. “Did you see the way she was acting? She’d better not be selling our asses out. What do you think, Bill?”


  “She has shown a penchant for bitch-like behavior, I will admit,” I replied, starting to wonder if maybe this wasn't a good idea. I really hoped she wasn't about to fuck us over. If that happened, I'd probably have to act. Sure, I didn't want to have a dead cop on my conscience, but I didn't want to wind up in San Quentin, either. Of course, that assumed I lived long enough to do so. One medical exam, and I'm sure some lawyer would try parading my ass out into the sunlight for a press conference, and then POOF! No more Bill.


  “So, what do we do?” Tom asked. He had been so caught up in his little X-rated fantasy that he hadn't considered the other possibilities. Now a slight twinge of panic was working its way into his voice.


  Before I could answer, most likely with something lame like, “I dunno.” Ed spoke up. “We play it by ear. Pretty much the only thing we can do. If it comes down to it, Sally's not the only vampire in the car.”


  “Are you sure, you want me to...” I started to say, but he cut me off.


  “Listen. From the sounds of things, we're already waist deep in shit's creek. You, my friend, are in even deeper. If she's trying to screw us over, you're gonna need to decide pretty quickly whether you're going to swim or swallow.”


  “Okay,” was about the only intelligent response I was capable of giving. Hopefully, it didn't come down to that.


  We all turned to watch what was happening. The cop's car still had the flashers going, so it was difficult to tell, but we could see both their silhouettes. However, that all changed in the space of a heartbeat...for those of us who still had them, at least. One second there were two shadows, and the next, it was a jumbled confusion.


  A few moments passed and the lights on the police car all turned off. When my vision finally readjusted to the darkness, I saw Sally closing the front door and turning to walk back toward us. Sprawled, unmoving in the dirt next to the car, was the police officer.


  I jumped out of the Escalade to confront her, but when she reached me, she looked oddly out of breath. Weird. She should've been able to break that guy in half without so much as suffering a hair out of place. Before I could speak, she held up a hand to silence me. “I suggest,” she said, catching her breath, “we discuss this on the road.”


  Sound advice, all in all, I thought, holding open the door to let her in. She stumbled a bit, so I helped her out, catching an elbow in the gut for my troubles. Oof! Guess she wasn't that wiped out. Jeez, it's not like I was purposely trying to cop a feel. Not my fault her ass just happened to be in the way.


  That's my story, and I'm sticking to it.


  Ed, not being a fool, peeled out the second I was back in my seat. I saw his eyes lock onto Sally’s in the rearview as he said, “No bullshit. I want to know exactly how fucked we are.”


  “Relax,” she wheezed. “Whew! That took more out of me than I thought it would. We're fine. Harold Lively is the one who's fucked, and, considering his current condition, I don't think he'll mind all that much.”


  “I have no clue what you're talking about. English please.”


  “What did you do?” I asked, even though I had a sneaky suspicion of what she was going to say.


  “I compelled the cop - basically planted the thought in his mind that Harold was alone in the car. Then I decked him.”


  “You can do that to a person?” Ed asked.


  “Well, yeah, all you do is ball up your fist and...”


  “No, the first part,” he clarified.


  “I guess so,” she answered. “Heard it could be done, but never tried it myself. Thought my head was going to pop off there for a second, but then it took hold.”


  “But the cop's okay?” I asked.


  “I'm touched that you care,” she gave me her typical attitude. “He's gonna be out for a while. Cracked jaw and probably a concussion, but he should be fine. Harold, on the other hand, is going to have one hell of an APB out for him,” she finished with a smile, pleased at her own cleverness.


  “Impressive,” I said.


  “It was, wasn't it?” she agreed smugly.


  “Yes, with one little exception.”


  “What? Annoyed that I didn't consult with you first?” she sniffed.


  “No,” I continued. “Annoyed because the cops are going to be after us, anyway.”


  “You might want to catch up with the conversation,” she replied. “I just finished telling everyone that the cops would be after Harold.”


  “Yes, Harold - who just so happens to be driving around in the same Escalade that we’re sitting in,” I said with just a trace of my own smugness.


  She just stared at me with a blank look for a moment and then blurted out, “Oh, crap.”


  “Oh, crap, is right,” I agreed. “Thus, I suggest we hightail it back to the city as soon as possible, and ditch the pimp mobile here at the first chance we get.”


  For once, there was no dissent with something I suggested.


   


  Grudge Match


  We parked the Escalade close to Flushing Meadows and, after a thorough wipe down for prints (I wasn't worried so much for Sally, but Tom, Ed, and I were still on the grid, so to speak), we ditched it and headed about a half mile south to grab the M train. It was a long ride back home with several transfers, but there was one high note to the whole thing. I don't think I've ever been this at ease riding the subway so late at night. Ed and Tom both looked fairly relaxed, too. Safety in numbers is great and all, but it doesn't beat traveling with two vampires, at least, one of whom has shown relatively little concern so far for silly things like human life. There were definitely some perks to this whole undead predator of the night thing.


  We finally arrived back at our building in the wee hours of the morning. Well, at least we couldn't complain that it hadn't been a full day.


  We stopped at the stoop of our apartment and I turned to Sally. “Heading back to SoHo?”


  “In a bit,” she answered. “Just as soon as we plot out some next steps. We should probably have a contingency plan ready, in case Jeff is already on the warpath.”


  “In other words, you're reluctant to leave my studly side,” I said with a grin.


  “I'm no scholar of linguistics, but I'm fairly sure the English language doesn't allow words such as studly to appear in sentences about you,” she shot back.


  Unfortunately, our little discourse - or as I liked think of it, foreplay - was cut short by Ed's voice from the top of the stairs.


  “Uh oh,” he said.


  “Define ’uh oh.’”


  “This,” he stepped aside to give the front door a small push. It opened freely. “I haven't pulled out my key yet.”


  “Someone could have left it unlocked,” I pointed out.


  “More like someone kicked it in,” Tom said. “It looks like the lock is all busted.”


  “Coincidence?” I asked Sally.


  “Call me pessimistic, but I don't think you're going to get that lucky,” she said, striding up the steps and ordering my roommates to stand aside. She looked over the area for a moment and then declared, “Vampire, but, lucky us, only one.”


  “How can you tell?” I called up to her.


  She pointed to her nose. “It's obvious. Can't you smell it?”


  “We can do that?” I sheepishly asked back, getting an eye-roll in return which surprised me not at all.


  “Should we get out of here?” Ed asked.


  “No. I think he's gone,” she said, and then turned to me to add, “Yes, we can do that, too.” Bitch.


  “Get out of my way,” I pushed past her to the door and then started walking up. My roommates followed right behind.


  As we could have guessed, the door to the apartment had also been kicked in. Hell, it had almost been kicked in half. Whoever had been here had definitely been disinclined to take no for an answer.


  “Motherfucker,” said Ed softly as we walked in. The place was trashed. Debris that had once been our belongings littered the floor, holes had been punched in the walls, and the couch had been utterly gutted.


  “Think someone wanted to get our attention?” Tom asked, his tone attempting to be strong, but cracking a little at the edges.


  “Maybe just a little,” I quipped.


  “Whoa,” Sally said as she entered. “Hope you guys were insured.”


  I was going to say something to that, but Ed caught my attention.


  “Please tell me this isn't what I think it is,” he pointed to a section of floor close to the kitchen.


  I stepped over to him. The area was clear of debris with one notable exception. There was an arrow, drawn in some brown sludge-like substance, pointing toward the counter where the only things that remained untouched were our phone and answering machine.


  “Looks like someone shit on the floor and then drew with it,” I said. Tom stepped up and echoed the sentiment.


  “That's just wrong on so many levels,” Ed replied.


  “I think,” Sally said, “that someone was trying real hard to make sure you didn't miss that.” She indicated the blinking light on the machine. Someone had left us a message.


  My roommates and I looked at each other for a moment. I'm sure we all could guess whose voice would be awaiting us on the message. Well okay, they had never heard my dickhead coven leader speak, but I'm sure they could make an educated guess if they had to.


  “We should probably see who we need to send the cleaning bill to,” I said, pressing play. To the surprise of absolutely nobody, Jeff's voice started speaking back to us.


  “Hey, asshole. Nobody was home, so I let myself in. Hope you like what I did with the place. Gives it some character, don't you think?


  “This is just the opening course. I don't know if you heard or not, but your buddy, Ozymandias, is going to be out of town for a little while. What that means for you, Dr. Dead, is that his protection is now null and void. Your ass is mine, and don't think any of that freewill bullshit is going to save you.


  “Now you're probably thinking you might hightail it out of town and you still might, not that it would matter. I'd hunt you down and make you hurt for a long time. But just to give you some reason to stay and play, I have a little incentive for you. I got your mom, bitch.”


   ”What?” I blurted out, but Sally shushed me.


  “Say hello to your baby boy...(There was a distinctive tone of a female whimpering) ...that's enough (another sound, this time like someone being hit). Now I'm a fair master. If you do what I say, I might let your dear old mommy walk out of this alive. But you better hurry, because I'm getting hungry. There's an old warehouse down by the docks on West Tenth. Be there at dawn. I'll leave the front porch light on for you.


  “You show up, and I'll let you trade yourself for her. If you pussy out and run, she dies...badly. And then, I still hunt you down and kill you. Either way, you look at it, you come to an end. It's up to you whether you do it like a man or a dog. I'll be waiting.”


  “He has my mom?” I asked, panic setting in.


  “Calm...” Sally started to say, but I cut her off.


  “Do not tell me to calm down. We are not even remotely close to the proximity of calm down here.”


  “I take it that fucker was Jeff,” Ed commented. Sally nodded in response.


  “Dude,” Tom said, sounding nearly as shocked as I did. “We gotta save her.”


  “No shit!” I growled at him, causing him to jump back a little. “Sorry, man. Didn't mean that.”


  He nodded to let me know it was cool, but then got that panicky look in his eye again. “What about your dad? He didn't say anything about him.”


  “Oh, god.” A sinking feeling began to permeate my very being.


  “Don't jump to conclusions,” Ed said, trying to exude some calm onto the situation. Yeah, good luck with that.


  “What other conclusion is there?” I practically jumped down his throat. “What the hell did that fucker do to my parents? We have to go check on him.”


  Tom just shook his head sadly, “We'll never made it down to Scotch Plains and back in time to save your mom.”


  “Then you and Ed go check on my dad and I'll rescue Mom,” I countered.


  “No way,” he replied. “You're not going in there solo.”


  “I don't have a better plan, do you?”


  “Call him,” said Ed.


  “What?” Tom and I both asked.


  “Call him,” he repeated. “If there's no answer, then call the cops. They'll get there a lot faster than any of us will. Besides which,” he put his hand on my shoulder, about the closest I'd ever seen him come to anything remotely like human sympathy, “you probably don't want to...find him.”


  There was a moment of silence. He had a point, although I wasn't sure I was ready to face the awful truth just yet. I looked to Tom for guidance. He had known my parents for as long as we had been friends. I knew he was almost as messed up by this as I was.


  “Do it,” he said.


  Slowly picking the phone from the cradle, I hit the talk button and sure enough there came the sound of a dial tone. I hesitated for a few more seconds, and then dialed my parents’ phone number.


  *ring*


  Who was I kidding? I was too late. I had failed my parents.


  *ring*


  He was gone. My father was gone.


  *ring*


  He had faced a demon too strong for a normal man to overcome.


  *ring*


  He had died protecting my mother.


  “Hello?” answered a groggy voice on the other end.


  He was answering the phone?


  “Dad!” I yelled into the receiver. “Is that you?”


  “Huh, Bill? What time is it?” asked the unmistakable voice of my father.


  “Dad, are you okay?”


  “I was until you woke me up. Is something wrong?”


  Had my father been out when Jeff attacked? Perhaps he had come home, assumed mom was at a friend’s house, and then had just gone to sleep. It was possible he didn’t even know. If so, I had the terrible duty to break it to him.


  “Dad, you need to listen to me. Something terrible has happened to mom.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” he asked, irritation starting to seep into his voice.


  “Dad...”


  “You know this drunk dialing thing wasn't funny even when you were still in college.”


  “Dad, are you even listening!?” I screamed into the phone. “Mom is in trouble!”


  “Your mother is asleep right next to me. (???) Pray tell, exactly what trouble is she in?” he asked in a deadpan voice.


  “Mom's okay?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Oh, for Christ sakes! Here...” I could hear him shifting around and then a soft snoring noise filled the phone. Yeah, that was Mom, all right. She slept like the dead (no pun intended), and was a heavy breather throughout the night. A few seconds later, my father came back on the phone.


  “There, happy?”


  I was stunned for a second...glad as all hell, don't make any mistake about it, but confused, too. “Yes. Thanks, Dad,” I answered, trying to collect my wits.


  “Good,” he replied sarcastically. “Now, why would you think she was in trouble?”


  I thought fast and then gave him the only excuse that came to mind. “I...uh...had a nightmare that...vampires were attacking you guys.”


  There was a momentary pause on the line and then he replied, “Bill, you know your mother and I love you very much, don't you?”


  “Yes, Dad.”


  “Then I'm sure you'll forgive me for doing this...” *click* The line went dead.


  I exchanged glances with my companions. They had obviously heard my side of the conversation and could no doubt figure out the rest.


  “Is it safe to assume your mom was there?” asked Ed. I nodded. “Well, that's the important thing, anyway.”


  Tom noticed me being a bit too quiet. “So, what's wrong, man?”


  “Nothing,” I answered. “I'm glad Mom and Dad are fine. But still...what the fuck?” I turned to Sally. “Is Jeff's master plan just to try to give me a panic attack?”


  She shook her head. “I don't think so. Even a complete moron would have to know that you could call that bluff with just one phone call. Besides which, that's not Jeff's style. If he says he has a hostage, then he has a hostage.”


  “Maybe this is a distraction,” Ed offered, “to set us up for an ambush?”


  Sally again shook her head. “Also not his style. He likes to make a big scene. A showdown, like he set up on the phone, is just the kind of thing he loves to do. Fucker's probably been sporting an erection about it ever since he left here.”


  “Okay,” I replied. “And thank you for that imagery, by the way. Now I have a picture in my head of him clubbing me to death with his dick.”


  “Worry about Jeff's cock later,” Ed said. “If he doesn't have your parents, then who does he have?”


  I shrugged. “No idea.” Then an unpleasant thought struck me. “What if he found some of your info while he was trashing the place?” I asked my roommates. “What if he made a mistake and grabbed the wrong mom?”


  Both Tom and Ed visibly paled at that. Moments later, they repeated my earlier action and made phone calls of their own. After a few tense minutes, though, they both met with similar results (although to Ed's credit, at least he came up with a less lame excuse for calling than vampire nightmare). All of our folks were fine, thus, after everyone had been hung up on, we found ourselves again wondering what the hell was going on.


  “You're sure he's not just screwing with our heads?” I asked Sally.


  “I don't see the point. What benefit would he get from it?” she responded. “No. I'm certain he has somebody.”


  “So, the question is,” Ed asked, “do we march into his trap and try to save this somebody? Or do we leave them to die and then go after Jeff at a time and place of our choosing?”


  “I don't know,” Tom replied in a small voice. Now that the adrenaline of the past couple of hours was wearing off, he looked like he’d had enough for a while. “I don't want to see anyone die because of me, but putting ourselves right where he wants us...I just don't know.” With that, he wandered away and disappeared into his room.


  I started to follow, but Ed held up a hand. “Leave him. He needs a few. Shit, we all probably do.”


  “So, you want to go with option two, I assume?”


  He gave me a grin and replied, “No. I think if we wait, then this'll just get worse. If you don't show up for your big cage match, how long do you think it'll be before he starts hunting you...and by proxy, us, down? He has home field advantage, but from the sound of it, he's probably expecting you to be alone. No doubt he probably also thinks you’re going to be completely distraught. That gives us a chance. You go in, but with a clear head and us there to back you up - well, it might be enough to even the odds.”


  Sally clapped him on the shoulder, hard enough to make him stumble, and said, “Your friend here makes a lot of sense...for a walking Happy Meal.”


  “Care to play with the toy that comes with it?” he asked with a wicked grin.


  “Maybe some other time,” she demurred. “For now, I suggest we get ourselves ready. I know the place he's talking about. It's supposed to be a coven safe house, but Jeff likes to use it as his own personal larder. We have a few hours until the three of us...”


  “Four,” said Tom, reappearing from his room, something clutched in his arms.


  “Four?” I asked.


  He stepped forward and dropped what he’d been holding. A bunch of broken action figures fell to the floor. “Four! Son of a bitch must pay,” he said with an almost scary determination. It was on.


  * * *


  My roommates stayed behind to do a damage assessment of the apartment and to see what could be scavenged. Sally and I headed out to grab a few supplies for the coming conflict. I was a little leery of her plan. Sure, New York has the reputation of being the city that never sleeps, but that only goes so far. At this late hour - or early, depending on your point of view - our options for places that were open were pretty much limited to pizza, convenience stores, or maybe an all night rave, or two. None of those, as far as I was aware, were particularly good for combat preparation, unless maybe the plan was to eat enough Slim Jims so as to make us look forward to our impending deaths. However, Sally wasn't daunted by little details such as that. It soon became apparent why.


  “This will do,” she said coming to a stop in front of a store about a mile from my apartment. It was a sporting goods shop, probably family owned, and small enough that you could easily pass by without noticing it. Such it is with city-based small businesses. Space here is at a premium and you make do with what you can.


  “For what?” I asked. “It's closed.” I pointed out the locked security gate covering the entranceway.


  “Not for long.” She took a look around to confirm the street was empty and then gave a hard tug on the gate. The lock held, but the latch itself broke off. She moved it aside and said, “Wait for it.”


  I did, and then after a few seconds replied, “I don't hear anything.”


  “Exactly. Small shop like this probably can't afford an active security system. If there are cameras inside, it's a good bet that they're just props.” She grabbed the front door and gave another pull, which had a similar effect as on the gate. “After you.”


  “Age before beauty,” I quipped in return.


  “After today, let's hope age is still something we can worry about,” she replied, and entered the shop.


  I figured we'd be loading up with football pads and other such protection, but Sally told me to leave them. She explained that, against a vampire of Jeff's strength, a little bit of padding would have about the same effect as using a Kevlar vest to stop a cruise missile, especially for my roommates. Speed and mobility would be more important than body armor. I protested that at least some protection would be better than none, and, after a moment's consideration, she agreed. We settled on a few helmets for my roommates (being thrown face first into a wall could seriously ruin a person’s day) as well as some basic protection for our extremities such as elbow and knee pads. We'd look more likely to be spending the day at a skate park than in battle, but it covered the basics of leaving us mobile, but not entirely unprotected.


  Next up, she started grabbing baseball bats, both aluminum and wood. The wooden ones, she explained, could be easily sawed off and sharpened. They made for much better stakes than just sharpening some random hunks of wood. I didn't argue with her logic, having seen Jeff make good use of one some weeks prior. The aluminum bats, on the other hand, would make excellent bludgeons, being both well balanced and sturdy. Okay, so now we'd be skateboarders with baseball bats. Forget the skate park; we were going to look like rejects from some bad post-apocalyptic movie.


  “Other weapons?” I asked. Sure, I knew crosses and holy water were going to do dick, but off the top of my head, I could come up with a small arsenal of more interesting weapons than what we had picked out so far.


  “This is probably the best we can do for now.”


  “You're kidding me,” I said. “What about...say, a crossbow?”


  “Can you fire a crossbow?”


  “Well...”


  “At a moving target?”


  Okay, she might have had a small point there. However, I was not to be deterred, “Then how about katanas, or a battle axe, or hell, some dynamite?”


  She looked me squarely in the eye and said, “Unless you know of any combination ninja supply and explosives depots around, then I'd say probably not. I know what you're thinking, but we don't have a week to prepare for this. We've got to make do with the best we can. Besides which, if you come marching in there with a ton of gear strapped to your back, you're going to be so weighted down that Jeff will just come strolling up and take your head off with one swipe of his claws. That would just be...embarrassing.”


  “Claws?” I asked, ignoring that last part.


  “Yes, claws. You know.”


  “No, I don't,” I admitted.


  “You've got to be kidding me,” she spat, rolling her eyes. Hey, at least now I knew the key to victory. As long as I pictured Jeff as Sally in mid eye-roll, then I was sure to be in a murderous rage. “Claws...like this,” she finished, holding up one of her hands. Before my very eyes, her fingernails lengthened by about two inches.


  “We can do that?” I blurted out, despite the obviousness of it.


  “If you spent more time practicing and less time jerking off to internet porn, you might be surprised to learn what you can do,” she said, turning to leave.


  “Hold on a sec.” I pulled out my wallet and left some cash on top of the register. It probably wasn't enough to cover our shopping spree, but it made me feel a little bit better.


  She laughed as I did so and said, “You know, you really are just not cut out for this lifestyle.”


  As she walked away, I was forced to wonder whether she might be right.


  * * *


  We arrived back at the apartment to find Ed sitting on what was left of the couch. In his lap was the shotgun he had appropriated from his stepfather. He was busy loading it from a small pile of shells that sat nearby. He saw the look of surprise in my eyes and said, “Yeah I know, surprised the hell out of me, too. But it was still under my bed where I left it. I guess he was too busy trashing the place to be thorough.”


  “Either that, or he didn't think it was a threat,” Sally pointed out.


  “I think,” he replied, “I prefer to imagine the former, if it's all the same to you. Makes it easier to keep from losing it entirely and hopping on the next train to Canada if I do it that way.”


  “Whatever floats your boat,” I discarded our bundle of supplies onto the floor in front of him. He glanced at the pile and then looked me in the eye.


  “Are we fighting him or challenging him to nine innings at the sandlot?” he asked with a dubious tone.


  “Just because he wants to rip our guts out doesn't mean we can't be sporting about it,” I replied with a grin.


  We explained to Ed the logic behind our purchases. He agreed with us in theory, but said he'd be bringing along the shotgun if it was all right with us. Worst-case scenario, he told us, was it didn't work on Jeff, in which case he could just use it to blow his own head off. Gotta love a guy with a contingency plan.


  “Where's Tom?” I asked while Sally went in search of something in our kitchen with which to sharpen the bats.


  “Tom's gone bye-bye,” he replied.


  “He left? Is he freaking insane?”


  “No,” explained Ed. “He's in his room. I just mean his mind's taken a leave of absence. Dude is not a happy camper. I mean, I've seen five-year-olds take having their toys broken better.”


  “They're NOT toys!” barked Tom, stepping into the living room. “They're investments.” Yeah, Ed was right. Tom had gone nuts. In my absence, he had apparently decided to Rambo-ify himself...or at least try to. He was wearing camouflage sweat pants, a black sweater, and had what I assumed was old Halloween makeup slathered on his face in a bad imitation of war paint. The outfit would have looked like something a dork might wear to a weekend outing playing paintball, except for a few other accoutrements to round it out. Stuffed in his belt were a few of the butcher knives from our kitchen, and around his neck, hanging from a length of clothesline, was his trusty Transformer totem, Optimus. In short, it was all I could do to keep from laughing my ass off.


  “What do you think? Pretty badass, right?” he asked.


  I tried, really hard, to think of something complimentary to say, but for the life of me, I couldn't. Fortunately, for once, Sally's caustic wit saved me.


  “Jesus Christ!” she said, stepping out of the kitchen. “You look like GI Joe and Flavor Flav's retard lovechild.” That did it, Ed and I cracked up.


  “That's right, laugh it up now, assholes,” Tom said. “But mark my words...my babies will have their vengeance.”


  He probably said more, but by that point, I was laughing so hard I could barely stand up, much less hear him.


  * * *


  It was nearing five a.m., almost time to leave. The stakes were sharpened, the gun was loaded, and our semblance of body armor was strapped on. It was only then that common sense once again reared its ugly head and smacked us in the face.


  “Has anyone given any thought,” Ed asked, “as to how we're going to get there, considering we look like a pack of reject extras from The Road Warrior?” Damn, he had a point. If it had just been the costumes, then nobody would have cared. You walk up and down Broadway on any given day and you'll see much weirder. However, add the knives, stakes, bats, and, of course, Ed's gun, and forget about the cops, we'd end the day having a nice chat with homeland security agents.


  Fortunately, Sally had given thought to this as well. “Same way we got to Boston, by car.”


  “We ditched the car,” I reminded her.


  “So? We'll get another,” she said as if discussing the weather.


  “You're not going to kill someone else, are you?”


  “I've killed a lot of people before tonight and, assuming we survive, I'll probably kill a lot more afterward,” she pointed out in a tone more conducive to an icy-blooded sociopath. “But, no. Nobody's out right now and the streets are full of parked cars. Even here in the city, there are plenty of morons who don't bother to lock their doors. I'll just head a few blocks over and try to find one I can boost.”


  “Let me guess,” I said. “You know how to hot-wire a car.”


  She just shrugged and replied, “Doesn't everybody?” before disappearing out the door.


   


  Here Comes the Sun...


  Sally directed us to park in a little unmaintained lot next to the safe house where Jeff supposedly awaited us. The place was surrounded by unkempt brush and garbage bins that sat there, full to the brim with their aromatic contents. It had been quite some time since either a garbage man or weed whacker had paid this section of town a visit.


  “Nice place,” commented Ed.


  “It's kept this way on purpose. Attracts lots of derelicts and drug dealers,” Sally said conversationally.


  “In other words,” I continued the thought for her, “people who won't be missed.”


  “More or less.”


  “This is kind of close. Shouldn't we maybe park elsewhere and try sneaking in?” I asked.


  “Pointless,” she replied, shaking her head. “There are security cameras on all sides. There's virtually no chance of someone getting in unseen.”


  “What about a hidden entrance?” I asked. “The coven had that...kitchen, I guess, down in the sewers under the loft.”


  “Good.” She actually smiled at that. “So you do occasionally pay attention. There's one here as well, but the same deal with the cameras. A pack of invisible ninjas couldn't sneak into this place without being noticed.”


  “So, we just walk in through the front door?” Ed asked.


  “Suits me,” growled Tom, double checking his ‘equipment’. He was starting to worry me a bit.


  “Yes, we just walk in,” Sally said. “No point in giving him the satisfaction of seeing us try and fail to sneak up on him. He'll be expecting something panicky, so if you guys just stride up there like you own the place, it might throw him off his game a bit.”


  “You guys?” I asked.


  “Yes. I've been thinking that we might have one more trump card on our side. It's a long shot, but it's possible Jeff might not know I'm on your side. He didn't mention me on your answering machine, and he hasn't called my cell.”


  “At least that we know of,” Ed pointed out.


  “At least that you know of,” she repeated with a grin.


  “What are you guys talking about?” I asked.


  “Simple,” he explained. “She's been out of our sight a few times. How do we know Jeff hasn't called her? Right now she could be under his...what did you call it...compulsion.”


  “Smart boy,” Sally replied, still grinning. “It's good to know at least one of your little nerd herd has a functional brain. You should take notes, Bill. A little paranoia is a very good thing in our world.”


  There was a moment of silence in the car, during which I could feel the tension rise. However, then realization hit me and I said, “Oh, this is stupid. She's obviously here on her own.”


  “How can you be sure?” Tom asked.


  “Because it doesn't make sense otherwise,” I replied before addressing her. “For starters, Jeff is an egomaniacal asshole. There's no way he's letting you take any credit for putting me down. Second, he wouldn't use you to kill Tom or Ed, because they're just pitiful humans.” I turned to them. “No offense.”


  “None taken,” Tom replied.


  Turning back to Sally, I continued, “It'd be one thing if my roommates were a couple of Navy Seals, but to use you to take out the human equivalent of a pack of Lunchables would make him seem weak. Considering he's been looking pretty bad ever since I showed up on the scene, I'm betting he needs to bust all of our heads in personally, both to keep his rep amongst the coven and to sooth his bruised ego.”


  Sally's response was a slow golf clap. “Very nicely said. You have been paying attention, after all. There may be hope for you yet...assuming you survive the next fifteen minutes.”


  “So, where does that leave us?” asked Ed.


  “As I was saying,” she continued. “It's possible Jeff doesn't know I'm a part of this. If not, then there's no reason to tip him off until it's too late. As of right now, I'm your prisoner.”


  * * *


  The sun was just getting ready to peek its head above the horizon as we walked to the loading dock. Sally was front and center. Tom and I flanked her, while Ed walked behind with the shotgun pointed at her back. There was a security door off to the side, which she directed us toward, her voice taking on a shaky tone befitting her role. This was it. I was really hoping I knew what I was doing. Sadly, any way I looked at it, I didn't see an easy way out of this. Jeff wanted me dead, and if I didn't want to oblige him, then I had no choice but to take him out first. I tried not to think of what would happen if I failed. Likewise, I tried to push away the nagging thought that I was leading two of my best friends towards a horrific fate.


  I shook my head. I needed to stop that kind of thinking. Negativity wasn't going to win me the day. I was lucky to have such good friends. They were willing to stand by my side in the face of...well, okay, it wasn't exactly the face of ultimate evil...more like the face of an overly powerful douchebag asshole. But still, that counted for a lot in my book. If I had to die, I had good company in which to do so. Besides which, if anything happened to either of them, I probably wouldn't need to burden my conscious too much, especially since I'd most likely be quickly following.


  I reached the door and tried the handle. It was unlocked. Taking a deep breath, I pushed it open - leaping back as I did so. No point in just standing there if he was waiting on the other side to stake me. After all this build up, that would be an utterly embarrassing way to go.


  I needn't have worried, though. The entranceway was empty. Beyond the door was what appeared to be a small security checkpoint, unmanned, of course. Past that, there was an old walk-through metal detector through which the main warehouse floor could be seen. I was expecting a dank, dark place full of shadowy places perfect for an ambush. However, everything I could see from the doorway appeared brightly lit. Guess that made sense. Jeff wanted a face off, not an assassination. That, and turning off the lights on creatures who can see in the dark is probably not the most effective tactic in the world, anyway.


  “Come on in and make yourself comfortable,” a voice called from inside. “And close the door behind you. Wouldn't want you to get a...sunburn.” The voice, Jeff's, chuckled.


  “Help me, master!” Sally screamed out.


  “Quiet, bitch!” I backhanded her. Sure, the entire thing had been prearranged, but I will admit it felt kinda good. I was pretty cool with her after all we had been through, but she was still the person who had gotten me into this mess in the first place. I was probably owed at least one freebie without messing up my karma too much.


  Her head reeled back - much harder than it should have from the blow - and she fell to her knees sobbing. She was definitely going for an Oscar with this one.


  “Get moving,” Ed ordered, prodding her with the barrel of his gun. When she hesitated, I grabbed her by the hair and dragged her in with me. That part hadn't been scripted, but when on the stage, sometimes one must improvise a bit.


  We walked through the non-functional metal detector, and I was able to get a better look at the surroundings. It looked quite defensible in case of a breach. Large wooden crates were strewn everywhere throughout the area, whether full or just for show, I couldn't tell. What I could tell was that they were placed in a way so as to force a visitor to walk a path between them...almost forming a sort of corn maze, minus the corn, of course.


  “Come along, child. Daylight's burning,” called Jeff's voice again.


  Tom, Ed, and I exchanged glances before entering the sea of crates. If it were possible for there to be a collective gulp, then I'm pretty sure we shared one. Heh! I was supposed to be all nervous and such, worrying about my mother. Instead, I was nervous worrying about getting all our asses out of there alive. The end result was that I didn't have to put in a lot of extra effort to appear at the end of my already frayed nerves.


  We walked slowly through the warehouse maze. Sally kept her head down and continued to sob. My roommates and I tried to keep our eyes on all places at once: in front of us, behind us, and on top of the crates. Despite the large size of the area, the makeshift corridors made it feel very claustrophobic. The fact that we couldn't see over them, to what lay beyond, wasn't helping things. This was obviously all done on purpose. I just wasn't sure whether it was a normal thing or if Jeff had set it up specifically for me. If the latter, I might have almost felt flattered.


  At last, things opened up. We stepped out from between two crates into a large open area. Judging from the distance to the outer walls, at least from what I could see, we appeared to be approximately in the center of the warehouse. A large area of about fifty feet on all sides had been left bare. Crates lined the sides like walls, with the exception of few breaks here and there for more passages leading into the bowels of the structure. On the far side of the clearing was the first piece of non-crate furnishing I had seen since entering. A large executive chair sat on the floor, at the opposite end, looking much like a throne. Upon it lounged Jeff.


  “I bid you welcome, Dr. Death.” He stood and mock bowed. “I see you've brought something that belongs to me,” he said, nodding in Sally's direction. His eyes briefly glanced at my roommates before settling back on me again. “Didn't you read the sign outside? No pets allowed. I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask them to die.”


  “Cut the shit, Jeff,” I tried to sound tough...emphasis on tried. “Where's my mother?”


  A look of pure rage flashed across his face and he screamed out, “YOU WILL ADDRESS ME AS ‘NIGHT RAZOR’!”


  I staggered from the force of it, not sure if the compulsion attempt was done on purpose, or just out of habit, as he knew it wouldn't work on me. Nevertheless, it still left a nasty ringing in my ears. Fortunately, my head cleared quickly. I then turned to check on my companions. Uh oh. I had thought a compulsion was a personal thing. I didn't realize one could be sent out like a mass email. Sally had ceased sobbing and was trying to shake off a glazed look that had appeared in her eyes. My roommates weren't faring much better. Tom was holding his hands to his ears, and Ed had been driven to his knees, thin streams of blood dripping from his nostrils. Oh, shit! In all my worrying about Sally, I had forgotten that humans could be compelled, too. This was a potential problem. What if the numbers were reversed and I found myself facing four foes instead of the other way around? I'd be toast pretty goddamned quick if that went down.


  Luck was on my side, though, at least for the moment. Ed slowly regained his feet after a second or two. Tom blinked a few times and then shot me a thumbs-up. It appeared that, while it could no doubt be fairly traumatic, the mass compulsion didn't affect people like it did vampires. I then remembered what both Sally and Jeff had told me. Compelling humans requires a lot more effort. If I had my facts straight, he might be able to bowl over my friends on a whim, but he wouldn't be able to outright control them unless he put some concentration into it. With me in the area, he probably wouldn't chance lowering his guard to try. At least I hoped he wouldn't, unless I just so happened to be standing next to him with a stake in my hand.


  I let out a breath, trying real hard not to make it sound like the sigh of relief that it was, and turned back to Jeff. “Enough with the parlor tricks,” I said, attempting to project a tone of little more than base annoyance. “I have your little plaything. I'll trade you. Her life for my mom's.”


  “You assume her life is worth anything to me,” he spat.


  “I think it is.”


  “You'd be wrong,” he sneered. “Her life was forfeited the second she brought you to us. Besides, look at her now. How far she has fallen from what she once was. She's little more than...sloppy seconds... to me, now.”


  “You fucking cocksucker!” Sally yelled out, forgetting all pretense of being our prisoner. “Sloppy seconds? I'll sloppy seconds you in the ass, you fucking prick.”


  Jeff and I both stopped our conversation to stare at her. She ended her rant as realization of what she had just done dawned on her face. “Sorry,” she sheepishly said to me.


  “Hit a nerve?” I asked, to which she just shrugged.


  Jeff looked confused for a second or two, and then rage once again filled his features. “Are you kidding me, Sally?” he spat. “You'd seriously choose this over me?”


  “Yep,” she said in reply. “Let's face facts, hon. You're kind of an asshole.”


  “You traitorous little slut. I was going to let you live, but now...oh, no. When I'm done with this little shit, I'm gonna make a pair of boots from your hide,” he snarled. “But for right now...STAY PUT!”


  The compulsion was directed at her and hit like a rock. Her eyes glazed over and she went rigid, a slack jawed look on her face.


  “Come on, Sally,” I pleaded, snapping my fingers in front of her face. “You're stronger than this. You can fight it.”


  “No she can't, you little freewill piece of garbage,” replied Jeff, a cruel smile on his face. “I see she hasn't taught you a damn thing. She might be able to fight a compulsion to attack you or to kill herself. Emotions can make these things all sorts of messy. But a neutral compulsion? Now that's a different story. Neither being able to help or harm makes it difficult to tap into something that you can use to fight it.” He pulled something out of his pocket and walked over to a nearby crate. “I'm afraid, much like you, little Sally has seen her last...sunset.” He began fiddling with whatever he had taken out of his pocket.


  “What are you...”


  “Oh, you remember this?” he stepped aside to reveal the little pocket camcorder he had with him during our outing the prior week. He’d placed it on top of a crate overlooking the opening...or arena, as I was starting to think it must be. A red light blinked to indicate it was recording. “I hope you don't mind,” he said. “I missed getting any good footage the last time, so I wanted to be sure I captured your horrific death for posterity's sake.”


  “Good,” Tom replied. He and Ed stepped up to flank me on either side. “I'm gonna want a copy of us fucking up your shit six ways to Sunday. Might even put it on YouTube.”


  Jeff looked less than perturbed by the threat. “How rude. You weren't thinking of all ganging up on little old me, now were you?” he asked in a mocking, innocent voice.


  “The thought had crossed my mind,” I answered for all of us.


  “Aren't you forgetting something?” he asked in that same infuriating tone.


  I thought about it for a second and then shook my head. “Not unless you were planning on surrendering.”


  He rolled his eyes at me (guess I know where Sally got it from) and asked, “Your mom?”


  Oh, crap! I had almost forgotten. This was also a rescue mission to find...someone. It would be pretty damn sad if we wound up winning the day only to leave some poor schmuck tied up here to starve to death, all because it slipped my mind. Guys like Batman just didn't do stupid shit like that.


  “Let her go,” I finally replied, beyond all pretense of nervousness at that point. The talk was winding down. It was only a matter of time before the killing began. I found myself actually wanting things to start playing themselves out before what little nerve I had left fizzled.


  Jeff nodded and said, “Very well. Your mother is free to go.” What? That was it? He didn't even demand that I give him a pretty please. If things were ever this easy on CSI, each episode would be about three minutes long.


  “Well...uh...thanks,” I sputtered, not really knowing what else to say.


  “Don't mention it.” His mocking tone was back. “But wait. How rude of me. I would be a poor host if I let your dear old mother just walk out of here without first offering her some refreshments.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” Ed asked.


  “You mean you haven't figured it out yet, you silly little monkey? It was such a long night, what with me tracking down where you lived, rearranging your apartment, and then kidnapping Dr. Death's mommy...well I was just so parched by the time I got back here that I couldn't help myself.”


  Oh, shit!


  “My dear, if you would be so kind,” he called out to the warehouse. “HELP YOURSELF TO THE HUMANS!”


  The compulsion wasn't aimed at either me or Sally. Instead there came an inhuman screech from somewhere within the warehouse. It was followed by a scrabbling sound as something made its way toward us from atop the crates.


  We all tensed up and looked around...all of us except for Sally, who was still firmly rooted in place. A few moments passed and then something hissed at us from above. We looked up as a desiccated creature crawled into view. Its eyes were black, all traces of humanity gone from them, and its fangs were bared. Despite her feral appearance; however, I was fairly sure who I was looking at.


  “Son of a...” gasped Tom.


  “Mrs. Caven?” I asked as the crazy old lady who lived...formerly lived...downstairs from us growled hungrily in our direction.


  Jesus Christ, I was a moron. I had never even considered that Jeff might have taken his stupid little accusation of me living in the same building as my mom seriously. Although, now that I thought about it, I wasn't sure who was the bigger idiot: him for believing it or me for not remembering and checking on my neighbors. Surely she would have begged and pleaded for her life, telling him that she wasn't my mom, but Jeff was the type of douche to hear that and assume someone was just trying to save their own ass. I guess it never crossed his mind to maybe...I don’t know...check her pocketbook for identification.


  “What the hell do we do?” Ed asked in a frantic voice. Me being turned into a vampire he could handle. Staring down a centuries-old monster? No problem, either. However, facing off against our geriatric neighbor? That was apparently the thing that freaked Ed out. If we made it through this, no way was he living that one down.


  “She called the cops on me,” snarled Tom.


  “Well, you were drunk and pissing on the side of the building,” I pointed out.


  “Fuck the details,” he replied. “I say we kill the bitch.”


  “Okay, so how do...” I was interrupted by the sudden sensation of flying across the room. Stupid! Mrs. Caven had distracted me enough not to notice Jeff crossing the room. Before I even had a chance to register his presence, he’d tossed me to the side like I was nothing. I slammed into, and then through, a wooden crate before finally winding up in a pile on the floor.


  “Let your mom entertain your friends,” Jeff said, getting closer with each word. “You're my guest,” he finished, looming over me.


  I had taken a good shot, but had managed to roll a bit on the impact (no doubt a fortunate side effect of my half week spent as a martial arts training dummy). It hadn’t exactly been a walk in paradise, but I was still far from out of it. I launched myself at Jeff's midsection, yelling, “She's not my mom, you stupid twat!”


  Or at least I tried to yell that. By the time I got to you, I had been thrown again. I must have flown almost twenty feet before landing in the center of the clearing on the nice soft concrete floor. Ouch! I was starting to miss getting tossed around at the dojo. At least there the floors were covered with mats.


  As far as battle plans went, this one was turning out fairly shitty in my favor. I rolled back to my feet, albeit a bit less energetically than the last time. Jeff was still standing in the same spot. For the time being, I hadn't given him any reason to pick up the pace. I chanced a glance over to my two roommates. For the moment, they seemed to be holding Mrs. Caven at bay. There was too much chaos for Ed to get a clear shot, but fortunately for them, their opponent's body, despite being a vampire, wasn't exactly in tiptop shape. She wasn't achieving much luck, either, in pressing an advantage. I just had to hope my roomies could keep their shit together long enough to last the distance, because it looked like I had my hands full. As for Sally, she was still firmly rooted in place.


  “Don't go anywhere,” I quipped to her. Mortal danger or not, I wasn't about to let a chance at having the last word slip away.


  “Funny,” Jeff said. “Joke all you want, because it's going to get a lot harder to do that once I've torn your windpipe out.”


  Okay, it was time to change tactics. I had no chance of winning as long as I was playing by his rules. I needed to fight his brawn with my brains.


  Standing up, I looked Jeff straight in the eye across the expanse of our little battlefield and sneered, “That all you got, pussy?”


  “Oh, now you're going to give me the tough guy routine?” he laughed. “I think we've already established who's superior here.”


  “Think so?” I replied with a grin. “Your minions were all smart enough to fear me, but not you...in fact, I think you may be just too goddamned stupid to let live.” A flicker of anger crossed his eyes. That was it. He could dish it out, but guys like him couldn't take it. “I'm the Freewill, asshole. You have no idea what I'm capable of,” I pulled one of the homemade stakes out of my belt and pointing it at him. “Come get some!” Finally! That was the line to use. I don't care who you are, it is just not possible to say that and not sound cool.


  Jeff must have thought so, too. He charged me, a complete look of rage on his face. I stood my ground for a second, just long enough for him to close the distance...and then I sidestepped and bolted for the maze of crates. Momma...and no, I don't mean the crazy vampire bitch my buddies were fighting...didn't raise no fool.


  “You fucking coward!” he shouted as I disappeared into the depths of the warehouse.


  “He who fights and runs away...” I gleefully yelled back. I took a bunch of blind turns at full speed, getting good and lost in the process. If he wanted me, he was going to have to work for it.


  It was silent for a moment in the warehouse. Finally, there was a scream of pain...Mrs. Caven...followed by a thud. I had a moment to hope that it was a good thud and not a bad thud when I heard what sounded like someone driving a car through the wall of a house. A moment later, the sound repeated itself, closer this time. What the hell...then it hit me. Jeff was plowing straight through the boxes and crates on a beeline toward me. Oh yeah, he was pissed.


  The bad news was that by going through and not around the crates, he was making good time catching up to me. The good news was that I knew exactly where he was, whereas I still had stealth on my side. Back when I was a kid, during trips down to the shore, I had played “Manhunt” in the high weeds. Often times the kid who won was the one with the patience to wait for everyone else to give away their positions. He would then sneak back to home base while the rest of us were hunted down and caught. I waited a second until it was obvious which direction Jeff was headed, and then I stealthily attempted to double back to the clearing.


  My plan was...well okay, I had no plan. I was too amazed that I was still alive to be able to form a coherent strategy. In other words, I was kinda playing it by ear. The best I had was a vague hope that I could snap Sally out of it. Together we could probably wear Jeff down or, at the very least, he might be so distracted by pummeling one of us, that the other could sneak in and stake the shit out of him.


  I made it back to the clearing, Jeff's cries of “where are you, chickenshit?” echoing throughout the warehouse. Tom and Ed's battle had carried them to the center of the open space. Fortunately, it looked like things were going in their favor. They had Mrs. Caven down on the floor between them and were busy working her over with their aluminum bats.


  “How you guys doing?” I asked, racing past them toward where Sally still stood.


  “Peachy,” Ed replied. “You?”


  “Been better.” I stopped in front of the still rigid Sally and debated what to do for a split second. Finally, I just said, “Screw it,” and belted her hard across the mouth.


  She fell backward, but her eyes cleared almost immediately and she managed to grunt, “Ow.” It wasn’t much, but it was more than I had been able to get out of her so far.


  “Sorry. All I could think of,” I offered her a hand and helped her to her feet. “Good to have you back.”


  “Good to be...”


  “SALLY, RIGHT CROSS!” came Jeff's voice from out of nowhere. Without warning, her fist shot out and clocked me, sending me tumbling toward my roommates.


  “Sorry,” she said quickly before her eyes could once again glaze over, as Jeff immediately followed up with another compulsion.


  “NOW, STAY PUT!” he commanded her, stepping into the clearing. He saw me lying on my ass and smiled. “I should have probably mentioned those quick compulsions are a bitch to fight as well.” He once again started toward me.


  Quickly, I spun toward my roommates and held out a hand. “Batter up,” I whispered to Ed. To his credit, he only hesitated for a second before tossing me the bat he had been holding (Mrs. Caven appeared to be down for the count, anyway). Without thinking, I rose and spun at the same time, swinging it in an arc.


  *CRACK* Home run! The blow connected solidly with the side of Jeff's head and he went flying. Unfortunately, his flight was cut short as he crashed into Sally's still form. They went down together in a bundle of arms and legs. I was beginning to wonder, if somehow I managed to beat him, whether or not I'd then have to deal with a pissed off Sally wanting to kill me. But, oh, well, I guess I'd cross that bridge when I came to it.


  Jeff was down, but he was far from out. Within the space of no more than a few seconds, he was already rising. The side of his head was bloody, but he looked otherwise unhurt. Shit! I had put a lot into that swing. If that didn't faze him, I wasn't sure what would.


  I discarded the bat - it had suffered more damage from the impact than Jeff had, anyway. “Any time you guys want to finish playing, I could use some help,” I said to my friends before once again racing toward the relative safety of the crates. I had just enough time to see them both shoot me a withering glare before I was dodging back and forth, trying to lose myself. A horrible thought struck me as I did. What if Jeff was smart enough not to fall for that one twice? He could kill my roommates and then take his time. He'd eventually corner me and that would be it.


  I was about to turn around and head back, when I heard the familiar sound of wood being smashed through. I guess I overestimated his intelligence. It was good to know that I hadn't gone to the well once too often, as of yet. Gee, I wonder if he'd be even more ticked at me if he knew he was just fulfilling my stereotype of him as a big dumbass.


  I was contemplating my next action when there came a thunderous roar, momentarily blurting out all other sound. What the . . . !? It didn't sound like it had come from Jeff's direction. As the sound faded, though, I distinctly heard Tom's voice. “Teach you to call the cops on me, bitch!” All right, the shotgun. It sounded like Mrs. Caven's days of snooping on our business were over.


  She probably deserved a better fate than she had been given. On the other hand, if offered the choice, I might take a short violent career as a vampire over slowly wasting away in some old folks home. Wouldn't you? No? Well, to each their own.


  Still, I couldn't resist a little feeling of hope. One vampire down meant my buddies could help me out. “Hear that, Jeffy!?” I screamed. “Sounds like your backup plan is toast!”


  “Like I need your mom to win!” he shouted in return. It was closer than I had thought it would be.


  “For the last time, she's not my mom, you retard!” I yelled back, before realizing my mistake. My first shout had given him a general idea of my whereabouts. My second had let him zero in. Almost as soon as I closed my mouth, the crate next to me exploded, sending splinters of sharp wooden shrapnel flying into my body. However, if that was the opening act, then Jeff's fist was the encore. It came through and caught me square on the chest.


  I flew through the air in a daze, crashing through one crate before finally slamming into the metal detector near where we had first entered. As I landed, I could see daylight peeking through under the door from which we had come in. Or at least I thought it was daylight. I might have just been seeing stars. That one had hurt...more than a lot. I felt like I was busted up pretty good. I tried to take a breath and the pain almost doubled me over. Then, when I exhaled, I hocked up a gout of blood along with any air. Not good.


  I tried and failed to stand as Jeff's form advanced from out of the shadows. “So this is it?” he asked, almost sounding disappointed. I desperately tried to think of something to try. Unfortunately, remembering my name was becoming a chore, much less coming up with a brilliant battle strategy.


  “Look at you,” he sighed, reaching down a hand and locking it around my throat. “Pathetic.” He straightened up and dragged me to my feet.


  Hey, at least I could die standing. No, I needed to stop thinking like that. C'mon, stupid, concentrate. There had to be a way out of this. *smack* Jeff backhanded me across the face with his free hand.


  “To think that this is the mighty Freewill,” he spat. “A kitten would have put up a better fight.”


  Kitten? Think. Kitten...cat...cats have...claws! I did, too. Sally had shown me earlier. Now I just had to concentrate. Block out the pain. *smack* Okay, try harder to block out the pain. Come on...extend. Now...*SLASH!*


  I brought my right hand up in an arc and raked it across Jeff's eyes. Yeah, take that, fucker!


  It was another moment before I realized he wasn't dropping me to scream in pain or clutch at the ruins of his once-chiseled complexion. I refocused on his face and noticed it was still there, completely intact and no worse off except maybe for an expression of confusion on it.


  “What the fuck was that?” he asked.


  I held up my hand and looked at it. No wicked claws met my gaze, just my stupid fat fingers. Fuck! Guess Sally was right about practicing these things. Great! I had hoped that if I had to die, I would at least go out in a blaze of glory...worst case was probably going out in a way that would at least piss Jeff off. But, noooo. Maybe he was right, and I was pathetic.


  We locked eyes, triumph in his, defeat in mine, as I prepared for the deathblow. I actually found myself hoping that, if the end had to come, he would just take my head off with one blow...it'd probably hurt less that way. I mentally said my goodbyes to everyone: my friends, my parents, and maybe most of all, to Sheila. We would never get a chance to make a life together, have kids together, grow old together...or ever go on that first date together. I would die alone.


  Or maybe not.


  What happened instead is that Tom leaped out of the darkness and jumped onto Jeff's back. Heh, I had almost forgotten about him. He yelled, “The power of Prime compels you!” (Yep, dude had completely lost it) and slammed his toy against the side of Jeff's face. There was a flash and the douchebag’s head began smoldering.


  He screamed and dropped me. I landed in a heap and watched the spectacle, still unable to do much to help. He spun around a few times with my friend still on his back, and flames now starting to appear on his head. Tom was actually making a pretty good go of it. A few more seconds and Jeff was going to have a roman candle for a noggin.


  Unfortunately, he didn't get those few extra seconds. Jeff managed to reach a hand around and grab hold of Tom's shirt. He physically tore Tom off his back and, before my roommate could further react, Jeff threw him like a rag doll. He slammed into the wall with a sickening crunch and slid to the floor. Oh, god, no!


  I looked at where he had landed, but there was no sign of movement. As much as I wanted to go and check on him, though, I couldn't. Jeff was slowly turning back toward me. Most of his hair was gone, his face was covered in burns of varying degrees, and he had a distinct action figure-shaped scar seared into the side of his head. But even with all that, he was still smiling - the fucker.


  This is usually the part in an action movie where the hero sees his buddy go down, screams “Noooooooo!” or something equally articulate, and then gets a second wind so as to get up and take the baddie out. I actually did give it a try, but my attempt to rise to my feet was somewhat less than heroic. It was more of a slow lurch upward, like a baby trying to walk for the first time.


  Jeff started to reach down, no doubt to help me back to my feet again, but paused, and then looked back in the direction from which Tom had sprung. “You might as well come out. I can hear you breathing,” he said to the shadows.


  “Oh,” replied Ed, stepping from the darkness with his gun raised. “Can you hear this?” he pulled back on the pump. There was an audible click as he chambered a round.


  “And what are you going to do with that?” Jeff sneered. “Do you really think it'll do you any good?”


  “Worked pretty well against your pet back there; took most of her head off at this range. I'd say that was pretty good,” Ed replied, leveling the gun at Jeff's face.


  “I think you'll find I'm in a slightly different weight class. You so much as twitch your finger and I'll tear your head from your shoulders before you even know what’s happening.”


  “Maybe you will, and maybe you won't,” Ed replied. I had to give him credit. He was talking smack pretty well in the face of a threat that he had good reason to believe was anything but idle.


  Jeff continued, “I have to admit, you have balls. A lot more than your friend here.” He gestured over his shoulder to me. “But I'm afraid it's just not enough. Now why don't you be a good little boy and LOWER THE GUN!”


  Oh crap! I could see the battle of wills taking place. Jeff was giving a direct compulsion to Ed, who was trying his best to resist. Unfortunately, after a few seconds, the gun started to shake in his hands and he slowly lowered the barrel. His eyes didn't glaze over the way Sally's had, but I could still see he was losing.


  Fortunately for me, Jeff had to concentrate to do this. His full attention was on Ed, which gave me the few seconds I needed to make it back to my feet. I steeled myself - despite feeling more like balsa wood than steel - as best as I could, and lunged at his back.


  If you're thinking that what I did was a little on the obvious side, don't worry; Jeff did, too. He reached back and caught me by the throat without so much as glancing in my direction. He turned his head to face me and asked, “Don't you know it's rude to interrupt?” and that was when the gun went off.


  * * *


  Jeff screamed in pain and again let me go. He bent over to grab his left leg, which was now missing a fair-sized chunk of meat from the thigh.


  “Word of advice, asshole,” Ed said, once again raising the barrel of the gun. “Next time, try ‘put down the gun’ instead of ‘lower it.’”


  He started to chamber another shell, but had underestimated our opponent. Jeff was still very much in the game. Quicker than Ed could react, Jeff grabbed the barrel of the shotgun. He gave it a quick yank to pull Ed off balance and then shoved back on it, causing the stock of the gun to slam straight into my friend’s face with an audible crunch. Ed let go of it and fell back. Jeff flung the weapon off into the shadows and began to advance upon my downed roommate.


  It was now or never. I had managed to stay on my feet when Jeff released me. I still didn't have enough in me to launch any type of reasonably impressive counterattack, but I had to do something. He had already likely killed one of my friends. No way was I letting him get another without going through me, first. I leaped...


  And landed on him, piggyback style. I wrapped my legs around his midsection and my arms around his neck. “Forget about me, fucker!?” I screamed into his ear.


  Jeff went nuts. He started spinning around to try throwing me off, but I was stuck like a tick. He tried prying my arms off, but his leverage wasn't good. I wasn't exactly choking him out, but I definitely had turned his attention away from Ed.


  “Enough of this!” he snarled, then backed up and crushed me against the wall. Oof! It hurt, but I still refused to let go. “SALLY, TO ME! NOW!” he screamed the compulsion out toward the warehouse. “You forget, fool,” he said, still trying to shake me off, “that I can command her to take action.”


  “And you forget that I'm the motherfucking Freewill,” I spat right back. “And I can do this!” Extending my fangs, I sunk them into his neck (my internal voice piping up and saying, “’Bout time you remembered you could do that.”).


  Jeff let out a high-pitched scream that quickly turned into a gurgle as I dug in. His blood flowed into my mouth and down my throat and...holy shit! If the blood from that HBC vamp was an electric charge, then Jeff's was a goddamned lightning bolt. It was like I was a car engine that someone had suddenly injected nitrous oxide into. As I drank his blood, it felt like my body was turbocharged in every sense. I felt stronger, swifter, and more alert. Best of all, my wounds appeared to be healing at light speed. Whatever pain I had felt earlier from Jeff's beating was gone. In fact, within a few moments, I couldn't detect any trace of my injuries.


  Jeff's struggles started to weaken. This was it. I was the victor. I was the man!


  I was an idiot.


  He’d been playing possum and I had fallen for it. He bent over, twisted his shoulder, and threw me off with a judo toss that would have made Sensei Berkowitz proud. Considering the dozen plus times his students had done that to me during my short tenure as his pupil, I should have seen it coming. But I didn't, and I wound up flat on my back.


  Jeff's boot appeared in my field of vision, rushing to stomp in my face. However, I was running on high octane now. I caught his foot and gave him a shove, which sent him flying off balance. We both got to our feet simultaneously, and he charged me. I tensed my legs and jumped.


  This time, there wasn't a low ceiling to slam myself into. I flipped over his head...well, okay, I sorta flipped. What I did was good for me, but it definitely wasn't going to get me an invitation to join the men's Olympic gymnastics team anytime soon. It didn't matter, though, as it got the job done. I landed...mostly on my feet, as Jeff slammed into a pile of debris.


  He turned and launched himself at me again, but this time, I met him full on. Our hands locked and he tried to power me down to my knees. However, I was able to meet him as an equal. His blood, and thus his strength, was currently flowing in my veins. I met him thrust for thrust...in a fighting sort of way, not a porno sort of way. Just wanted to clarify that.


  We fought back and forth, each trying to gain an advantage over the other. Eventually, though, I started to feel myself gaining ground. Our strength was currently on par with each other, but, whereas I was fresh, Jeff had a gaping neck wound that was still spurting blood. I felt him begin to weaken. Now it was my turn to...


  Then, quite unexpectedly, he smiled and said, “It's about time. Game over, Dr. Death.”


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sally walk from the shadows - still with that glazed look on her face. She stepped on Ed as she advanced toward us and he let out a grunt of pain (at least he was still alive). Jeff had already proven that he still had enough control to use her as a distraction, and that was exactly what I didn't need right now. I turned my head and spoke to her.


  “Sally, snap out of it. He's weakened. You don't have to let him control youuuuuuuu!” That last part came out as more of a screech than an actual word, because that was the point where Jeff's uninjured leg came up. His knee smashed into my balls with the force of a runaway freight train.


  I disengaged from our grapple and doubled over. Super-amped vampire strength or not, goddamn, that hurt. And I mean hurt, as in, I couldn't even remember my name through the feeling that was radiating out from my groin.


  “Owed you that one,” spat Jeff, staggering back and holding onto his torn neck. I tried to open my mouth to form a witty reply, but my testicles were kind of stuck in my throat at the moment. Thus, the best I could do were a few inarticulate grunts.


  This sucked! Jeff looked like he was about done, but I couldn't do shit about it, at least not while it felt like a marching band was using my nuts as their personal parade ground. From the smile on his face, I could tell he was well aware of this.


  He softly said, “And now it ends.” He then turned toward my compelled companion and commanded, “SALLY, KILL THIS ASSHOLE!”


  Sally immediately sprang into action. She rushed toward me at full speed. I tensed my body for the impact. This was not going to be pretty.


  And then she ran past me, straight toward Jeff.


  His eyes opened wide in a look of confusion that probably matched the one on my face, and then Sally struck him. She bent over and rammed her shoulder into his midsection like a defensive lineman. He was picked up off his feet by the much smaller vampire, but she didn't stop there. Maintaining speed, she carried Jeff in the direction of the security door. He attempted to rain blows upon her back, but she had him in an awkward position to do so. Before he could do anything to slow her down, she barreled full steam into the door. The force of the impact was more than its latch could take. It immediately swung open. The two combatants disappeared into the daylight, the door's reverse momentum causing it to slam shut again once they were past.


  All this happened in the space of a second or two. Even had I been able, I doubt I would have had time to do more than yell at her to stop before she carried Jeff out into the sunlight.


  The walls of the warehouse were thick, but not thick enough to stop the screams that came from outside. Fortunately, they didn't last long.


  * * *


  After a few minutes, the throbbing in my crotch subsided to a dull roar, and I was able to get back up. My healing system was still running on Jeff juice, thus even that quickly faded away. I walked over to where Ed lay. His hands were cupped over his face and I could see a lot of blood on them. I bent down and shook his shoulder.


  “Hey, man, you okay?”


  He gave an inarticulate grunt in reply. I shook his shoulder again and his eyes opened. After a second, they focused on me. He tried to sit up and I caught his arm to help him. Finally he lowered his hands and I was able to survey the damage.


  “Ew!”


  “How bad?” he managed to slur.


  “I'm sorry to say your days as a beauty queen are over.” He stared hard at me for a moment and then I continued, “A black eye, split lip. Smile.” He did. “Looks like you're missing a tooth. Oh, and your nose is completely broken to shit. I think you'll live. You just won't be pretty to look at for a while.” I held out a hand to help him to his feet.


  “Then I guess I'll get to know what it's like to be you,” he joked, spitting out some blood. “Is it safe to assume we won?”


  “Yeah, we did.”


  “Everyone in one piece?” he asked.


  I was silent for a moment and then said, “Not quite.”


  “Tom?”


  “I don't know. Are you strong enough to walk with me and check? Not sure I can handle that alone.”


  He nodded and we walked over to where Tom still lay facedown. “He got hit hard,” I said. “But he took a hell of a piece out of that fucker before he did.” Damn, it sounded too much like a eulogy to me.


  “Best not to drag this out,” he said. Was it me, or did even he sound a little misty?


  We both bent down and tried shaking Tom's shoulder. No response. I did so again, a little harder. Nothing. I was about to stand back up, defeated, when he coughed. Ed and I looked at each other, surprise and relief in both of our eyes.


  “Tom!” I yelled as I did it again. “Wake up!”


  He started to stir a little more. “C'mon, buddy!” Ed cried. “You can do it.”


  Finally, we heard some muffled words from Tom's down-turned face. I bent over and asked, “What? I couldn't hear you.”


  “I said, damn that was a hard wall,” he coughed weakly.


  “Are you okay?” I asked.


  “No,” he answered, just barely audible.


  “Help me turn him over,” I said to Ed. Gently, we rolled Tom over onto his back. He was one giant bruise and his hands were clutched tightly over his chest.


  “No,” he said again, louder now that he was facing upward.


  “It'll be okay. Let me see.”


  Ed gave me a worried look. He reached down and slowly pried Tom's fingers away from his chest. We were both expecting the worst. What we saw instead were the broken pieces of his Optimus Prime toy.


  “That's it?” I asked, annoyed.


  Tom's eyes opened a bit and he replied, “Do you know how much that thing was worth?”


  Despite his condition, my response was a swift smack upside the head.


  * * *


  It took a few minutes, but eventually the three of us made it back to our feet. Things were still shaky, but we'd live. While we were doing so, I explained to my bruised and battered companions the sacrifice Sally had made.


  “I can’t believe it,” said Tom. “After all that, she came through for us in the end.”


  “I'm sorry I doubted her,” Ed said.


  “Me, too,” I replied.


  “Hey!” exclaimed Tom, a worried look appearing on his face as he turned to me. “Are you sure Jeff is dead?”


  “Well, it sure sounded like it.”


  “But you didn't see it.”


  “No,” I admitted. “But you guys have seen what the sun does to vamps. No way did he walk away from that.”


  “We should go check,” Ed said. I started to open my mouth, but he cut me off. “Tom and me, I meant. No offense, but out in the sun, you're tits on a bull.”


  “None taken.”


  “Stand back. If he is out there, I want to make sure he can't jump us,” Ed continued. “Also, no point in you getting fricasseed in the process.” He walked over to the main loading dock and pushed a button on the wall. The warehouse still had power, and the motors for the garage doors came to life with a groan. Three large bay doors opened, letting in the daylight beyond (fortunately the sun was now too high to shine directly in), and giving us a good view of the parking lot.


  “There!” Tom pointed.


  I walked as close to the exit as I dared and followed his outstretched hand. Sure enough, amidst a clutter of upturned trashcans, there was a good-sized pile of dust on the ground. I recognized a half-burnt shoe sticking out of it as one that Jeff had been wearing.


  “That's him,” I confirmed. “The asshole is toast.”


  “I hope he's getting ass-raped by Satan as we speak,” said Tom.


  “At the very least.”


  I started to turn away from the opening when I heard a low mumble. “What was that?”


  “Huh?” asked Tom.


  “I didn't say anything,” Ed replied.


  “Must have been my imagination. Mind's playing tricks...” That’s when I heard it again. “What the hell? Didn't you guys hear that?” They were both in the middle of shaking their heads when there came a muffled thump from outside.


  “Now that, I heard,” Ed replied.


  “Me, too,” confirmed Tom.


  “Guess we should check it out.”


  “First things first,” I said and went to retrieve the shotgun from where Jeff had flung it.


  Only once my friends were duly rearmed did I let them venture out to investigate. I kept watch, close enough to the doors to see any ambush, but not so close as to get deep-fried.


  My roommates went out to check on things. It didn't take long to home in on the sounds as the muffled thuds started coming with increased frequency. Their source turned out to be an upside down trashcan close to Jeff's remains. Ed backed up a step and pointed the gun at the can. He nodded to Tom, who slowly started to lift it.


  He had gotten it up about six inches when a voice screamed from within, “Are you fucking stupid!?” The can was pulled back down to the ground from the inside. Holy shit! That was Sally's voice. No mistaking her pissy tone.


  Tom and Ed exchanged surprised glances and then turned toward me. Thinking fast, I yelled back, “Give me a second, guys.” I raced back into the warehouse. It took a few minutes of sifting through the place, but at last, I found something that might work. I bundled it up and ran back to the opening.


  I balled up the old painter’s tarp I had found off in a corner and tossed it out the door to Tom. “Use this.”


  He caught it and nodded while Ed set aside the gun. Together they managed to get the garbage can off of Sally and bundle her under the tarp before the sunlight could do its job. They started to lead her back to the relative safety of the warehouse, but she stopped them near the pile that had been Jeff. I saw her hand reach from under the tarp and sift through the ashes. She grabbed something from them and then let my roommates finish escorting her back inside, where she discarded the tarp to the floor. She was a little singed around the edges and some smoke was still coming off her shoulders, but she was otherwise alive.


  “Thanks. It was starting to get a little stuffy in there,” she said.


  “How the hell did you manage to pull that one off?” Ed asked.


  “With neither finesse nor time to spare,” she motioned to a few burns on her hands and arms.


  “What's with the souvenirs?” Tom asked, gesturing to whatever she’d palmed.


  “Just a few things we're going to need for later.”


  “Fine,” I said. “But seriously, what happened back there with you and Jeff?”


  “Besides me saving your asses and, thus, the day?” she intoned, her attitude apparently suffering no ill effects from the battle. I nodded, and she continued, “Whatever you did to Jeff near the end there weakened his ability to control me.” She smiled. “Besides, he also failed to specify exactly which asshole I should kill.”


  * * *


  The danger over, we decided it was safe to split up. My roommates left the remaining weapons in our care, making me promise to return the gun and the steak knives back home (neither shotguns nor good kitchen cutlery are cheap, y'know). They both had enough of the vampire world for one day, and decided to head home via the topside.


  “Maybe with a quick pit stop at the hospital,” Ed commented.


  “What are you going to tell them happened?”


  He smiled and pointed to the elbow pads he and Tom still wore. “Damn skateboards. Those things'll kill ya.”


  After they had departed, I followed Sally to the warehouse's sewer entrance. It would keep us out of the sun and lead us back to one of the coven's other locations, where we could presumably get cleaned up and grab some blood. We opened the grate leading downward. I had started to descend when Sally said, “Wait a minute,” and disappeared back into the warehouse. She returned a few moments later. “Sorry. Forgot to shut off the lights,” was the only explanation she gave.


  As we walked down the dark tunnel together, I asked her, “So, what now?”


  “You get to live. That's what.”


  “Are you so sure?”


  “What do you mean?” she asked.


  “Isn't the rest of the coven going to be kind of pissed over what we did to Jeff?”


  “Oh, that?” she said dismissively. “It doesn't really matter how pissed they are. Coven rules are pretty specific about this sort of thing.”


  “What sort of thing?”


  “Combat. One vampire can challenge another to a duel. If that happens, the outcome is considered to be between them and them alone.”


  “Okay,” I pointed out, “but Jeff was the coven leader.”


  “Yes, and in that, the rules are even more specific.”


  “How so?” I asked, trekking through the damp, smelly tunnel.


  “If a coven master is challenged and defeated in fair combat, then whoever is the vanquisher becomes the new leader.”


  I stopped dead in my tracks. “So that means you're...”


  “In charge? El presidente? Número uno?” she playfully replied. “Yep. I guess it does.”


  I chuckled and started walking again. “Should I bow before you, my queen?”


  “I will definitely consider that,” she replied, deadpan.


  “You know, little details like that might have been nice to know up front.”


  “You seemed stressed enough as it was. I didn't want to give you anything else to worry about. Some guys just can't perform under pressure.” She said that last part with a wink.


  We walked for a few more moments in the tight confines, and then a thought struck me. “Wait a moment. You said fair combat, right?”


  “Yeah, so?”


  “So, four against one might not exactly be considered fair.”


  “Not true,” she pointed out. “Funny thing about us vampires, we have a very liberal view on the definition of fair.”


   


  And, Of Course, There's an Epilogue


  Two days later, Sally and I were back at the loft. The entirety of the coven had been summoned. It was time to break the news and see how they took it. We had spent the past few days resting and gathering our strength back at her suggestion. She said that things like this usually went fine, but if we showed up looking worse for the wear, it could be construed as a sign of weakness. A few days off was fine with me, as I needed some time to decompress and tidy up some loose ends.


  Tom and Ed had both spent a night in the hospital for observation. They were going to be sore for quite some time, but at the end of the day, nothing would be permanent, except that maybe Ed's nose would probably be a little crooked going forward. They took it in good stride. After all, how many people can have a showdown with a master vampire and live to brag about it? And brag we did. Every time we recounted the story to each other, the exploits of our victory got a little larger. Within a few months, we'd all be convinced that we had waltzed in, kicked Jeff's ass without breaking a sweat, and then sauntered out to grab a celebratory beer.


  The cops had investigated our break-in, declaring it drug related. The damage to both the front door and Mrs. Caven's apartment (in addition to ours) had necessitated bringing the authorities in. That was okay. Besides which, the police report would help us with the subsequent insurance claim. Mrs. Caven's disappearance could have been messy, but Sally assured me that the coven's connections would make sure it was quickly swept aside as just another unsolved crime. That she appeared not to have any close relatives to stir things up would help in those regards.


  Which brings us, once again, back to the loft. Sally and I stood together as the last of the coven arrived. Damn if it didn't look like the cast party from a perfume commercial. Following my ordeal, I may have had a new respect for the vampire lifestyle, but that didn't mean I had lost my appreciation for the sweet pieces of female flesh before me. Without Jeff there to fray my nerves, I could finally just enjoy the scenery.


  “Ye who are gathered, attend my words, please,” Sally said to the group as a whole. Apparently, there were official words that needed to be spoken during these things. She had prepared me in advance for this, lest I start making smartass remarks during the middle of things, which, of course, I was still leaving open as an option. The coven stopped their small talk and turned their attention toward her.


  “It is with a heavy heart (yeah right) that I inform you, the gathered, that the time of passing is upon us,” she continued. “Night Razor is no more.”


  An instant murmuring arose amongst the group, some of it none-too-friendly sounding. Finally, one of the coven spoke up. It was the smug dickhead I had managed to stare down a few weeks back, Dusk Reaper.


  “You lie!” he barked. “Night Razor is eternal. All glory to Night Razor!” A few of the male vamps echoed his all glory crap. Jeez! The first thing Sally needed to change in this place was the freaking fraternity mindset.


  Sally, for her part, kept her cool, but she also dropped the formalities. “Eternal?” she questioned. “Does this look like eternal to you?” She pulled something out of her pocket and tossed them onto the floor in front of her. I leaned down to get a better look. There were two of them, white, long, thin, and sharp. They looked like fangs.


  “Are those...” I started to ask, but she cut me off with just one word.


  “Yep.”


  Damn. I guess that's what she fished out of Jeff's ashes two days ago. A little morbid, if you ask me, kind of like going through a dead guy's pockets for spare change.


  All of the gathered vampires, in turn, walked up to view the oversized canines. Whether it was to confirm Jeff's unfortunate passing, or to pay their respects, I wasn't sure. As long as there wasn't a mass scream of “Get them!” followed by the crowd rushing me and Sally, I didn't really care, either.


  “How did this happen?” spat Dusk Reaper again. He had either been asshole buddies with Jeff, or had elected himself chief brown-noser. “If it was treachery, he shall be avenged.” Again, a few of the male voices chimed in with him. Goddamn, he was starting to get on my nerves.


  “There was no treachery,” Sally calmly replied. “Night Razor fell in fair combat.”


  “Fair combat? I doubt that. Who could beat Night Razor?” asked the little ass-kissing prick.


  “I think you already know,” she locked eyes with him. This was it. Now we got to see if she had the stuff to hold this crew together. I was standing by to back her up, just in case.


  “The Freewill has slain Night Razor in fair combat!” Sally shouted to the crowd.


  What the fuck? I opened my mouth to say something, but she kept talking right over me.


  “As per our customs, whoever shall slay the coven master fairly shall become the new coven master. I say, I did see the Freewill slay Night Razor in such combat. Our former master fought valiantly, but he fell, nevertheless. It was a good death.” (I guess vampires have a liberal view on the definition of good deaths, too.)


  More hushed conversation burst out. I swear it was like being back in high school.


  Once again, though, Sally spoke over the crowd, “As is also our custom, should anyone wish to challenge the legitimacy of our new leader, they may do so. A duel to the death will then ensue.” She turned to the dickhead who kept speaking out of turn. “Dusk Reaper, you have been the most vocal amongst us. Do you care to raise a challenge? It is your right...if you feel you can beat him.”


  Holy shit! She had set him up. Worst of all for him, he knew it. He glanced over in my direction, and I made it a point to give him a hard stare in return. This pissing match had already been decided, though. He quickly looked away.


  “No. I will not challenge our new...master,” replied Dusk Reaper, eyes downcast. He then turned to the rest of the crowd and roared, “All glory to Dr. Death!” Yep, I was right. He was a grade-A suck-up.


  There was a moment’s hesitation from the coven as a whole during which I was sure someone or someones would call me out. I knew how vampires defined fair combat, and I wouldn't have been surprised to find myself challenged to a duel involving me against every one of the muscle heads here. Fortunately, though, to both my surprise and immense relief, slowly the crowd started to join in.


  “All glory to Dr. Death,” softly at first, but then it gradually got louder.


  Before it could get to ear splitting levels, though, a thought occurred to me. “No,” I said, holding up my hand. The coven immediately fell silent. Even Sally turned to me with a quizzical look in her eye.


  “A new era begins today, and an old one ends,” I said, trying to keep any wavering from my voice. If this went on, I might have to consider taking a public speaking class. “As such, so too must the ways of old end. I thus abolish the dictate that we all take new identities within the coven. From now on, you shall be known by whatever name you wish to be known as. My name is...Bill.”


  Fuck! Chalk another one up in the ever-growing list of things that sounded a lot cooler in my mind.


  However, despite the lameness of my decree, once again the chant started up. This time it was, “All glory to Bill!”


  Ah, yes. Lousy one-liner or not, this was much, much better.


  * * *


  The next few hours were actually pleasant for a change. Along with my promotion came an instant change in attitude toward me. The men were more respectful, and the women were flirtier. In case you missed that last part, the women were all flirting it up with me. I could get used to that shit.


  Finally, in the wee hours, I excused myself to leave. One of the nice perks of my new position was that nobody questioned where or why I was going. I decided to enjoy the night air - I’d earned it.


  Strolling leisurely, I had walked a couple of blocks when Sally caught up to me.


  “So, how's it going, master?” she said with a mock bow.


  “I could definitely get used to this.”


  “I thought you could.”


  “Speaking of which...”


  “Why did I hand credit over to you when I could have easily made myself the new leader?” she finished my question for me.


  “In a nutshell,” I agreed.


  “Did you see some of them in there? Remember what I told you about Jeff stocking the coven with guys who were mostly just clones of himself?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, duh,” she continued. “Do you think that one of those macho assholes would have let me assume command for even a minute before challenging me?”


  “You could have taken Dick Reaper.”


  “Maybe. But what about the next one, and the next? I wouldn't be able to turn around without being challenged. You, on the other hand...”


  “Are, for the most part, weaker, and less experienced than you?” I mused.


  “Yes, but the rest of them don't know that. To them, you're the fearsome Freewill. They'll all think twice before getting in your face. And if they do...well, luckily for you, some of that bullshit we've been spreading around just so happens to be true.”


  “I guess. Although you could have told me first rather than putting me out there with a potential target on my back.”


  “Yeah, I could have, but I gotta get my fun somewhere,” she finished with a laugh.


  “Fair enough,” I replied evenly. “Speaking of fun, though, that reminds me...what about my decree back there?”


  “What about it?”


  “Well, I've abolished all of our dopey little superhero names. So, what should I call you now? I believe it was Lu...something,” I said with my own laugh.


  “Sally will be just fine, thank you,” she replied. “I've gotten used to it. But not Sunset. That has to go. Maybe I'll just be Sally Smith, or something like that.”


  “I could order you to tell me your real name. I am your lord and master, now, after all.”


  She gave me the mother of all eye-rolls in return, and said, “You can shove your orders up your ass sideways. And as for that lord and master crap, sorry, it doesn't fly with me.”


  “No?”


  “Nope,” she said sternly. “On the contrary, being that you're still new and all, I think I'll be calling most of the shots from behind the scenes.”


  “You will?”


  “Yes,” she responded with a tone of finality. “In fact, I think it might be best to think of me more as your partner than your servant.”


  “And what makes you think I'll go along with that?”


  “Oh, just a little insurance,” she said, stopping to face me.


  “What kind of insurance?” I asked, my curiosity piqued.


  “This kind,” she pulled something out of her pocket and held it up. “Look familiar?” It did. It was Jeff's camcorder. Contained within it was, no doubt, footage of my less than stellar fair duel with our former leader. “I figured I'd keep it as a souvenir. A little something to remind us of that day...just in case we forget,” she said, a grin spreading across her face.


  I couldn't help but laugh. Throughout everything, I had been so enamored of James' power and so scared of Jeff's that I hadn't realized how much of a force Sally was to reckon with.


  “You really are a bitch,” I said with a laugh.


  “No,” she replied. “I'm the queen bitch...more precisely I'm your queen bitch. Don't worry, you'll get used to it. You have all of eternity.”


  As we walked off into the night together, I had to wonder whether eternity would be long enough.


  THE END
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  Just Another Brick in the Wall


  *CRUNCH* Yep, no matter what way you put it, being hurled through a wall hurts. It’s funny; just a few short months ago I would have argued that the dreaded atomic wedgie was the most common indignity I had suffered throughout my life. That’s not such a bad thing, especially when one considers that the proportion of ass-crack related incidents in one’s existence tends to decrease dramatically post high-school. After all, most people just won’t give a wedgie to another grownup. Why? Well, my personal theory is that part of becoming an adult means that we start asking ourselves much deeper questions than when we were kids, one such question being: do I really want to put my hands where this person’s dirty ass has been?


  That being said, getting thrown to crash into, and sometimes through, solid objects was becoming a disturbingly common occurrence in my life as of late. Considering the overall painfulness of such experiences, I was beginning to find myself oddly nostalgic about just having my underwear bunched up my ass by some prankster.


  Just in case you’re taking notes, brick and concrete were easily the least fun barriers I had been smashed into; however, your basic wooden load-bearing wall - which oddly enough was what I found myself plowing into at that moment - wasn’t exactly a vacation in the Caribbean either. If this kept up, I might have to consider starting a blog about all the scenic walls in the Tri-State area and what it felt like to be flung through each and every one of them.


  Although perhaps right then wasn’t exactly an ideal time to think about blogging. I was just starting to pull myself back to my feet when a dark angry form emerged from the shadows. It was Samuel, the leader of a coven of vampires from Queens that called themselves the HBC. This was because their home territory included the Howard Beach area. It was a stupid name, but considering my own group was known as Village Coven - due to being headquartered in fucking SoHo - I was probably in no position to be throwing stones.


  Apparently it was tradition to name covens after their territories. Sure, you wound up with some silly names. I had even heard there was a Scotrun Coven in Pennsylvania, which was bad for them because they would forevermore be known in my mind as the Scrotum Coven. All things considered, though, it probably beat the alternative. If every group were given free reign for names, I have little doubt we’d wind up with dopey crap like The Blood Brotherhood, The Midnight Raiders, or maybe The Sons of Darkness. In short, we’d all sound like retarded local chapters of the Legion of Doom. Trust me, I speak from experience here. My own coven had a rule not too long ago regarding taking new personal pseudonyms upon joining. As a result, we wound up with stupid shit like people calling themselves Rage Vector, Night Razor, and, of course, Dr. Death. So, taking all that into account, I could probably live with Village Coven.


  Still, worrying about minor things like coven names is probably best left to moments when I’m not in danger of getting my head torn off. This was not such a time. Samuel leapt at me, no doubt going for the kill. Well, okay, maybe that’s a bit obvious. After all, you typically don’t fling yourself through the air at people you’re having a polite conversation with. Fortunately for me, I was far from out of it. I may not be able to dish it out as well as others, but I can definitely take it. See, I’m a vampire, too (just in case you haven’t figured that out yet). I also have a lot of aforementioned experience getting tossed around. You build up a tolerance to it after a while. Those two things combined allowed me to recover quickly enough to snatch a busted two-by-four from the rubble of the safe house wall I had just smashed through. Before Samuel could fully cover the distance, I swung the beam and connected with a solid *KAPOW*. He went flying back into the shadows from whence he came. That gave me a breather, but I didn’t have any delusions that it would be nearly enough to finish him.


  I had been told that Samuel was nearly two-hundred years old. As vampires tend to get stronger as they get older, that made him both a lot more powerful as well as much more experienced than me. Neither was a checkmark in my favor. Under different circumstances, I should have probably been counting my lucky stars that I was still standing. If this had been my first tussle with a vampire way out of my league, I’d probably be busy either begging for my life or kissing my ass goodbye; however, it wasn’t.


  Don’t get me wrong. I’m no Chuck Norris, and this fight was a long ways from being decided in my favor; however, once you’ve been in a pissing match - with a monster who outclasses you in nearly every way - and lived (sorta) to talk about it, you start to get a little jaded about the whole thing. It’s like when I was a little kid. I remember sitting there watching wrestling on the TV and listening to Mean Gene Okerlund talking about how any given wrestler on any given night could potentially become the new champ. It wasn’t too different from what I was doing now. No matter how old the vampires, things weren’t one-hundred percent settled until one was dust. Of course, that logic ignores the fact that wrestling is all bullshit. Unfortunately for me, I didn’t have Vince McMahon off behind the scenes scripting a big upset victory. If I wanted to win this, I couldn’t count on ‘Stone Cold’ Steve Austin running out to save my ass with a steel chair.


  Fortunately, I still had a few tricks up my sleeve; one of them being that I had my wits about me. Samuel might’ve been much older, but he had a major weakness that I could exploit. According to the info I had been given, he was old enough to have been born a slave in the deep South before the days of the Civil War. He had been owned by an exceptionally cruel master and spent the first four decades of his life enduring a mix of excruciating labor and relentless beatings. Things like that would fuck up anybody’s outlook on life, and Samuel was no exception.


  From what I had been told, it was actually his owner that first had a chance encounter with a vampire. He was turned, then shortly afterwards he attacked and turned Samuel. Why? Who knows? Maybe he wanted to hold dominion over his slave forever, or maybe he was just thirsty. Either way, it’s safe to say this guy was a dick sandwich and a half. He was also a complete dumbass, too. Being a brand new vampire himself, Samuel’s master had no idea what he was doing. I’ve heard that the act of turning brings out the feral nature in some people. Samuel was the perfect poster child for this. Upon awakening as one of the undead, he completely snapped. He turned on his former master, who was too new to know how to control him. Then, when he was done, he attacked his now former owner’s family. He didn’t stop there either, slaughtering every living thing on his plantation and the next two over before his rage burned itself out.


  Since by that time the Civil War was raging full force, nothing odd was thought of the carnage. After all, when you have an invading army with a scorched-earth policy rampaging about, most people aren’t going to look at a few dozen dead bodies and immediately say, “Hey! It must be vampires.” Samuel was thus able to escape without much notice. If anyone ever did try to stand in his way, the archives make no mention of it; however, if someone did, it’s a safe bet as to what happened to them.


  If you’re thinking that all of this caused him to spend the next century and a half nursing a massive chip on his shoulder, then bingo! Even up to the present day, it was well known in the vampire community that Samuel only accepted minorities into his coven, and even in that he was particular. Don’t get me wrong, I might be just a little bit jaded, too, at the whole thing if it had happened to me; however, it also meant that it wouldn’t be too hard for me, your quintessential dorky looking white guy, to push his buttons. A two-hundred-year-old vampire in a blood lusted rage was actually easier to fight than a two-hundred-year-old vampire who was thinking rationally and planning his every step. Fortunately for me, pissing people off is one of my specialties.


  “Damn, you people have hard heads,” I said in a condescending manner. I felt like a massive dick saying it, but I’d rather be a living dick than a politically correct corpse.


  “What the fuck did you say!?” Samuel growled as he rose and once more began stalking me.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. Forgot you don’t understand proper English too well,” I increased the mocking in my tone. “How’s this? Yo, Nigga! You gots yourself one motherfucking hard head!” Oh yeah, I probably erased about a lifetime’s worth of good karma on that one. But it worked. Samuel came right at me with little more than an inarticulate snarl. He was majorly pissed. If I didn’t time this right, I was going to get a front row seat to watching my head shoved up my own ass.


  As he charged me, I reached into my back pocket and pulled out my secret weapon. I was glad I’d decided to bring it. Considering this was supposed to be a peace conference, I almost hadn’t. Thank goodness for paranoia. As Samuel closed the distance, I kept the fork hidden from his view, waiting for the right time to strike.


  Yes, I said fork - not a cross, not a gun, and definitely not the holy hand grenade of Antioch. Trust me on this one. For starters, forget what you know. Crosses by themselves don’t do shit against vampires. If you ever find yourself cornered by vamps and you think you’re going to get out of it by holding two popsicle sticks together, you are going to be in for a major disappointment. Sure, maybe you’ll get lucky and they’ll be laughing so hard at your idiocy that you’ll be able to slip away. I wouldn’t count on it, though - but hey, I’m a glass is half full kind of guy.


  Anyway, Samuel crossed the distance between us almost faster than I could see. I just barely had enough time to brace myself before he hit me in the side of the head with a wild backhand swing, knocking my ass to the floor. I have to admit that under normal circumstances the blow would have probably put me down for the count. But these weren’t normal circumstances, and I’m not a normal vampire...if there even was such a thing.


  You see, I was already juiced up from earlier. At the start of the fight, one of Samuel’s goons had come at me first. I had stepped into his punch and sunk my teeth into his arm - managing to suck down a few mouthfuls of blood before he could pry me off.


  Now this might not seem significant to you, but you need to ignore the shit on your typical late night vampire erotica - in which everyone is usually biting and sucking on everyone else. In reality, when a vamp chomps down on another, bad things happen to the biter. The effect is kind of like what you might expect if you were to drive down to Tijuana and drink your fill from the first water fountain you came across - only amplified a couple dozen times. Forget fighting; most bloodsuckers wouldn’t be strong enough to stand for several hours after drinking another vampire’s blood. But not me.


  I’m what the other undead call a Freewill. Apparently, we’re rare...as in it’s been at least half a millennium since anyone has seen another. Personally, I think a good deal of what they say about me is a load of bullshit; however, it does seem to come with some perks. For starters, I’m immune to psychic domination, or compulsion as they call it (hence the name Freewill, duh!). That’s one of the things some of the old Dracula movies got right. Older vampires can mentally dominate younger vampires, especially those they create. They can, more or less, force them to do whatever they want. Vampire society typically uses this to keep order within their ranks, but there are plenty of my kind who just do it to fuck around with the younger vamps.


  Perhaps even cooler than that power, though, is what happens if I drink another vampire’s blood. Instead of puking my guts out and lying there whimpering, I get a boost similar to Pac-Man on a handful of power pellets. Basically what happens is I somehow temporarily add their strength to my own. How? Fucked if I know. I just know it works and that it’s saved my ass on more than one occasion.


  I don’t know how old the vampire I bit was, but I was easily running at about two-hundred percent of my normal level. Not powerful enough to engage Samuel directly, but strong enough to allow me to take blows that would otherwise turn my head concave. Thus I was able to shake his hit off and jump back to my feet. Maybe I was a little wobblier than I would’ve preferred (he hit me pretty damn hard, after all) but standing was definitely better than lying down and letting him go all ape-shit on me.


  As he once more came after me, still blinded by rage, I sidestepped and plunged the fork deep into the middle of his back. Samuel was a big guy with heavily muscled arms. Normally that’s a good thing, both for attracting the ladies as well as beating the tar out of flabby shits like me, but it’s a bad thing for being flexible - as in nimble enough to be able to reach around and pull my meager little weapon out.


  The fork itself didn’t do much. I mean, I’m sure it stung a little. Getting stabbed wasn’t fun, no matter what the weapon. But using a kitchen utensil against a vampire is a lot like using a penknife against a grizzly bear - unless, that is, it happens to be a special kitchen utensil. Fortunately for me, it was. After a second or two, I could smell it. Another few, and I could see it. And I’m definitely sure Samuel felt it.


  * * *


  Two weeks earlier, I had been sitting at home, sipping on a pint of refrigerated blood, just minding my own business. I was relaxing on a Monday night following a long day of coding. I work as a video game developer. I did it during my life, and I still do it during my undeath. I like my job and all, but there is a small part of my mind that likes to remind me that I’m vampire. Not only that, but I’m a legendary type of vampire, a legendary type of vampire who is also the head of his own fucking coven...and yet I was still a goddamned wage slave.


  I had figured that once I took over Village Coven, it was going to be one big party after another, with maybe an orgy or two in between. But noooo. Sally, my so called partner, kept a tight rein on the coven’s bank books. I was lucky to score cab fare from her, much less live the life of avaricious abandon I so craved. But we’ll get back to her in a moment, as she definitely had a hand in the situation going on with Samuel.


  So there I was unwinding when Tom came in the door. Both of my roommates, Tom and Ed, are human. Kind of makes us a less attractive, but significantly more fucked-up version of Three’s Company. Anyway, he had spent the weekend at his parents’ home in New Jersey (also home to his slightly underage hottie of a sister, which has really nothing to do with the present situation. I just like to mention it) and then gone straight to his job in Manhattan, so I had no idea he had anything planned for me. If I had, I probably would have been elsewhere.


  “I’ve got something new we can try,” he excitedly said after tossing his sports jacket into the closet. I didn’t even need to ask what he meant by that. I’d been turned into a vampire some six months prior, and ever since then my roommates had made it their mission in life to chart my powers and weaknesses. It was mostly the weaknesses they seemed to focus on, and thus, in addition to friends, I had to add torturers to the mental description I kept for both of them. Barely a week went by in which they didn’t come up with some new scheme that involved stabbing, burning, or crushing me. My pain had become their hobby. Yeah, they both really needed to get laid.


  “What now?” I asked in a bored tone, hoping it might dissuade him.


  “This,” he pulled an old fork out of his pocket.


  “Let me guess, you misunderstood my previous instructions and are now going to fork yourself?”


  “Keep trying, Bill,” he dryly remarked. “In another century or two, you might grow a sense of humor that’s actually funny. For your information, this here is not just a fork. It’s silverware...you know, as in silver.”


  “So? You guys already tried silver. It didn’t do jack-shit.”


  “Yeah, I know. But forget about that. That shitty letter opener was just silver plated. I didn’t really think it would work anyway.”


  “And yet,” I put an edge to my voice, “it didn’t stop you from stabbing me with it...repeatedly.”


  “Sorry. All in the name of science,” he continued. “But this is different, trust me. This weekend, my Mom had some friends over, and she pulled out the good stuff. She inherited it from her grandmother. This is the real deal here. Pure, solid, you-could-melt-it-down-and-shoot-werewolves-with-it silver.”


  “So let me get this straight: you stole your mom’s prized silverware?”


  “Borrowed is more like it,” he replied. “Besides, I don’t see anything wrong with taking a little advance on my inheritance...especially in the name of research.”


  “You know there’s probably a special room in Hell reserved just for you, right?”


  “As long as it has air conditioning, then I’m cool with it,” he answered. “Now hold still. This might sting a bit.”


  I don’t know why I let him. Maybe I was getting used to it or maybe I was just tired from the day’s work (vampires and normal work hours don’t mesh too well under the best of circumstances). More than likely, though, I just knew that he’d get me eventually. Even if I flat out told him “No!” now, he’d probably just wait and then stab me in the neck the second I stopped paying attention. Thus, whatever the insane reason, I held still as he jammed the damn thing into me.


  “Well?” he asked, the fork sticking out the back of my hand. Small drops of blood started welling up around the tines.


  “Well, it fucking hurts. Pull it out!”


  “Give it a sec.”


  “Now...OW!” I cried as first smoke and then sparks started shooting out of the small puncture wounds.


  “Holy shit, it worked! I knew it!” he exclaimed, all while watching the skin of my hand start to char and turn black.


  In response I just glared and bared my fangs.


  After a moment or two he finally got the hint. “Oh, sorry,” he said with a sheepish smile before finally yanking the accursed cutlery out.


  Goddamn, that was painful. The bleeding and burning were bad enough, but it also felt like there was a small legion of coal miners under the skin of my hand, hacking away with dull pickaxes. All in all, a dandy load of fun.


  * * *


  What had happened to me then was repeating itself within Samuel, albeit in a slightly more central location. As much as I had wanted to punch out Tom’s lights at the time, I had to grudgingly admit that this one might be a keeper. Further (reluctant) testing had shown two other interesting side effects. For starters, silver was safe to the touch for me. I was able to hold and even eat with it. Yeah, that eating part took some convincing by Tom, but he’s nothing if not persistent. Whatever its effect, it apparently only happened when in contact with vampire blood - kind of like dropping a magnesium flare into a pool of water.


  Even better, albeit worse for me at the time, was that something in the silver retarded my enhanced healing. Instead of a few minutes, it took all night for my hand to get back to normal. So it stood to reason that even if Samuel managed to pry loose the fork, which was rapidly turning his back into something akin to a roman candle, it was going to be a while before he felt good about it.


  Blinded by both rage and pain, Samuel more or less lost it. He screamed inarticulately and began spinning around, attempting to get at the source of his pain, as his back continued to be engulfed in flames. He plowed into and through another wall, but the fork was stuck fast.


  This was my chance, and I wasn’t about to let it go. I picked up another plank of wood from the rubble, then snapped it in half over my knee, making sure one of the pieces ended in a nice, sharp point. It would make a dandy makeshift stake.


  “Form blazing sword, motherfucker!” I shouted as I charged to finish him off. Yeah, I needed to work on my one-liners. Apparently, I still had to work on not being a cocky dickhead either. Aflame or not, my dorky catchphrase managed to catch Samuel’s attention. As I closed in, stake held high, he caught me on the chin with an uppercut that sent me flying.


   


  Time for a Recap


  It’s one thing to be hit; quite another to be caught square on the jaw. It’s like time stops for a few moments. During those seconds, there’s a disconnect between the mind and body. The mind can still be semi-rational, even a little detached. Well, that was certainly a good shot, wasn’t it? Perhaps we should respond in kind, your brain might be thinking. Unfortunately, the body won’t be quite as coherent. While the mind is carrying on a casual discourse, as if discussing last night’s ball game, the body is flopping about, trying to find a comfy spot on the floor to land.


  Unfortunately for me, I didn’t even have that luxury. When a vampire like Samuel catches you dead center, you go flying. The hit was bad enough, but the old adage about falling applied here, too. Nobody dies from the fall itself, but the landing is a bitch. The same principle applies when you’re hurtling through the air as if you’ve just been shot out of a cannon.


  I had just enough time to register all of this when I slammed into what felt like...you guessed it...another wall. The impact was enough to scatter any rational thoughts of the battle I was currently losing and fling me into a nice, comfy little flashback regarding how I had gotten into this mess to begin with.


  * * *


  Things hadn’t been all wine and roses since I had taken over the coven from the previous leader, Jeff, AKA Night Razor. I had defeated him in fair combat, or so the story went. In actuality, another vampire, Sally, had been the one to finish him off. She was the vamp originally responsible for luring me to my own death and subsequent turning to the dark side; however, soon after, she had a change of heart and decided to help me out instead. After the fight with Jeff, she had even given me credit for the deed, allowing me to take over his position.


  Before you start getting all soppy over this, though, let me point out that Sally isn’t exactly the altruistic sort. Everything I’ve ever seen her do ultimately seems to be for her own benefit. So, too, was my becoming coven leader. She quickly established herself as my partner behind the scenes. Partner apparently having the same meaning to her as Fidel Castro telling his fellow Cubans that they were all comrades. In her mind, she was definitely first amongst equals.


  My troubles from the start were two-fold. Internally, I had to control a bunch of immortal killers in fashion model guise, all of whom were older than me. Originally, I had some delusions of trying to run a bloodless coven. Vampire or not, I’m not too big on treating normal people like they were snacks in a vending machine. Sadly, most of my undead brethren, Sally included, were not of the same mindset. I was instead forced to keep the killing contained as well as I could, which meant getting creative; however, even my best efforts couldn’t lessen their bloodlust - which was partially the reason why I found myself in the middle of a vampire turf war.


  The second part of my problems was the HBC. They claimed Queens as their territory, and normally there wouldn’t have been an issue between our two covens. Unfortunately, within a few short weeks of being turned, I found myself number one on their to-kill list.


  See, vampires have laws, too, just like everyone else. Don’t get me wrong, I’m pretty sure there’s no vampire statute against jaywalking, but there are rules set in place to keep our existence hidden from the general populace. The ruling counsel of vampires, known by the asinine nickname the Draculas, hands these dictates down to the masses. The rest of us are expected to follow them, no questions asked. In the vampire rulebook, there’s no such thing as a misdemeanor. You fuck up, and you get made an example of. The HBC fucked up, and somehow I got caught up in it all.


  The rumor mill had said that Samuel was recruiting in numbers above the quotas set for regional covens. The vampire in charge of correcting their oversight, James, had decided to disguise the culling and give me credit for it in some misguided attempt to increase my reputation as the Freewill of vampire lore. Unfortunately, before he could do damage control and keep things from landing squarely on my head, he was called away on business. From there, things quickly deteriorated.


  The HBC vampires thought I was the one responsible for killing their members. Combined with my ascension as the new head of Village Coven, it had caused bad blood to build up quickly between us. Over the next couple months, skirmishes broke out between our two groups. On the one side were vampires who hated me for a crime I didn’t commit, on the other were those eager to find an outlet for the violence I had been trying to curb. All in all, it was an explosive situation.


  If they were the gunpowder, though, then the fuse was named Sally. Since my dealings with the coven were mostly limited to the weekends (due to that little job thing I mentioned earlier), she was left in charge during the week. I had originally assumed this was for the best, as she was older than I and far better versed in vampire politics. We all know what happens when you assume; however, when you assume with regards to Sally, you can double that ‘make an ass out of me’ part of the deal.


  It was she who had proposed the mediation between our two covens. A group from Village Coven led by us would meet with a delegation of HBC vampires led by Samuel to hash out a truce. The meeting place was set at a neutral vampire safe house close to the Brooklyn Navy Yard, which at the very least meant it was an easy commute for me.


  Unbeknownst to me, though (at least up until a short while ago), was that Sally had purposely staffed our contingent with some of the more violent members amongst our coven. They were just looking for an excuse to do some damage. Combined with Samuel’s group, who were likewise spoiling for a fight, and the talks lasted all of three minutes before the first punch was thrown.


  Within the space of a few moments, at least three vampires were reduced to nothing more than ashes. After that, complete chaos descended. I quickly lost track of Sally in the ensuing melee. Then, after I spent a few minutes fighting off random Howard Beach vamps, Samuel caught sight of me.


  “THIS FUCKER’S MINE!!” he compelled his group. Almost immediately, they all backed off and sought their mayhem elsewhere. Amusingly enough, if I were somewhat older, I probably would have sent out an opposite compulsion toward my group - instructing them to save my ass. But I’m not, and since the vamps that Sally invited from our side weren’t my biggest supporters to begin with, they all had no problems letting the two head honchos battle it out mano y mano. Thus began our dance, which so far had consisted of Samuel bouncing me off various hard surfaces, broken up by the occasional, much less impressive return shot from me.


  * * *


  Oh yeah, speaking of hard surfaces, I managed to shake off the impact I had just taken and clear my thoughts. I must have only been dazed for a moment or two because I happily noticed my head was still attached to the rest of my body. Lucky me, as I looked up just in time to see Samuel’s still blazing form leap across the room toward my prone self.


  Just for the record, things like that may work in the movies. Hell, they still look pretty damn cool even in real life. From a practical standpoint, though, they’re kind of dumb to try. I mean, I’m not exactly a Navy Seal, and even I know that while in mid-air not only are you obviously telegraphing where you’re headed, but it’s a bit hard to change tactics in case your intended target decides to take countermeasures.


  And I was certainly going to be using said countermeasures, especially since I wasn’t entirely endeared with the concept of being crushed beneath two-hundred and seventy pounds of burning vampire love. I managed to pull up my knees and get my legs underneath him as he landed on me. I kicked out and sent him back in the direction he had come from. He may not have flown as far as I had from his hit, but fly he did.


  This was it. No more bullshit. No more one-liners (sadly). I needed to end this if I wanted to have any chance of living to brag about it. Besides, I could always make up some cool shit after the fact. I mean it’s not like someone was videotaping this...hopefully.


  I grabbed another beam from the rubble and started toward where Samuel had fallen. Amazingly, he was getting up again. He wasn’t looking too good, what with being poisoned by silver and on fire, but he still got back to his feet. I just hoped he was out of it enough for us not to repeat ourselves. I wasn’t sure I could take another hit from him without my head popping clean off.


  We stared at each other across about ten feet of space. He staggered but managed to stay upright. He balled his fists defensively, and I raised my stake in return. A heartbeat passed, or it would have if either of us still had one. We locked eyes and prepared for the final charge. I couldn’t help but think there should have been some Ennio Morricone music playing in the background, like in The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly, but sadly there’s never a soundtrack when you need one.


  I made my move first. I launched myself at him, and he...exploded in a cloud of flame and dust? What the fuck? I hadn’t even touched him yet. The least he could have done was wait until after I staked him to do that.


  I was just beginning to wonder what had happened when the smoke from his explosion thinned out, and it all became crystal clear to me. Standing directly behind where Samuel had been just a moment before was Sally, her own broken two-by-four still in hand.


  “What the hell?” I stammered.


  “Typically, this is the point where you would say thank you,” she replied, smug grin etched onto her pretty face.


  “I had him!” I insisted.


  “Oh? Like you had him right before he punted your ass for a field goal?”


  “You saw that?”


  “Oh, I did better than that.” She pulled a Flip camcorder from her pocket and waved it at me. Bitch!


  “And you didn’t help why?”


  “I was curious to see if you’d get back up,” she answered with an even voice. “Just for the record, I was actually impressed that you did.”


  “I’m flattered, I’m sure,” I said dryly.


  “Oh, don’t be such a grouch. I’ll give you full credit...again. Of course, we’ll both know the truth,” she said with another little shake of the camera. “By the way, is it me, or is this starting to become a habit between us?”


  “I didn’t need your help this time.”


  “Oh, really?” she countered. She bent and started rooting through Samuel’s ashes. “Then why was I the one who finished him off?”


  “That was a cheap shot.”


  “Exactly!” she replied, picking a few things out of his remains. “Thus proving my tactical brilliance compared to you both.” She finished by tossing my roommate’s purloined silverware back to me. “Nice fork, by the way.”


   


  Not Exactly a UN Summit


  “All in all, that went almost exactly as planned,” Sally cheerfully explained as we walked back to the main meeting room where the altercation had begun. The sounds of battle could still be heard in the building, but it seemed like things were winding down.


  “Whose plan, exactly?” I asked. “My plan was to come here, hash out a truce with Samuel, and then go home. Last I checked, my plan didn’t include spending the last hour trying to keep him from rearranging my face.”


  She shook her head and replied, “Sorry to break it to you, but there’s no way your little cease fire would have worked.”


  “It might have if you hadn’t decided to bring every psycho in the coven along.”


  “Like I said, all according to plan,” she pointed out in a tone one might’ve used on a particularly dimwitted child. “We killed two birds with one stone here. With Samuel gone, the rest of his gang won’t want to be within ten miles of us. As for our own side of things, I’m pretty sure we managed to purge some of the less pleasant elements of our own group. That’s what we like to call a win-win.”


  She had a point...maybe, at least minus the excessive mass murder part of it. Still, I was pretty pissed off.


  “You could have told me,” I growled as we entered the now deserted meeting room.


  “You wouldn’t have gone along with it.”


  “Exactly.”


  “Hence why I didn’t tell you. Duh!” She rolled her eyes at me.


  Occasionally I wished I was just a little more evil. If so, I’d have been almost tempted to make sure there was one more casualty added to the day.


  * * *


  We straightened up the room a little bit while Sally coached me on what to say. Once we had gotten the table and chairs set up again, she said, “Okay, you can call them all back now.”


  “How? This whole building is a battle zone. There’s no way they’ll hear me.”


  “Send it out as a compulsion.”


  “And that will do what, exactly? I can’t control any of these vampires. They’re all older than me, or have your forgotten?”


  “God, you are dense sometimes,” she sighed. “This has nothing to do with controlling them. If you send it out as a compulsion, every vamp in the building will hear it.”


  “Oh. Okay, then.” Yeah, I guess that made sense. Every compulsion I had ever heard (for lack of a better term) had been up close and personal. But since there was a psychic element to it that probably meant it could carry further than the sound of the voice making it.


  “Alright, so do it then,” she prodded.


  I went to open my mouth, then hesitated. After a couple seconds of Sally staring quizzically at me, I smiled sheepishly back at her.


  As expected, her response was another eye roll. “Don’t tell me you don’t know how to compel. You were supposed to be practicing these things.”


  “I know,” I stammered. “But since I haven’t met any vamps I could potentially control yet...I kind of figured...what was the point?”


  “And yet somehow you’re still alive while a two-century old master vampire is now a pile of dust. You must have a small regiment of guardian angels looking out for you.”


  “No shit. I need at least half of them to protect me from you.”


  “Flattery will get you nowhere,” she replied. “Oh well, if you want something done...THIS BATTLE IS OVER. SAMUEL HAS FALLEN!!”


  It wasn’t the loudest compulsion I’d ever heard (or felt), but it was apparently loud enough. The faint sounds of vampires beating the snot out of each other stopped almost immediately. As planned, I positioned myself at the head of the table, with Sally standing behind me as my subordinate. I put an expression of calm determination onto my face as best I could, which was saying something since turning my back on her was about the furthest thing I could think of to give myself a state of calm.


  One by one, the various combatants began to filter back into the former meeting room. I said nothing. I merely gestured to the seats as each vampire arrived, waiting for the last of the survivors. It supposedly projected an aura of smug superiority regarding my victory, not to mention it also kept me from having to repeat myself over and over again. That was a good thing, as it lessened the chances of me saying something stupid that would just start the battle up all over again.


  When a few minutes had passed since the last vampire returned, I took stock of the survivors. There was no mistaking which way the tide of battle had been turning. No matter the bloodlust some of my coven members might have been feeling, there were conspicuously less survivors on my side of things than on Samuel’s. That shouldn’t have surprised anyone. Jeff, the former master of Village Coven, tended to pick new members based on their looks and overall frat boy mentality. The HBC vamps, on the other hand, looked more like they had been recruited based on how many faces they had smashed in during their mortal life. If further negotiations went badly, it would be in our best interest to get the fuck out of Dodge as quickly as possible.


  However, that possibility was still a major if. If I played my part well enough, there might be no need for that. Yeah, I know...another if.


  As the last of the survivors took their seats, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the souvenirs Sally had dug from Samuel’s ashes. I tossed his fangs out onto the table as one might toss a pair of dice in a craps game. They tumbled end over end before stopping near the far edge. I glanced around and noticed all eyes were locked on them. The expressions around the table were all nearly identical, regardless of coven allegiance...abject disbelief. I expected this from the HBC vamps - but jeez, it would have been nice if even a few of my own ranks had a little faith in me. Assholes, each and every last one of them.


  Oh well, this speech wasn’t going to make itself. Thus, I got things started again once the silence in the room became almost oppressive. “Who is Samuel’s second?” I asked in a neutral tone.


  There was no immediate answer; instead, the various HBC survivors looked back and forth at each other, confusion evident on their faces. Sally had told me to expect as much. A vampire as old, relatively speaking, as Samuel tended to run a coven with an iron fist. A succession plan or even basic hierarchy was probably the furthest thing from his mind on a day-to-day basis. If that were the case, there would be confusion enough to distract these vampires as they sorted things out amongst themselves. It was sort of like the cartoons I used to watch as a kid. If GI Joe shot down Cobra Commander, they’d still have Destro and the Baroness to worry about. On the other hand, if He-Man ever took out Skeletor, the forces of evil would be pretty well fucked, as the rest of them were a bunch of numbnuts. We were pinning our hopes that Samuel was the Skeletor of his bunch.


  “I am Samuel’s second!” one of the HBC vamps cried.


  “The fuck you are!” another vampire immediately spat. Almost as if on cue, the rest of Samuel’s group started arguing amongst themselves. I couldn’t have planned it better had I tried.


  The survivors of my own coven looked to me as if seeking direction. It was about fucking time. If they had bothered to do that at the beginning of things, we’d have a lot less dead vampires to vacuum up.


  Oh well, there would be plenty of time to chew them out later. I motioned with my hand in a stay calm gesture, or what I hoped they interpreted as such. Fortunately, they did. Being on the losing side of a real life game of Mortal Kombat tends to have a sobering effect, even on a bunch of vicious nocturnal predators.


  I continued to let the HBC members argue amongst themselves for a few more moments. I knew they wouldn’t even come close to any conclusions in that time, but it made things seem more convincing. Finally, I raised my voice above them all. “ENOUGH!” It wasn’t a compulsion, but it got their attention. Being the dude who just tossed your boss’s remains in front of you tends to make one rate a few notches higher on the people to pay attention to scale.


  Once the table had again quieted down, I resumed. “Your internal politics are not my concern. Figure it out on your own time. What I care to know is whether any of you wish to continue Samuel’s quarrel with my people?” Yeah, that was total bullshit. Everyone here knew that the HBC’s grudge was against me and me alone; however, as coven leader, my fight was the entire group’s fight. Even I had to admit this job had a few perks.


  When nobody answered, I locked eyes with the closest of Samuel’s team. In as cold and dead of a voice as I could muster, I asked, “Do you still want to fight?” After a second or two of the stare-down, he slowly shook his head. I then went down the line, asking the same thing to each and every HBC vamp in the room. Now this part I wish someone taped because, damn, I bet it looked badass. I felt like Don fucking Corleone, I tell you.


  When I had reached the last one - and received the exact same answer from him as the rest - I said, “Regardless of whichever of you is now in charge, it appears that this coven war is over. We shall go back to where we were before and respect each other’s members and territory. Agreed?” When there was silence around the table for a bit too long, I repeated myself with a little more (empty) threat in my voice. “Agreed!?”


  This time, there were nods all around the table from HBC and Village Coven vamps alike. “Very well. It is done. Only one final business remains. In accordance with the laws of our people, as the victor of this battle I may set forth further terms of my choosing.”


  There were a lot of ugly looks around the table at that. Sally had told me of this little clause in vampire turf wars, with perhaps a little too much eager glee in her voice. I could use this time to do something like expand our own territory, demand that the Howard Beach Coven cede some of their membership numbers to us, or any such thing so as to further weaken them. No wonder she hadn’t wanted a successful treaty. Little miss hot pants behind me had herself some ambition.


  “The terms are,” every eye in the room was upon me, “this safe house is pretty trashed. Clean this place the fuck up, okay, guys?”


  There was an audible gasp of relief from the HBC vamps, as well as a sharp intake of breath behind me that my sensitive vampire ears picked up on. I could feel Sally’s eyes boring holes in the back of my head. Heh! Fuck you, bitch. This’d teach her to remember that I wasn’t her little boy toy to screw with as she pleased. Well, okay, maybe that was a poor way to phrase it. Sally had looks that would make her seem right at home on the cover of Cosmo. If she and the phrase ‘screw with me as she pleased’ ever came up, who was I to argue?


  * * *


  The peace conference adjourned, and the HBC members left to return to their territory. I likewise ordered my contingent back to Manhattan. There had been enough misadventure for one night, and dawn was only a few hours away anyway. While most of what people think they know about vampires is total bullshit, the whole catch on fire under the rays of the sun thing was pretty much spot on. A few minutes of sunshine was enough to turn even the strongest of bloodsuckers into something you could pick up with a dustpan.


  Once the others finally left, I relaxed in my seat and let out a huge sigh of relief. Now that the action was over and the prying eyes were off me, all of my bravado evaporated. I was once again just Bill Ryder, an online game programmer who still had no idea how he wound up neck deep in a pool of vampire shit.


  “So are you really that dumb, or did you just let them off the hook as a big fuck you to me?” said a voice from over my shoulder, jarring me out of my reverie. It was Sally. Somehow I knew she hadn’t left with the others. She was one of the few vampires who knew the real me, not the pseudo-scary ‘Dr. Death’ persona I tried to make everyone else believe in. On the one hand, it was nice to have her around. I didn’t have to pretend to be anyone else with her...and she wasn’t exactly hard on the eyes either, as I believe I’ve already mentioned. Any comfortable feeling, however, was tempered by the fact that Sally was a sarcastic bitch with an attitude problem that could have spanned the Verrazano Bridge and beyond.


  “Maybe a little of both,” I quipped without bothering to turn around.


  “Fair enough. I probably deserved it. Although you threw away a perfectly good opportunity to increase our leverage in the vampire community.”


  “Our leverage?”


  “Well, you are our fearless leader,” she purred, putting a little playfulness into her voice. Heh, times like that were when I trusted her least. At least you knew where you stood when she was in full-blown bitch mode. “I just keep the books in line.”


  “That you do.”


  “You’re pissed, aren’t you?”


  “Oddly enough, no,” I answered truthfully. “Don’t get me wrong, I should be. Your little game almost got me killed, and you definitely got a lot of other people dusted tonight.”


  “Nobody who’ll really be missed.”


  “That’s beside the point. We’re supposed to be partners in crime here, but it usually turns out I’m the partner while you’re the one committing all the crimes.”


  I could hear the grin in her voice as she replied, “You’ve probably got me there. I suppose it wouldn’t kill me to keep you in the loop a little more.”


  “That would be nice.”


  “But still, you’re really not pissed?”


  “No,” I replied. “That’s the crazy part. No matter what bullshit exploded in my face in the past few hours, I don’t feel anything but relief. I’m here in the middle of a murder scene that would give the NYPD a conniption, but the only thing I can think is that this is the first time in months that I don’t feel like someone is standing behind me holding a stake.”


  “Eh hem,” Sally cleared her throat.


  Sure enough, I turned around in my chair, and she was standing there holding a splintered off two-by-four.


  “Et tu, Brute’?” I asked.


  “Sorry,” she tossed it aside. “I was holding onto it in case the premises weren’t entirely clear.”


  “Allow me to rephrase myself,” I continued. “This is the first time in months I don’t feel like someone is going to try to kill me every five minutes - or are you going to pull out a shotgun and ruin that one, too?”


  “Left it in my other dress.”


  “I thought the strip club wasn’t letting you leave your laundry there anymore.”


  She ignored the quip and asked, “So how are you going to celebrate your newfound lease on life?”


  “I’m thinking maybe a few weeks off from the vampire lifestyle. That is, if you think you can hold the fort down.”


  “No problem,” she replied in an innocent tone. “What kind of trouble could I possibly get into?”


  I probably shouldn’t have, but I was tired and my defenses were down. Thus, I couldn’t help but laugh.


   


  Dating Habits of the Undead


  Before I was allowed to go on my infernal vacation of the damned, Sally wanted me to pop by the office the next night to take care of some paperwork. The office was a few blocks from the loft in SoHo where I had been turned and had originally associated with our coven’s goings on. What can I say, you die horribly in a place, and you get a little nostalgic for it; however, the loft was ultimately little more than a hangout. The coven had space in lots of buildings in the surrounding area, not to mention the nooks and crannies below street level. One such space was an entire floor of an office building close to NYU. During Jeff’s reign as coven head, the space mostly went unused. A few vamps might have squatted in it during the day, and some used it as a larder for the occasional wayward college student they caught, but that was it.


  Under my leadership, that had all changed. Yeah yeah, it was mostly Sally, but I had to nod and agree to most of it...emphasis on most. Whatever kudos I had given her for the organizational improvements put into place were completely wiped out by one of the slimier operations she had started for the coven. It creeped the utter shit out of me. Unfortunately, considering the alternatives, it was the lesser of evils...although it was still pretty fucking evil. I didn’t even like to think about it.


  I passed by that section as quickly as I could, trying really hard to make ‘la la la I can’t hear you’ noises as I did. Sally had, of course, set herself up in a comfy corner office from which to supposedly oversee the coven’s paperwork. Yeah, okay, whatever she liked to call it; however, even a blind man could see she enjoyed playing queen bee. I normally wouldn’t have cared, but despite my status as coven master, I didn’t seem to have an executive suite here with my nameplate on it. Still, considering the business going on just a few yards away, maybe that wasn’t a bad thing. I lost enough sleep over it as it was.


  I approached Sally’s office and saw a familiar face seated outside of it. “Hey, Starlight, what’s up?” I asked as I approached. “How the hell did Sally sucker you into playing secretary for her?”


  She looked up, flashed me a nervous smile, then quickly averted her eyes. “It’s no problem, Bill. I don’t mind helping,” she answered with a little quiver to her voice.


  Starlight’s real name was Alice. She had been given her nickname by Jeff as part of the ridiculous pseudonym campaign that he enforced for all vampires in the coven. That rule was the first thing I’d tossed out the window, but a lot of the coven had decided to keep their ‘code names’ regardless. Starlight was one of them.


  She was a stacked...well, Nubian goddess is probably the best term for it. She had been working on a career as a model before being turned. Despite the fact that she appeared younger than my twenty-five years, I knew she was almost twice my age. She also wasn’t the sharpest tool in our shed; however, despite an outer veneer of vampire attitude, she seemed to be one of the few amongst us who genuinely cared about her coven-mates. As a result, she was also one of the few that I genuinely liked. Unfortunately, due to the outer guise I had to keep up, she was also completely scared shitless of me. I kind of felt bad about it, but not nearly bad enough to let it slip that a lot of my bravado was bullshit. The rest of the coven could smell weakness like a school of sharks. I had little doubt they’d turn on me if they suspected that I wasn’t nearly the badass I tried to pretend to be.


  I also had little doubt that Sally had used Starlight’s fear of me to manipulate her into her current situation, but there wasn’t much I could do to fix things right at that moment. Or maybe there was...


  “I have business with Sally,” I said with a sneer. “Go take a coffee break...a long one.” I gave her a glare with my fangs bared, and that was all she needed to vacate the premises. As I watched Starlight run off, I heard Sally’s door creak open behind me, followed by her annoyed exhale. Thanks to her vampire hearing, she no doubt knew what had happened. Heh!


  “You know, I should report you for harassing my employees,” she said in a dry voice from behind me.


  “Take it up with the labor board.” I turned toward her. “You can always hire a temp.”


  “True enough,” she answered, showing me a smile full of fangs. “Besides, if they don’t work out...well, the severance plan is a killer.”


  * * *


  We spent the next hour or so going over various coven related business. Sally had the final tally of casualties from the fight with the HBC. Eight of our vampires were dusted. All of them were assholes, so I’d be shedding minimal tears on their behalf. She wanted to start recruiting new members immediately, but I put the kibosh on that until I got back. Since there were rituals involved with indoctrinating new members that I, as coven head, had to oversee (stupid college-like rituals...but rituals the same), this was one area I was confident that she wouldn’t immediately set about doing the opposite of what I said.


  We were finally starting to wrap up (Ye gods, even the dead can’t escape from bureaucratic red tape!). When we were just about finished, I asked, “So what should we tell the others?”


  “About what?”


  “About me,” I clarified.


  “That you’re a dumpy, four-eyed, piss-poor excuse for a vampire,” she said with that sickeningly sweet smile of hers.


  “About my vacation.”


  “Oh, that? I don’t think there’ll be much problem there. Word of your victory over Samuel is already starting to spread throughout the membership.”


  “Let me guess: you’re helping that along, right?”


  She smiled in response. “Well, I was the only witness, after all. Needless to say, I doubt too many of the coven are going to be bugging you about your personal business. Just in case they do, though, we can fall back onto some of the typical Freewill bullshit we’ve used before. I was thinking, if it comes down to it maybe your animalistic urges got the better of you. I could always say I was busy trying to track your feral ass down for a couple of weeks.”


  I thought about it for a second. “That’ll work.”


  “Just be sure to muddy yourself up a bit before you come back.”


  “No prob,” I replied. “We done here?”


  “Almost,” Sally cooed. Uh oh. “I was going to give you an update on the hotline.”


  I stood up, almost knocking the chair over. “I told you! I don’t want to know about the hotline.”


  “You need to know about the hotline. Without the hotline, we’d be back to where we were. You were the one who forbade us from trolling the raves or luring in the uglies.”


  I had (tried to) put an end to both practices in the coven. Both groups were easy prey. The first were mostly underage, which definitely didn’t sit well with me. As for the second group, that was a particular pet peeve of mine as that was how I had wound up a vampire in the first place. In years past, every few weeks the males and females of the coven would take turns on a particularly reprehensible practice. The coven members mostly consisted of people who looked like they just stepped out of an Old Navy commercial. They would use their sexuality to easily sway the less...err...physically confident into following them back to the coven lair, where they would be turned into late night snacks.


  As I knew she would, Sally next reminded me of the consequences of my attempts at de-psychoing our merry little band. “Even with the assholes the HBC took care of, there’s still a lot of pent up bloodlust in the coven. It’s either the hotline, or you’re going to have a major body count on your hands.” It was a common argument from her, and one that she knew I couldn’t refute.


  The hotline had been all Sally’s idea, but as coven head I had to pretend I’d given it my blessing. The funny thing was, since the whole idea was so insanely evil at its core, it had actually enhanced my reputation in the coven. It’s a good thing I didn’t need nearly as much sleep as I used to because I sure as hell wound up losing a lot of it over this.


  Sally had used coven funds to purchase several 1-800 and 900 numbers. Between sundown and sunrise, coven volunteers manned the phones of what was becoming a fairly well-trafficked suicide prevention hotline. The ground rules were disturbingly simple. It was pretty much Vegas casino odds, basically a 70/30 payout. Most of the people who called would actually be given help either through talking them through their troubles or outright giving them a minor compulsion over the phone (vampires can compel humans...just not as easily as they can other vamps). The rest...well, as Sally put it, they were the sad statistics of the world.


  I had enough sway to insist that kids were off limits. Fortunately, there were no real arguments there from anyone. Adult bodies held more blood anyway. As for the rest...generally speaking, the coven went after two types via the hotline: The first were those who were genuinely going to do it anyway, regardless of intervention. The others were your basic attention whores, those types you read about standing on the edge of a bridge, snarling up traffic for three hours with constant cries of “I’m gonna do it!” until such time as they didn’t. Truth be told, this latter group didn’t bother me quite as much. There were enough assholes in the city as it were. Still, this was creepy ass business, and some days I would wrack my brain trying to come up with something better. I mean, think about it: there you are depressed and thinking dark thoughts. You call up a place to discuss your problems, only for it to turn out that the voice at the other end was just sizing you up as a hors d’oeuvre. Not cool.


  Sure, there was always bottled blood as a substitute. That worked for some of us. Unfortunately, a good chunk of the coven considered themselves to be active predators. They were actually blood snobs and didn’t like anything that wasn’t still warm and fresh. Psycho assholes! I either had to appease that need or try to stake each and every one of them. I didn’t particularly favor my odds of doing the latter, thus I had to accept that part of being a vampire meant that there was a lot of shit I was going to have to toughen myself up about.


  I shook my head to clear it. I had to deal with it because Sally wasn’t going to let me go until I did. “Fine. How’s the hotline doing?” I asked through clenched teeth.


  “It’s doing great!” she replied with a chipper little voice. I could tell part of it was genuine enthusiasm. Sally had benefited greatly from Jeff’s demise. Upon his death, she had been pretty much instantly promoted from sex toy and part-time secretary to second in command of the coven. Behind the scenes, her position was even more powerful. I could tell she absolutely loved every minute of it. Unfortunately, I knew the other part of her cheerfulness came from knowing how uncomfortable the hotline made me. Sally derived way too much amusement from doing little things that she knew annoyed the ever not-living shit out of me.


  “We got a mention in an editorial in the Post,” she continued. “And guess what else?”


  “What?”


  “We got approved as a nonprofit. That means government grants and a huge fucking tax break at the end of the year.”


  “How do you sleep at night?” I sighed disgustedly.


  She just kept right on beaming as she replied, “On a comfy bed, and usually next to guys much better looking than you.”


  * * *


  On the way back home, I had at least one bright spot about the hotline to think about: Tom. I had kept both of my roommates up to date on the goings on in the vampire world, despite the fact that I wasn’t supposed to. They were two of my best friends, and I used them as sounding boards when I needed to bitch about things. Besides which, they really loved the fact that there was an actual supernatural underworld that they were amongst the few humans to know about. With regards to the hotline, Ed had been as disgusted as I. Tom’s response was more practical. He made it a point to crank call them every opportunity he got. It was mostly stupid shit, but he had made one or two that would have been Jerky Boys worthy. I knew it pissed off Sally, even if she didn’t mention it; however, there was absolutely nothing she could do. I had given specific orders amongst the coven that my friends and family were on the do not eat list. Considering that all the vampires in a twenty-mile radius thought I now had two master vampire dustings under my belt, I was fairly confident of not being crossed on that one. Tom could fuck with them to his heart’s content, and he had my undying approval to do so.


  Unfortunately, my blessings to crank away had to wait. I got back to my apartment in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, and found only my other roomie, Ed, at home.


  “How’d it go?” he greeted me, momentarily diverting his attention from the TV.


  “About like you’d expect,” I answered. “Doesn’t matter, though. I’m officially off the clock for a few weeks.”


  “Cool. So what are you gonna do now that you’re not Dr. Death?” he replied, bringing up my old coven pseudonym. Despite my having abolished the ‘superhero name rule’, as I liked to think of it, my roommates still used it to refer to the persona I had to keep up around the others. The funny thing was that I did, too. In my mind, Dr. Death was the dark beast inside of me who took care of the nasty business and wasn’t one to fuck with. It was all crap, of course, but sometimes it helped me think through things.


  “For starters, I think I’ll be happy to sit back and not worry about monsters trying to kill me or vice versa.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” he said dismissively, turning back to his show.


  “Tom out?” I asked, sitting down on the opposite side of the couch. Iron Chef was on. I could dig that.


  “Yep. He actually has himself a date.”


  “Really?” I asked with some surprise in my voice. “They decide to let farm animals back into the city?”


  That elicited a chuckle from Ed. He wasn’t the most emotional person on the planet, but he could always appreciate a good dig.


  “No, with an actual girl,” he replied. “Yeah, I know, surprised the hell out of me, too. Some chick he met at work.”


  That could be interesting. Tom was a low level gopher on Wall Street with aspirations of brown-nosing his way up the corporate ladder. According to him, most of the people who worked there fell into two categories: the work hard, play hard types that mostly had a nervous breakdown by the age of forty, and the boring-as-all-fuck crowd, AKA the types who got into finance for the sheer thrill of managing budgets. So if Tom was dating a girl from work, that meant he was either tied up in some S&M dungeon getting his brains fucked right out of his head or they were sitting down somewhere discussing the finer points of well-constructed spreadsheets. Knowing Tom’s luck with women, which was only marginally better than my own, I hoped his Excel skills were up to the task.


  “Oh, yeah, your dad left a message for you,” Ed said, changing the subject.


  “What’d he say?”


  “Do I look like your hot ass little secretary?”


  “Sally’s not my secretary. You know that.”


  “Yeah, from the sound of things, it’s more like you’re her secretary.”


  “Sometimes, I’m not so sure I’d disagree.” I got up to listen to whatever it was my parents had to say.


  “She does have a hot ass, though.”


  “Not arguing that point in the least,” I answered, hitting play and then going to the fridge to grab myself a pint of blood.


  Truth be told, I should have probably been a little more interested when my parents called me. Several months back, I had been given the scare of a lifetime when Jeff claimed to have kidnapped my mother. It had all been a misunderstanding...mostly because he was little more than a complete idiot, but it had still scared the crap out of me at the time. For a while there, I had tried to be a lot closer to my mom and dad. Jeff’s scheme had given me a new appreciation for them; however, time tends to make us forget these things. By now, we were more or less back to our typical relationship, consisting of the occasional call and me more or less yessing them to death when they asked me questions about my life. I listened to the message and deleted it. I’d text Dad later to let him know it was cool.


  “What’s up with your folks?” Ed asked as I returned to my seat.


  “They’re heading to A.C. for the weekend to piss away my inheritance.” I started sipping on my blood. “Their neighbors are away, so they have nobody to watch the cats.”


  Ed gave an amused sniff in return. “Cat sitting, huh? You vampires get all the cool gigs.”


  “Tell me about it. Hey, you wanna head down with me? Dad bought a sixty-inch plasma TV a while back, full HD. Got a pretty sweet sound system to go with it.”


  “He really is pissing away your inheritance.”


  “Yep, so I might as well get some use out of it. I figure we can throw on a few movies, maybe smoke a few blunts...”


  “A few?” Ed asked skeptically.


  He had a point there. Due to my vampire physiology, things like that tended to have less of an effect on me than they did normal humans. One of my roommates’ more pleasant experiments had involved such. Based on our extensive testing, we estimated it took roughly three to four times the amount of alcohol (or other substance) to get me as shitfaced as it normally would. If I ever sat down to have a drinking contest with Marion from Raiders of the Lost Ark, I’d win...probably. The effects also tended not to last as long either. In short, when it came to better living through chemistry, I was no lightweight. The downside, though, was that it wasn’t exactly friendly on the old wallet, unless I consigned myself to a night of drinking caseloads of shit beer. All things considered, I’d probably rather be staked.


  “Tempting, but I might have some shit to do on Saturday,” he continued. “Maybe I’ll pop by on Sunday if there’s anything left of you.”


  “Your loss.”


  “So what about the rest of the week?”


  “Oh yeah,” I answered as realization dawned. “Maybe I should have put in for a vacation from work.”


  Ed just sighed and shook his head. “Dude, we work from home and pretty much set our own hours. Every day is a vacation.”


  “There is some logic to your words. Still, it’s probably too late to put in for some time off anyway. I think Jim’s out of the office this week.”


  Jim was our boss over at Hopskotchgames.com. I was one of their lead game programmers, responsible for my fair share of hits, if I do say so myself. Ed worked as a graphic designer there, creating both in-game art as well as promotional materials. While it wasn’t making either of us overly rich, it was a good place to work. Normally, the game industry is a kill-or-be-killed field, full of nonstop death marches topped off by layoffs so that the bigwigs don’t have to pay out end-of-project bonuses; however, our company was pretty cool. As long as projects were finished and the money kept flowing in from users, they had a pretty laid back attitude. Give it a few years, and I’m sure they’d get big enough to adopt a corporate asshole atmosphere, but for now I enjoyed it.


  Even better was that I was technically considered a permanent tele-worker.


  Since a vampire and sunlight do not a wonderful pair make, after I was turned I had gotten my physician friend, Dave, to give me some bullshit excuse of a doctor’s note to give to my company. I had traded my services as a guinea pig to him to do so, but so far he hadn’t taken much advantage of that outside of some minor tissue samples. Thanks to him, I had been working from home for the past six months, and...and it suddenly hit me, as it always did...and that meant it had been six months since I had seen her.


  As always, whenever I thought of her, my stomach clenched up and I felt a little light headed. I had hoped that perhaps a state of out of sight, out of mind would take over and make it easier for me; it hadn’t. Love stinks, especially when the other person isn’t aware of it. I thought about it for a few more seconds, feeling my good mood start to fade as I did; however, then I realized that perhaps now was finally the time to do something about it.


  “Maybe I’ll go in for a day this week,” I said casually.


  “Where?”


  “Work, obviously.”


  “You do realize that there’s this little thing called the sun in the sky during the day? You do remember what that does to you, right?”


  “I know, Dad,” I answered sarcastically. “It’ll be okay. I can cover up, and Dave gave me this medical grade sunscreen to try out.”


  “It’s a stupid risk,” Ed rightfully pointed out.


  “I know, but this is the perfect week to do it. With Jim out, nobody’ll be around to give me any shit about my condition.”


  “Yeah, that’s fine and all, but you don’t have any reason to...” Recognition dawned in his eyes. He sighed and said, “Dude, she doesn’t even know you’re alive.”


  “Who?” I asked innocently.


  “Don’t act like a bigger fucking idiot than you already are. You’re going to risk evaporating in the daylight just so you can see some chick you can barely work up the guts to say hi to.”


  “Sheila is not some chick,” I said, more defensively than I really should have. “She’s...special.”


  “Please tell me you did not just say that? You’ve said maybe ten words to the girl in the past three years.”


  “It doesn’t matter. You don’t need words to know these things. You just know.”


  “Much like you apparently know all about insanity?” Ed asked, an edge working its way into his voice.


  “What I know is that if I have a soul mate in this world, it’s her.”


  He made a gagging noise, and then replied, “Vampires don’t have souls.”


  “Neither do mediocre graphic designers,” I spat back.


  “Probably true,” he conceded. “But that doesn’t change the point. You’ve been acting like a high school freshman around this girl for years, making all sorts of goo-goo eyes and shit at her. She hasn’t responded. Time to move on.”


  “I’m going to finally do it,” I said.


  “Move on?”


  “No. Ask her out.”


  “I’ll believe it when I see your wedding invitations.”


  “I’m serious. Besides, you actually have a point.”


  “About what?”


  “About it being time to move on,” I said. “You’re right. It’s time to shit or get off the pot. I’m going to ask her out. If she says yes, then it was meant to be. If she says no...”


  “You’ll come home and cry yourself to sleep for the next month?”


  “Probably,” I admitted. “But when I’m finished doing that, I’ll move on with my life.”


  “Like I said,” he replied. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”


  I just shook my head and sighed. “Dude, have a little faith. I’ve faced off against the very worst the underworld can throw at me. Asking out one girl isn’t going to be an issue.”


  * * *


  Okay, so I lied. Three days later, I finally entered the lobby of the building where Hopskotchgames resided. I’d like to say I had things to do that kept me busy, but let’s not bullshit each other here. It took me until then to work up the guts to follow through with my plan. God, I am such a wuss. But that didn’t matter. I was finally there. It was time to be a man.


  First things first, though. I ran to one of the restrooms on the first floor. After hyperventilating for a few minutes, I peeled off the hoodie, gloves, and sunglasses I was wearing. I also washed off most of the sunscreen I had applied. No point in showing up in front of the girl of my dreams looking all greasy and smelling like rotten coconuts. Afterwards, I looked myself over in the mirror. Thank god the whole vampire reflection thing was complete bullshit! If I had even the slightest doubt that I maybe had a blemish, hair out of place, or, god forbid, a booger hanging out of my nose, the whole deal would be off before it even began.


  Everything passed inspection. I looked good, or as good as I was going to get, and my breath didn’t stink (I had munched a whole tin of Altoids on the way over). This was it. It was now or never.


  I rode the elevator up to the twentieth floor, one of the two floors my company occupied. Mindful to be as discrete as possible, as I was, for all intents and purposes, technically considered disabled, I used my company badge to let myself in through the side entrance. I walked down a hallway past the sea of cubes, the clicking noises of many keyboards filling the air. At last it was in sight, Jim’s office. Seated at a desk just outside of it was his assistant, Sheila...the girl who owned my heart, non-beating as it were.


  She was slim, about five-five, with shoulder length dirty blonde hair. She had the most unusual eyes, almost a grey in color. They kind of looked like the sky on a cloudy day. Okay, enough of that. Too many of those thoughts, and I’d probably be writing shitty goth poetry next thing I knew. Anyway, suffice it to say that, to my eyes, she was truly something to behold. Hers was a different kind of beauty than Sally’s. Whereas Sally would have looked at home on the cover of Vogue, Playboy...or even Skank magazine, Sheila was more of the girl next door type. She never would have passed as a fashion model, but she had a warm, inviting smile that said she was approachable in a “Hi, I’m really glad to see you” sort of way, as opposed to the “Please stick a twenty down my G-string” type of look I had gotten used to from my coven-mates. I tried to summon a little of my Dr. Death persona as I approached, minus of course the claws, fangs, or anything else that might scream undead demon from Hell.


  It didn’t work. Dr. Death was taking his vacation from the coven very seriously, it would seem. Bastard! I could feel my resolve slowly starting to crumble in the wake of her presence. My steps slowed, my knees started shaking, and that’s when she looked up.


  “Bill? Is that you?” she asked. Holy shit! She did know my name. Thank you, God!


  “Hey, Sheila. Long time no see.” Argh! Why did I have to sound like such a fucking douche-nozzle?


  “Yeah. We haven’t seen you in months. I had heard you were sick.”


  “Oh, not sick so much as I have a bit of a condition,” I stammered. “I’m getting treatment. I actually feel pretty good today.”


  “I’m glad to hear it,” a friendly smile spread across her face. “You look good.”


  “YOU LOOK LIKE A GODDESS!” I wanted to scream, but instead just replied, “Thanks...um, you too.” At least I sorta managed to sputter a compliment with that last one.


  “So what brings you here?” she asked, her smile still making me melt from the inside out. I wonder if getting staked felt like that...nah, probably not.


  Hold on! What was I doing here? Motherfucker! I had spent so much time working my way up to the actual getting here part that I hadn’t bothered to come up with a single simple reason to actually be in the office. Unfortunately, “professing my love to you,” wasn’t really an answer that I felt like giving out quite yet. Goddamn it! Think, stupid.


  So I said the first thing that popped into my mind. “I’m here to pick up my paycheck.”


  “On a Thursday?” (Shit!)


  “Well...”


  “I thought you were on direct deposit.” (Fuck Fuck Fuckity Fuck!)


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean pick up my paycheck. I needed...to...change a few things on my W2.” (that was better. The engines were reigniting. Maybe I could pull out of this death-spin.)


  “Oh. Did you get married?” (Mayday! Mayday!)


  “NO!” I said, way too emphatically. “Nothing like that. Still single. Yep, just another eligible bachelor in the city. That’s me.” (God, I want to die! Seriously, please let Sally or some other vampire be sneaking up behind me with a stake to put me out of my misery)


  “Oh,” she said, looking a little confused. This was not going how I had planned. Well, okay, my plan had more or less consisted of walking coolly through the hall and her flinging herself into my arms at first sight. What? I never claimed my plan was realistic.


  “I think HR usually takes care of that stuff,” she finished.


  “Oh, I know that. I just wanted to pop by. Check out the old homestead. You know. Say hi and all that.” (not to mention, stand around and stammer like a retard)


  “Well, I’m glad you did. It’s good to see you again,” she replied with that same smile. I could stare it all day. Although I had a feeling I had better not do so for more than a few seconds; otherwise, I might end the day staring at the much less friendly smiles of building security.


  Hold on just one second! What an idiot I am. She just gave me an opening.


  Time to man up, pussy! suddenly screamed my Dr. Death persona from somewhere deep in my subconscious. It’s about time he woke up. Yeah. I could do this. It was now or never.


  “I’m happy to see you again, too. Speaking of which, Sheila, I wanted to ask you a...” *RING*


  “Sorry. I better get that,” she said, going back into work mode and picking up the phone. Why now!? Does fate hate me so much? Don’t bother answering. It was a rhetorical question.


  She listened to someone speaking on the other end for a moment or two. Please let it be a wrong number. Maybe it was just some dickhead vendor making a cold call. Anyone who she could quickly get rid of before...


  “It’s the VP of Marketing. I should take this. Good seeing you, though,” she whispered quietly to me before returning to the call.


  Too late. The moment was over. I could feel whatever bravado I had spent nearly four years building up drain away in an instant. Damn you, Marketing VP! Damn you to hell! It was even worse because I knew the guy was an asshole. His name was Harry Decker. He joined the company a short while after I contracted my condition. I hadn’t met him in person, but had been on enough teleconferences with him to know that he was useless in all areas except kissing the CEO’s ass. Note to self: sic the coven on that fucker.


  It didn’t matter, though. I was finished. Rather than stand there and let fate continue to shit on me with the force of a thousand pigeons, I slunk away while she was still on the phone. I let myself out and got back onto the elevator. Once the doors closed and I was alone, I did the only thing I could think of...I banged my head repeatedly against the wall. I deserved it.


  I looked up...okay, I didn’t deserve it that much. Crap! Sometimes I forget the whole vampiric strength thing. There was a very visible dent in the wall of the elevator that hadn’t been there a few moments ago. I quickly tossed on my daytime cover-ups so I could make a quick escape once I was back at the ground floor. I didn’t need a repair bill from building maintenance to add to my shame.


  * * *


  Despite a nagging urge to rip off all my clothes and running screaming into the sunlight, I didn’t. I managed to make it back to my apartment no worse for the wear, physically at least. Unfortunately, my pain was just beginning. Ed was in the living room waiting for me when I walked in.


  “How’d it go?” he asked.


  “Don’t want to talk about it,” I said, walking toward my bedroom / office.


  “She shot you down?” Even from behind me, I could feel the grin on his face as he asked it.


  “Don’t want to talk about it,” I repeated.


  “You didn’t even ask her did you?”


  “You know,” I spun around to face him, baring my fangs in the process, “it might not always be a good idea to piss off the scary-ass vampire you’re living with.”


  “So scary he can’t even ask one girl out on a date?” he asked, his grin going into full shit-eating mode.


  Goddamn, I hate when he’s right. My anger deflated, and I walked back to slump down onto the couch.


  “You know what your mistake was?” Ed asked, sitting down next to me.


  “Being born?”


  “No. That was your parents’ mistake. Your mistake was that you forgot one important rule: you never ever try to confess your feelings without first fortifying yourself. You should have stopped in a pub on the way for a little liquid courage, if you know what I mean.”


  I looked up and met his gaze squarely. “I’m fairly sure women aren’t entirely impressed by guys who profess their undying love while reeking of Jack Daniels.”


  “I didn’t say to bathe in it. I’m just saying a shot or two to calm the nerves...maybe three or four in your case.”


  I chuckled slightly at that. “Maybe you’re right, oh wise one. At any rate, I probably couldn’t have fucked it up any worse than I did.”


  “Fortunately for you, it’s not too late,” he said.


  “I’m pretty sure I screwed up asking her out.”


  “Oh, it’s too late for that. I meant it’s not too late for some liquid fortification. You, my friend, need a drink, several of them in fact. Who knows, maybe I’ll even buy one or two for you,” he said, walking over to get his jacket. “And when you’re finished, you’re going to go to your parents’ house this weekend and do it again until you are so shitfaced you don’t even remember your own name. You kill off enough brain cells, and you won’t be able to help feeling better about things.”


  Sage advice, if ever there was any.


   


  Here, Kitty Kitty


  Note to self: don’t listen to Ed’s advice. Traffic was surprisingly light for a Sunday night. I was sitting in the passenger seat of Ed’s two-seater piece-of-shit, watching the miles slide by. My roommate was behind the wheel. We were heading south on Route 287 toward the Outerbridge Crossing. He had been good enough to come down and give me a ride back home, which kind of made sense as it had been his counsel that had given me cause to want to flee back to the relative safety of Brooklyn. Nevertheless, I was glad for the ride. It had turned out to be a long weekend, and I was in no mood to deal with the idiocies of mass transit to get back home.


  Since it was early Fall, there was no Jersey Shore traffic to contend with. Even so, considering it was only about six PM, traffic was pretty light heading toward Staten Island. Oh well, it was that lull that tends to happen around late September / early October. People were still burnt out from the summer, and the holiday rush was a good month or so off. This was one of those rare times when people just stayed put. In short, the asshole ratio on the roads was low. I liked times like this. Sadly, they were too few and far between as of late.


  We had been listening to some rock music on the radio, or at least what the DJ was calling rock music. There were very few real rock stations left in Jersey. Most played either classic rock, which was mostly tolerable, or a combination of lousy ballads and pop rock (which had just enough guitar riffs to be outside of the Justin Bieber demographic...barely). We had been discussing how real kick-ass rock music was such a rare commodity when my cell rang.


  I had been expecting it. I picked it up and answered with a “Hello.”


  “William, is there something you would like to tell me?” asked the voice of my Dad.


  Uh oh. That wasn’t a good sign. If he was calling me William, it meant he had noticed the little mistake I had left behind from my weekend of house sitting.


  I decided to do what I did best, play dumb. “Nope. It was a quiet weekend, Dad.”


  “I’m sure it was,” he replied in a tone that said he didn’t even remotely believe me. “Your mother and I appreciate you coming down and keeping an eye on the place while we were at the beach.” The beach in this case being some of the many casinos down in Atlantic City.


  “No problem, Dad! Anyway, well I gotta...”


  “Hold it!” commanded the voice on the other end. “I guess I won’t beat around the bush. What the hell did you do to Angel?” At the mention of the name of her favorite cat, I could hear my mother in the background. She started wailing and carrying on. It pretty much sounded like she was in the middle of a major freak-out. Not too surprising, all things considered.


  “Mom sounds kind of upset.”


  “I noticed,” said my father, sarcasm oozing out of his voice. “Do you want to know why?” he asked, despite the fact that I had a pretty good idea and he most likely knew it.


  “Why?” I asked innocently.


  “Because right now she’s vacuuming up a pile of Angel dust.”


  “Angel dust? You know, she should hold on to that. I hear the street value’s off the charts if it’s the good stuff.”


  “I’m not laughing, William.”


  “Sorry, sir,” I automatically replied, despite being an adult, having a job, living on my own, and...oh yeah...being a freaking vampire. “What happened?” I asked, genuinely curious. After all, I wasn’t entirely sure how things had played out...especially since I’d made it a point to bug out before my parents got home, even going so far as donning a hoodie, sunglasses, and ski mask so as to brave the daylight without bursting into flames. It probably wasn’t the manliest way I could have handled the situation, but I’ve always thought there’s a fine line between bravery and idiocy. Sticking around would have definitely crossed that line.


  “When we got home, your mother noticed the cat was acting a little strange,” my father explained. “It was hissing and carrying on.”


  “They’re cats,” I again adopted an innocent tone. “They go loopy every now and then.”


  “Don’t be stupid. You know Angel,” he chided. “You could step on the stupid cat’s...sorry, dear...head, and she wouldn’t bat a whisker. But not today. When we got home, she was going absolutely nuts. And there was something wrong with her eyes. They had gone all black like a shark’s. That definitely was not normal.”


  “Distemper?” I unhelpfully offered.


  “Not unless it was the most extreme case of distemper there’s ever been,” Dad continued. “Your mom was a mess. Made me go get the cat carrier so we could rush her to the vet.” Oh boy, I think I knew where this was going. “I had the damnedest time getting her in it, too. Little bitch kept going after me.”


  “She didn’t bite you, did she?” I hadn’t considered that. I wasn’t even sure she could pass it back to humans, but it was a risk I wasn’t really willing to take...at least not with my parents.


  “No, but she came damn close. I had to put on some work gloves to finally get her in. Then it got weird.” (Yeah, I bet it did)


  “I’m listening.”


  “Your mom got in the car, but I had left my wallet in the house. I sat the cat carrier out on the walk and went back inside to grab it, and then...”


  “In the sun?” I asked, already knowing the answer.


  “What?”


  “Did you leave the carrier in the sun?” I repeated.


  “I don’t know. I guess so. What does it matter?” he asked irritably. “All I know is that one minute it’s quiet, and the next I hear your mother carrying on like a mad woman. I ran back outside, and do you know what I found? The cat carrier was on fire. I’m not just talking a few sparks either. It was like someone doused it with rocket fuel.”


  I was definitely starting to get a sinking feeling in my stomach.


  “By the time I got the hose, though, the fire was already out,” Dad went on with his gruesome tale. “The damnedest thing was the cat. I was expecting her to be all burnt up, but there was nothing left. She was completely vaporized. All that was left was a pile of ashes with her collar sticking out of it.”


  “Wow. That’s...bizarre,” I said, severely understating the whole thing.


  “Yes, bizarre is one word for it. So that’s why I want to know whether or not anything odd happened this weekend while you were around.”


  “No idea,” I lied. “Like I said, Dad, it was a slow weekend. Barely saw the cat. She kept to herself. Other than that, not much going on...hello, Dad? Dad? I’m losing you. We’re heading into a tunnel. I’ll call...” and then I disconnected the call as I had no idea what else to say.


  Ed and I drove on for a mile or so, and then he said, “I know I only caught part of that conversation...”


  “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  He ignored me anyway. “But was that about what I think it was?”


  I sighed and decided I might as well confess. It was going to be a long drive otherwise. “My mom’s cat, Angel...”


  “Yes?”


  “I kinda, might have...”


  “Yes?”


  “Turned her into a vampire,” I finished.


  “YOU WHAT!?” he yelled, just barely managing to keep the car from swerving off the road.


  “Turned it into a vampire.”


  “Why?”


  “It was an accident.”


  “How was it an accident?”


  “Well, as you had suggested, I got pretty wrecked this weekend,” I said with a guilty grin.


  “And how does that lead to an immortal demon cat?”


  “Well, like I said, I was pretty messed up. I guess when vampires get the munchies they don’t automatically go for the nachos like everyone else.”


  “That’s fucked up, man.”


  “I know.”


  “It’s your mom’s cat!”


  “Was my mom’s cat, anyway.”


  “I mean, I don’t even like cats,” he went on, “and I still think that’s fucked.”


  “Yes, I get it. I didn’t mean to vampirize the damn cat. It just kind of happened.”


  “Is that even a word?”


  “It is now,” I snapped. “And then when she woke up from it...”


  “I’m listening.”


  “I guess I kind of fooled myself into thinking that maybe I had dreamt it all.”


  “I take it from your dad’s call that you were wrong on that front.”


  “Definitely not a dream.”


  “Fucked up,” he repeated.


  We drove on again in silence for a few minutes until I heard Ed chortle. I turned to see him grinning and trying...and failing...to suppress laughter.


  “What’s so funny?” I asked.


  “I was just thinking...”


  “Yeah?”


  “There is a bright side,” he said.


  “Do tell.”


  “When we get home, you at least get to tell Tom about how you got to eat some pussy this weekend,” he said, finally cracking up laughing.


  “Not funny,” I said, but it was a lie. Put that way, it was actually pretty goddamned hilarious. I soon joined my roommate. We laughed for a good long while until my phone rang again.


  “Oh shit,” I said, tears still pouring down my face.


  “Time to get back on the clock, my man,” Ed commented.


  He was right. I couldn’t put this off. I just hoped I could think of something to tell my parents that sounded more convincing than, “Sorry for vampirizing your cat, Mom and Dad.” I picked up the phone and answered it.


  “Listen. Tell Mom I’m sorry about her cat.”


  “Tell her your damn self,” replied Sally’s voice from the other end. “I’m not your goddamned answering service.”


  “What?” I blurted out. “What are you doing on the line, Sally?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. I was lonely, what with you on vacation and all, and thought maybe I’d give you a buzz so you could talk dirty to me. But I’m afraid I have to draw the line at letting you call me mommy...or daddy, for that matter,” she quipped.


  “I can think of a few other words for you.”


  “I’m sure you can, but think of them while you’re packing. Vacation’s over,” she replied.


  “What?”


  “You heard me,” she sniffed in an impatient tone.


  “Why am I packing?”


  “Because that’s what people do when they take a trip, unless they plan on traveling naked, and if that’s your plan then please let me know so I can make sure I never have the same itinerary as you.”


  “Hold on. What trip?”


  “The one you’re taking,” she said as if speaking to a moron.


  “Why don’t we start over, and you tell me what’s going on?”


  “I thought you’d never ask,” she said in that annoyingly chipper tone she adopted whenever she knew she was pissing me off. “You’re going to China.”


  “What!? Why the hell would I be going to China?”


  “James’s orders. He called and requested your presence.”


  “Why?”


  “Beats me. You can ask him that in person in about two days.”


  “I don’t even have a passport,” I protested.


  “Wow, that’s kind of sad,” she said. “Not surprising, mind you, just sad. Fortunately, you don’t need one.”


  “Why wouldn’t I need a passport to get into China?” I asked. “Pretty sure they check those things there.”


  “Because it’s a long flight, and since commercial airlines tend to have rules against their passengers going up in smoke when sunlight hits them, I made some alternate arrangements.”


  “Define alternate arrangements.”


  “You, my friend,” she replied, putting even more chipperness into her voice, “have been booked into a first class coffin in the cargo hold.”


  “WHAT!?” I screamed into the phone.


  “You’re welcome. By the way, you might want to pack a pillow.” *click*


  Bitch!


   


  A Sandwich with a Side of Chips


  I’m sure there are some powers-that-be somewhere who had a good laugh at the irony. There I was looking for a vacation away from the coven, and I wound getting a vacation alright...all the way to fucking China. Why? No idea. If Sally knew, she wasn’t very forthcoming, and it’s not like I had James’s cell phone number. Speaking of which, travel aside, the thought of running into James again produced some mixed feelings in me.


  While I wasn’t exactly sure of his true age, I was led to believe that he was in the neighborhood of six-hundred plus years old. Supposedly, he had been a contemporary of Marco Polo himself. That wasn’t one-hundred percent relevant. What was, though, was that James was in charge of all vampire related business in the Northeast United States. All of the covens in that area, mine included, were answerable to him. He, in turn, answered directly to the Draculas, the coven of the thirteen most powerful vampires from whom all of our rules supposedly descended. I say supposedly because, aside from James, I had never met another vampire who’d ever met directly with these Draculas. Still, it was probably wise not to make too many waves with regards to them. Why? I had seen James in action.


  I am told that as vampires age, their powers increase as well. James was living proof of that. When he wanted to, he could move almost faster than the eye could follow. Strength-wise, I had once seen him literally tear apart a small group of gang-bangers in less time than it takes for most of us to order a burrito at Taco Bell. I wasn’t too proud to admit that he scared the bejeesus out of me. All of the Draculas, though, were older than him, some supposedly quite a bit. Therefore, it stood to reason that if a run-in with James could ruin one’s day, crossing the Draculas could seriously fuck your shit up.


  All that taken into consideration, I still owed the guy. If it weren’t for him, my tenure as a vampire would have lasted all of five minutes. He was the one responsible for giving me a chance. He was also the one responsible for jumpstarting my reputation amongst my fellow vamps, which went a long way toward getting me to where I was now. Sure, he had also been the one to put the HBC vamps on my ass, but I was willing to believe that had all just been a case of bad timing. Before he could cool down any heat between our covens, he had been called away by the Draculas. They had sent him all the way to China, where I was now destined to follow, for whatever reason.


  Speaking of China, there were mixed emotions there as well. The good being that seven thousand miles between myself and the disgust I felt at my inability to speak my mind with Sheila sounded pretty decent to me. I seriously doubted anything in the Gansu province of China would give me cause to dwell too much on her. Unfortunately, everything else fell into the bad category. The trip was a twenty-plus-hour nightmare of transfers, starting at LaGuardia (or as I like to think of it, Satan’s airport) and ending in Beijing. However, I needn’t have worried about being stuck in the middle row between two fatties or next to a screaming kid for the entire trip. No, because I was luggage.


  * * *


  Did I say luggage? No, luggage would be too kind. After a whirlwind packing job, including making sure my iPod was charged (no way was I flying in the cargo hold for almost an entire day without some tunes), I managed to convince Ed to give me a late night drop-off. This did not put him into a good mood. If you’ve ever driven to LaGuardia, you know what I mean. It’s like the state of New York purposely decided to make one of their major transportation hubs as big of a clusterfuck as humanly possible. It was only after lots of twists, turns, and exit-only lanes, that we finally managed to crawl through traffic to our destination. Things were bad enough, and we’re talking eleven PM here. I could only imagine the insanity of doing it at rush hour.


  As per Sally’s instructions, Ed dropped me off at a small private terminal. He gave me an annoyed growl as way of saying goodbye before driving off. The windows of the building were opaque, although whether this was purposeful or just layers of grime, I couldn’t tell. The doors were also locked from the inside. I stood there looking confused for about ten minutes - getting ready to pull my cell phone out and call Sally - when finally I heard a click. The doors opened. Beyond them was a figure silhouetted by the light inside. It beckoned me forward. Creepy, but then again, I am a vampire. Creepiness kind of goes hand in hand with my life these days. I tried to conceal my nervousness and walked in, thoughts of all the various slasher flicks I had ever seen going through my mind.


  I needn’t have worried. Vampire society isn’t much different than ours once you get past the ‘blood-sucking eternal creatures of the night’ aspect of it. Sure, they liked to put forth a mysterious atmosphere, but I think that was just to impress the newbs. Once you got past all that, it was surprisingly mundane. Case in point, once I entered the building, it became obvious that this was just another private terminal - small, spartan, and efficient. Once my eyes had adjusted to the light, I saw that my mysterious beckoning figure was another vampire, a rather bored looking one at that. He was wearing business casual and holding a clipboard.


  As I entered, he said in a completely disinterested tone, “Close the door behind you and give me your paperwork.” Right there and then, any creep factor dropped to zero. I was just dealing with the undead equivalent of boarding check-in. I handed him the forms Sally had emailed over to me. He took a quick look and called back over his shoulder, “I need a box, a big one!”


  A few minutes later, a couple of shambling figures carried out what looked to be an oversized shipping crate. It was about seven feet long by three feet wide, and maybe four deep. The creatures carrying the crate were zombies. I had met some several months back. Apparently, they were the equivalent of general office staff to the vampires. Hmm, I wondered if they have a union. That wouldn’t surprise me in the least.


  Anyway, the zombies placed the crate on the floor. One of them procured a crowbar, which he used to pry the lid open. The top off, I could see the box was empty, save for some straw padding at the bottom and some black felt lining the inside - no doubt to keep the sunlight out. Looking into it, I got a distinctly sinking feeling.


  “Okay, get in,” said the bored vampire.


  “In there?”


  “You see any other box here?”


  “I thought I was supposed to be traveling in a coffin.” Either way, I wasn’t exactly going to be traveling in style, but I was expecting a little better than this.


  “Coffin, crate, what’s the difference? You’ll fit, and since you’re flying freight, the accommodations don’t need to be fancy.”


  “Freight?” I asked, not quite believing what I had been told.


  “FedEx, to be exact. They’ll be loading you up in the next hour or so. We still gotta put all the export forms onto this thing, so we don’t have time for too much dicking around here. Hop on in.”


  “It’s a box!”


  “You want luxury? Next time, go first class, cheapskate.”


  That fucking bitch! She was mailing me to China. She was goddamned lucky that I had no interest in pissing off James. If not for that, I’d be grabbing a cab back to the loft and sticking her ass in a box.


  “You waiting for an engraved invitation?” the vampire attendant asked impatiently.


  “No, I’m going,” I sighed, climbing in and trying my best to find a comfortable position to lie down in. “Just make sure my bags don’t get lost.”


  “Won’t be a problem,” he started tossing them in with me. I didn’t pack heavy, but still. What had merely been an uncomfortable fit was now a tight uncomfortable fit.


  “What the fuck, man!?” I cried in outrage.


  “Sorry. Your papers specify one and only one box. Take it or leave it.”


  Sadly, that last part wasn’t really an option. Before I could say another word, the zombies placed the lid back onto the crate, and began nailing it shut.


  There was a knock on the top of my makeshift tomb, and I could hear the attendant say, “Whatever you do, don’t try to get out until they open it up. Once you’re in China, a truck will take you to your destination, and your contacts will release you. If you try to get out beforehand...well, let’s just say the Chinese can be a little trigger happy.”


  Great! “What if I have to go to the bathroom?” I yelled back.


  “Heh! I hope for your sake you didn’t drink anything before getting here.”


  * * *


  My iPod made it about three quarters of the way through the flight before finally crapping out - not that I had much of a chance to relax and enjoy the music. The loading process was brutal in and of itself. I must have been dropped at least three times. As for the flight, aside from some brief layovers to refuel, it was a real motherfucker. The pilot was either a daredevil or an idiot, as he seemed to make it a point to head straight into whatever turbulence he could find. Even had I not been afraid of flying before, I sure as shit was afterwards. When my music finally died, I did the only thing I could think of to pass the time...mentally kill Sally over and over again. By the time we landed and I could feel my box being unceremoniously loaded onto a truck, I had come up with some pretty ingenious scenarios for her untimely demise. Ultimately, though, I kept coming back to using a wood chipper to do it. There’s nothing like the classics.


  The truck ride took another eternity, during which I had to assume we were either moving along unpaved roads or the driver had a serious fetish for potholes. Straw or no straw, all I knew was that my entire backside was full of splinters. I was just about to start hoping that one of them would eventually be long and sharp enough to pierce my heart when the truck finally stopped at long last.


  I could feel my temporary tomb being lifted up and then dumped onto the ground. Jesus Christ! Was it too much to ask for somebody to tape a fucking ‘Fragile: do not drop’ sticker onto me?


  What followed was some muffled conversation. I couldn’t make it out. No surprise there. I was in China after all...or at least I hoped I was. It would be just my luck to have been delivered to the wrong place. There could be some poor schmuck in Alberta, Canada, thinking he was about to unpack his new end table, when whoops...sorry, but we shipped you a pissed off vampire by mistake.


  The muffled conversation started to sound like a minor argument for a few minutes; however, it finally abated, and I could hear the truck start up again and drive off. I patiently waited for what would happen next, hoping against hope that there wasn’t a ‘Do not open until X-mas’ sign on my new home.


  For the first time in over twenty-four hours, though, luck was with me (don’t ever ask me about the whole needing to go to the bathroom thing!). I heard the top of the crate being pried off. I just hoped that it wasn’t high noon outside. The top began to move, and I could see bright light starting to stream in. Oh shit! As it was lifted off, I gave a yell of panic and reached up to shield my face with my arms.


  A second or two passed, and I finally noticed I wasn’t going up like wood shavings doused in gasoline. I slowly lowered my arms and realized the light was artificial. As my eyes adjusted, I made out the face of James, as well as a few others looking in at me. Most of the new faces looked bemused, no doubt at my little panic attack; however, James’s expression was a bit more perplexed.


  “Dr. Death?” he asked with his Bostonian accent, using my old coven name. “What are you doing here?” Despite his apparent confusion, he reached down and offered me a hand. I took it, as being wedged into a tiny box for over a day doesn’t exactly leave one all that limber.


  As I slowly peeled myself from my wooden prison, I replied, “You sent for me. I’m here.”


  “No. I didn’t.”


  “Yeah. Sally told me you did. I just spent the last day wedged into that thing because I thought it was an emergency.”


  “Why didn’t you just book a private charter, like we normally do?” he asked.


  “That was an option?” I started to feel a different kind of smoldering going on behind my eyes.


  “Of course. This isn’t the eighteen-hundreds you know. We only do that vampire in a casket thing on short hops or emergencies. Ghastly way to travel.”


  “Yes, it is,” I agreed dryly. “Let’s back up for a second. You didn’t send for me?”


  “Why would I? I shot Sally a message asking you to contact me, but I was expecting a call or maybe an email. Certainly not you arriving all gift wrapped like this.”


  “But she said...”


  “She must have heard incorrectly,” he replied dismissively. Somehow I doubted that. “Oh well, I guess you can stay for a bit. But there’s dangerous work afoot here. I’m afraid no more than a day or so, and you’ll have to head back.”


  “Please tell me you’re not stuffing me back into the box.”


  “Of course not. As long as you have your passport, it shouldn’t be an issue.” I was silent for a moment, and then averted my eyes. “You didn’t bring your passport, did you?” I quickly shook my head. He chuckled, and then patted the top of my packing crate. “Well then, I’m afraid we’ll probably need to hold on to this.” He then turned to the others and said something I couldn’t understand, probably in Chinese. A round of hearty laughter followed.


  “I assume that was at my expense.”


  “Sorry, my friend,” he replied with a smile. “But things have been fairly stressful here. I’m afraid we take our laughs when we can get them.”


  Speaking of here, I finally took a moment to look around. I was in what appeared to be a large circular tent. It was mostly bare except for some other crates off to the side. Apparently, this place was for storage. James was dressed warmly in what I guessed was native garb. His three companions, all males of distinctly Asian origin, were dressed similarly.


  “Care to introduce me to your friends, James?” I asked. He raised an eyebrow at that. “I abolished that rule months ago,” I explained. “I didn’t think you went by Ozymandias anywhere else.”


  “Oh, yes. I heard you had overthrown Night Razor. Congratulations on that, by the way. Oh well, I suppose you’re right. James it is. However, I hope you don’t mind if I keep calling you Dr. Death. I know it’s hokey, but after a while I found myself growing used to it.”


  “Knock yourself out.”


  “Excellent,” he replied, and then turned to his companions. “May I introduce you to Nergui, Bang, and Cheng-gong.” I tried not to smirk at that second one. I bet he was a real hit with the ladies.


  The one called Nergui turned to me and bowed. “It is an honor to meet you, Freewill Dr. Death.”


  “Thanks! Nice to meet you, too,” I answered.


  James then said, “Nergui is the only one who speaks any English. So I’m afraid you won’t get much conversation out of the other two. Unless, that is, your Mandarin is up to snuff.”


  “I’m lucky to speak English,” I replied, nodding in the direction of the other two.


  “Well, why don’t you wait here for a bit, and we’ll see what we can do for lodgings for the night.”


  “Sounds good as long as you can point me toward the nearest bathroom first.”


  * * *


  James gave me instructions to wait where I was, and then left with the two non-English speakers, leaving me with Nergui. He said it was in case I had any questions, but I had the feeling it was to keep an eye on me and make sure I didn’t wander off. He needn’t have worried too much. I wasn’t quite up for any major exploring. Being a native of New Jersey and a current resident of Brooklyn, anything below the rating of suburban was more or less alien to me. I had no intention of walking around the wrong tree and winding up hopelessly lost.


  In the meantime, I slowly made a circuit of the tent and tried to engage Nergui in small talk.


  “So...how long have you been here?” I asked. Yeah, it was lame, but sue me. It’s not often I find myself stuck in a tent in deepest darkest China, talking to what I presumed was a Mongolian vampire.


  “It has been my honor to serve the Khan for these past three and a half centuries,” he replied in a neutral voice. Okay, so I was dealing with another heavy hitter here. If James wanted me to stay put, there was no way I was getting away from this guy.


  “That’s Ogedai Khan, right?”


  “We do not address him by his proper name here. He is simply the Khan,” Nergui said with that same tone. I wasn’t getting much of a read off this guy. Hopefully, I wasn’t going to say anything to insult him. I’d hate for my first outdoor view of China to be of myself getting bashed against a rock.


  “Sorry. Not trying to be insulting. I’m just curious,” I said, trying to covering my ass. Nergui simply nodded at that. “Is he really the son of Genghis Khan?”


  “Indeed. The Khan is the chosen son of the great Temüjin. He keeps his spirit of conquest alive in our hearts, if perhaps not in our actions.”


  “That is so freaking cool!”


  “Explain this ‘freaking cool’ you speak of,” he said, again without a trace of emotion. Damn, this guy could teach Ed a thing or two. He was stone cold. Of course, maybe I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions. It could just be that I was a stranger and he was speaking in a non-native language.


  “It’s a phrase from my country. It means it’s really great to know, I guess. I mean, it’s not every day you get to talk about a person straight out of the history books in the present tense.” Yeah, I was rambling.


  Nergui again just nodded. “You are young, Freewill. In time, these things will become common for you.”


  “I guess it’s safe to assume you know all about this whole freewill thing.”


  “Many do. It has been a long time since one such as you has been seen. Our seers have spent much time trying to divine what it means.”


  “I don’t think too much of it,” I said dismissively. “I think it was just luck of the draw. I got turned, and it just happened to be a coincidence.”


  “No such thing,” he said with an air of finality. I decided not to argue with him for obvious reasons. Time to change the topic of discussion.


  “So, Nergui, right? What do you do for the Khan?”


  “I am one of his assassins.” Nope, forget what I said earlier about jumping to conclusions. This guy was hardcore.


  “So that must be an...interesting job.”


  “It is what I am.” Gah! This small talk thing was quickly fizzling out. Maybe it was time to do some minor wandering after all. At the rate this conversation was going, we were going to just wind up glaring at each other in silence. All things considered, I figured that was one of Nergui’s specialties; however, it most certainly wasn’t one of mine.


  I walked over to the opening of the tent. “Is it okay if I step outside?” Figured it was safer to ask than to just try it and wind up with this guy tackling me and putting me into a chokehold.


  Nergui again nodded. Damn, that was getting maddening. Not quite on the same level as Sally’s eye rolls, mind you, but annoying nevertheless.


  I stepped outside of the tent. I could hear quiet shuffling behind me that said Nergui had followed. No doubt about it, James had him keeping an eye on me. The question was why?


  Ah, screw it - enough with the paranoia. This was the first real foreign country I had visited in in years. It was time to get a look at the place. Interestingly enough, the first thing that caught my attention was the sky. I had never seen the stars or the moon so crisp and bright. Hell, in Brooklyn you were lucky you could see the sky at all on some nights. The sight was pretty breathtaking. So this was what it was like to live in a place that wasn’t constantly lit up by halogen lamps and neon. This was something you wanted to share with someone special...


  Bad thought, as my mind immediately went back to her. Grrrr! Even thousands of miles away, my inability to ask a single simple question to her haunted me. All right, that was enough of the sky. It was depressing me now.


  The area immediately around me was populated with more round tents similar to the one I had emerged from. I’m sure I learned their name somewhere in either history class or the Travel Channel, but for the life of me couldn’t remember what they were called. All I remembered was that they were apparently a popular Bedouin type of dwelling. Wherever I was, this was neither a large nor permanent settlement.


  I took a few more steps to get a better look. The area we were in was somewhat reminiscent of the time I had gone out to Vegas, or more specifically, the parts of the Mojave I had seen. The immediate vicinity was sparse but broken up by the occasional vegetation. To one side (East, West, or whatever...I didn’t have a compass on me) the desert stretched as far as the eye could see. Normally in the dark, this wouldn’t be very far at all; however, darkness isn’t an issue for vampires. With the exception that all of the colors were heavily desaturated, I could see every bit as well as if it were broad daylight.


  On the far side of the village, if you could call it that, were several large rocky outcroppings that led up to some more hilly terrain. I started wandering over to them. The whole thing was pretty damn cool now that I thought about it. Here I was in some nomadic village out in the middle of nowhere. It was like I had stepped out of my life and into the middle of an Indiana Jones movie...and not that lousy crystal skull one either.


  I was so caught up in the fantasy of it all that I hadn’t noticed that I wandered outside the edge of the settlement. I was standing close to one of the large rock formations, thinking about maybe being adventurous and attempting to scale it, when I heard a *thud* noise to my left.


  I took a look around. Considering how barren the terrain was, it wasn’t too hard to find what I thought to be the source. There was a large rock, nearly the size of my head, lying in the dirt no more than ten feet away from me. Maybe it had rolled down from one of the larger boulders - although, if that had happened, I probably would have heard it. The way this had sounded was if it had just dropped from the sky. Oh well. I’m sure these things were common out here. It’d take a little more than some loose rocks to scare off this city boy. I mean it’s not like...*thud*


  What the hell? I turned back, and there was another rock, similar in size to the first, on the ground where I had just been standing a few moments ago. If that thing had hit me, it could have shattered my skull like a chicken egg. One fallen rock was something, but two was getting a bit odd. I turned my eyes up toward the nearby hills and took a look around, scanning the area. Nope, nothing out of the...what the...


  I could have sworn I had seen movement out of the corner of my eye, like something dark had just ducked out of sight.


  Okay, I was probably just creeping myself out. It was time to get a grip and relax...and of course, that was when something grabbed my arm.


  * * *


  Let’s face facts: you knew it was Nergui all along, didn’t you? Well, I didn’t. So I shrieked like a little girl when I felt his big, meaty fist fall onto my shoulder. The cry was cut short, though, as his other hand quickly came around and covered my mouth.


  “It is not safe out here. Return with me,” he said into my ear.


  I tried to save whatever grace I had left, which wasn’t much. I pulled out of his grip and hissed, “Jeez, dude! Did you have to sneak up on me?”


  “I did not sneak. If you did not notice, then perhaps the fault lies with you,” he said, and then turned back toward the ring of tents.


  Grrrr! Damn him and his ninja logic.


  I caught up to him, lest I stand there acting all pissy and wind up getting my brains bashed in by another of the magical raining rocks of Mongolia. “So why isn’t it safe?” I asked.


  “Because it is not.” (Oh Jesus Christ!)


  “Care to elaborate?”


  “You are in the Wanderer’s charge. If he wishes for you to know more, then he shall be the one to tell you.”


  “The wanderer?”


  “The one you call James.”


  “Oh. Dude has a lot of names.”


  “Indeed he does,” Nergui agreed.


  “So where did the Wanderer wander off to?”


  “The Khan is close by. He is the Wanderer’s sire. Since your arrival was not expected, he is surely telling our master of the news.”


  “I guess that makes sense.” I knew that there was some shit going down in this place. That was why James had been called away to begin with. It made sense that whenever anything happened outside of the norm, like say a packing crate full of yours truly showing up on the doorstep, that the guy in charge would need to be notified. “So is the Khan here?”


  “The Khan would not dirty his steps in an unworthy place such as this.”


  “Oh, of course not,” I replied, hoping my sarcasm didn’t cross the gulf between our cultures. I got the feeling that insulting the Khan around these guys would fly about as well as pissing on a picture of Queen Elizabeth in front of the guards outside of Buckingham Palace...maybe even less so considering that most vampires I had met seemed to think that violence was a dandy solution to almost all of life’s problems.


  “The Khan’s ger-tereg is five kilometers hence,” Nergui said, pointing out toward the desert.


  “Okey-doke,” I answered, having absolutely no fucking idea what he was talking about. Whatever the case, though, I assumed it meant that the Khan and his entourage were a ways down the road...or sand. I mentally did the conversion in my head. Silly backwater countries and their metric system! Oh well, that would put them about three miles away. Having seen James move; however, I knew that he could probably traverse that distance in mere minutes if he so chose.


  * * *


  It turned out I was right. Nergui and I made it back to the supply tent, and within fifteen minutes, James and his two minions, for lack of a better term, returned. If they were out of breath from their six-mile round trip, they didn’t show it.


  “I’m glad to see you stayed put. Amazing how few people know how to follow instructions these days,” he said as he entered.


  “That’s me. Mr. stay where the fuck I’m told to,” I replied. If Nergui wanted to tell James otherwise, then that would be his business.


  “Well, Dr. Death, you should be flattered to know a great honor has been bestowed upon you.”


  “Let me guess. You guys are giving me my own pet camel?”


  James wisely ignored my idiocy and continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “The Khan is intrigued by your presence. He wishes to meet with the Freewill.”


  “Cool.”


  James sighed at my reaction. “You have no idea how big of a deal this is, do you?”


  “Not even remotely.”


  “The Khan is one of the Draculas. They are our ruling elite. They do not just grant audiences to anybody. In fact, they never speak to children...and before you say anything, yes you are a child, to us anyway. It’s almost unheard of for the Draculas to deal with any of our kind under a century in age.” He saw that I still had a fairly nonplussed look on my face. “This is kind of like the Pope just up and giving you a call to see if you wanted to do lunch.”


  “Oh. That makes sense then,” I said, putting more enthusiasm into my voice. I still didn’t care all that much, but decided I had better act like it before I started insulting a bunch of creatures with over a millennia of combined experience amongst them. “Let’s get going.”


  “No,” James stepped in front of me. “The day will be breaking in a few hours. You will meet with him tomorrow. For now, you will be his honored guest, given all the hospitality that is his to offer.” When I didn’t reply, James gave me a wink. “Trust me, you’re going to like this part.”


  * * *


  Since James told me they needed some time to properly prepare my lodgings, we chatted some more. I brought him up to speed on the goings on in the coven, starting with my defeat of Jeff. “You killed him yourself?” he asked dubiously. I knew he had spoken to Sally. No doubt he’d been briefed on what really happened.


  “Well, I may have had a little help,” I admitted.


  I then spent about an hour going over the last six months, culminating with the final fight between Village Coven and the HBC, more specifically between myself and Samuel.


  “I had been meaning to apologize for all of that,” James said once I had finished. “I meant to give you a little reputation boost amongst your own, not bring a full scale coven war down on your head.”


  “It was a bit touch and go there for a while, but since it all worked out in the end, apology accepted,” I replied, which was more or less true. I had bitched enough to Sally over the past several months about the whole situation to drive her half insane (assuming she wasn’t already there), thus I more or less had it out of my system. Besides, I preferred to stay in James’s good graces.


  Finally, just about when I could see the sky outside beginning to lighten ever so slightly, another vampire entered our tent and whispered something into James’s ear.


  “Excellent. You’re all set,” he said. “Monkhbat here,” he gestured toward the guy who had just entered, “will carry your bags and show you to your tent.”


  “Are we heading over to where the Khan is?” I asked, not really looking forward to a three-mile hike.


  “That’s tonight. For now, you’ve been set up here, just across the way. I’ll pop by after sundown to retrieve you. I know it may prove to be difficult, but do try to get at least a little rest.” He said that last part with a wry smile.


  I just gave him a confused glance as I followed my porter out of the tent and toward my destination. I was actually looking forward to some rest and relaxation. Despite spending a full day horizontal in my packing crate, I had gotten zero sleep. It wasn’t exactly the most comfortable thing on the planet, and this is coming from a guy who has passed out on his fair share of floors.


  We walked to the other side of the settlement. Monkhbat put my bags just outside of the door, or flap or whatever you call it, of a mid-sized tent and bowed to me before walking off. Guess I had to put my shit away myself. Fine, see if I tip the help here. Oh well. I was thinking it was time for some well-deserved shut-eye when I walked in and immediately stopped dead in my tracks.


  The tent was not empty.


  Oh boy, was it not empty.


  In the center was a large pile of rugs and pillows. On top of that pile sat three attractive females. Three very naked attractive females. As I stood there gaping like a complete moron, they all giggled. A moment later, they got up, almost as one, and walked over to me. They removed my bags from my hands and led my still very much in shock self back to the center of the tent. Now, these were people who knew what hospitality was all about.


   


  A Test? I Didn’t Even Study!


  It was official. The Khan was by far my favorite vampire in the world. Holy shit! Forget about threesomes. Skipping all the way to foursomes is definitely the way to go. Not only do you have enough to make yourself a sandwich, but you get an order of chips on the side as well. If I lived to be ten-thousand, this was still going to be one of those days I bragged about. Even better, when all the happiness was over, they got me bathed, cleaned up, and dressed for my grand appearance with the Khan. Note to self: next time Sally tries to stuff me into a box headed for some godforsaken corner of the earth, go willingly.


  As promised, shortly after sunset James appeared at the entrance of my tent. I excused myself from my little personal harem (hmm, wonder if I should have gotten their names first...oh well) and went out to meet him.


  “I trust your day was sunny,” he said with a bemused grin.


  “Dude, these people know how to party,” I replied, barely able to contain my giddiness. “I am definitely giving this resort five stars on expedia.com.”


  “Excellent to hear. Now if we could just...”


  “I mean I don’t know about you,” I continued, still rambling, “but I had all kinds of freaky sex going on today.”


  James put up a hand. “Far too much information, thank you very much. Now if you’re done gushing, you have a very important person awaiting you.”


  “Lead the way, my friend,” I put a little swagger into my step. “Oh, and next time you need me to join you anywhere, you just say the word.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” he answered dryly. Before I could say anything else, he set off at a brisk pace across the compound.


  “So what’s the plan?” I asked as we walked.


  “Very simple. We meet with the Khan, enjoy whatever festivities he has planned, and then ship you back out of here.”


  “Ship me out?”


  James nodded. “Yes. As I told you, it’s dangerous here right now. Freewill or not, you’re too inexperienced to play in this league yet. Right before sunrise, another truck is coming here to take you back to where you belong. Don’t worry, though; I asked my men to throw a few rugs into the crate so you’re a little more comfortable on the return trip.”


  “Any chance of packing one of those girls in with me?”


  “Alas, you’ll just have to live with your memories.” Oh well, fortunately I had a good memory...not to mention, a very good imagination.


  We crossed the settlement in a matter of minutes. We arrived at our destination to find Nergui and James’s two other companions waiting for us. They were all mounted on horseback with two additional steeds standing by. James quickly jumped up and got onto the saddle of one of them.


  “I thought we were running there,” I said.


  “Normally, yes,” he replied. “However, in times like this there are certain traditions to respect. The Mongols are expert horsemen.”


  “Yeah, but I’m not. I haven’t even been on a pony ride since I was three.”


  “I’ll show you what to do. Just follow my lead,” he said patiently.


  What followed was more or less the comedy of errors you would expect. I managed to get into the saddle on my first try. Being a vampire definitely has its perks from the physical side of things; however, the three mile trek to the Khan’s settlement took several times longer than it probably should have. Bang and Cheng-gong (get it on, bang a gong!) thought the entire thing was hilarious. James and Nergui, on the other hand, traded glances that ranged from embarrassment to outright disgust. Finally, lest we spend all night wandering aimlessly due to my inability to control a stupid horse, Nergui grabbed the reins from me and led my horse along. Sure, it was a little mortifying. But then again, I’d like to see him try and figure out the NYC subway system on his first try. That’d show him.


  * * *


  I had mentioned a while back that I had felt like I had stepped into an Indiana Jones movie. Now I felt like I was on Tatooine from Star Wars. The Khan’s setup looked like something you’d expect to find Jabba the Hutt living in. The settlement was similar, if considerably larger, than the one I had just come from, with one exception. In the middle of it, surrounded by many smaller tents, was a gigantic ornate one. It looked like a portable palace, and I really mean portable. The thing was on wheels as if someone had decided to turn it into its own self-contained wagon-train.


  James saw my look of awe as we arrived and commented, “Even in this day and age, it’s something to behold, isn’t it? Takes an entire herd of oxen to pull it, but it allows the Khan’s base of operations to remain mobile.


  “A moving target?” I suggested.


  “An apt description. The way things are going, I’d say that’s probably a wise way to look at it.”


  We finally dismounted. Thank god! Hopefully, my vampiric healing would quickly take care of all the sores on my ass from the ride over. Nergui and his loquacious friends went ahead of us into the main tent. James held me back to help him tie up the horses, a task that I was absolutely useless at, by the way.


  “They’ll go in and take their seats of honor,” James explained, motioning to his three companions. “You’ll stay with me. As you’re technically under my jurisdiction, you’ll follow my lead, and in turn I’ll translate for you.”


  “I take it the Khan doesn’t speak English.”


  “Only a few words,” he confirmed. “The Khan is not a fan of the various Western languages. He considers them crude and inelegant.”


  “Heh. That sounds to me like...”


  “No. That sounds to me like you still need to watch your mouth. Everyone in there is loyal to the Khan, absolutely loyal. Plenty of them speak English and would be more than happy to translate any stupid comment that comes out of your mouth. I will remind you that you are in the presence of one of the thirteen ruling vampires. They are not known for either their generosity or their willingness to suffer fools.”


  “Noted,” was my answer. Seemed like the only safe one to give. I just hoped my mouth could keep it in neutral for the time being.


  “Good. Now follow my lead. Bow when I bow, and only speak to the Khan if he asks you a question first. Got it?”


  “Roger that, chief,” I said with a brisk mock salute.


  James just sighed and said, “God help us both.”


  * * *


  We approached the entrance to find several unfriendly looking guards blocking the way. James bowed, and I did likewise after he gave me a quick glare. He then said something in Chinese, at which the guards parted and let us through.


  Gotta say, considering the guy lived in a tent, the Khan had a pretty swank setup. The entrance hall was lined in multiple layers of what looked like silk. Ornately carved tables covered in various bits of antiquity stood against the walls. I wasn’t sure what all of them were, but each and every item looked like it cost more than I’d make in my first lifetime. Gold, silver, ivory, and more gems than I could name stared out at me from statues, sculptures, and vases of varying size. If I had a little bit more skill, and slightly stickier fingers, I could have financed my parents’ retirement with just one bauble.


  We came to the end of the hall, where more guards awaited. They stepped aside, pulling back a heavy drapery to allow us entrance to the main area. James stopped just inside and bade me to do the same. “Wait until he calls for us,” he whispered as I took it all in.


  The place was larger on the inside than I thought it would be. There were two rows of tables, separated by several feet of walkway that led up the middle. Vampires, or at least so I assumed, were seated on expensive looking pillows in front of the tables. All in all, there must have been at least four dozen of them present, and they were all feasting on a variety of foods, some normal...some not so. I saw plenty of fruit, a couple cooked pigs, some goats, and a few other roasted things that I’d prefer not to think about. Suffice it to say, if any of you are missing friends or relatives who happened to be visiting China at the time of their disappearance; well, I have bad news for you...I think I found them.


  At the far end of the hall, seated upon a massive pile of pillows was who I assumed to be the Khan. Heh! I had mentioned Jabba the Hutt before, but now I was reminded of him more than ever. The Khan was, to put it mildly, one big fat fuck. I mean, before I had hopped on the plane, or my box as it were, I had looked up Ogedei Khan on the Internet. A few portraits showed that he wasn’t exactly a svelte fellow, but this dude...damn! Somebody was really into their Khandy (get it!). On the other hand, I couldn’t help but feel a little bit of happiness at seeing him. At long last, I had met another vampire whom I could feel physically superior to, looks-wise at least. Seriously, this guy had to be pushing six hundred easily. I’ve seen sumo wrestlers who would weep at trying to manhandle this butterball.


  Seated next to his royal porkness, at the head of the table, was a little midget dressed in fine robes. Hmmm, guess the Khan had his own fetishes. No. Wait, it wasn’t a midget. On closer look, it was actually a little girl. She was dressed in regal finery and appeared to be not much older than ten. Oh crap. I really hoped she wasn’t meant to be the Khan’s personal appetizer. Not sure I could sit still and watch that.


  “Who’s that?” I whispered to James while we waited for the Khan to acknowledge us. I secretly hoped his answer didn’t include the word dinner.


  “The Khan, obviously,” he whispered back.


  “No. The little girl.”


  “Oh her? That’s the Khan’s daughter.”


  “Vampires can have kids?” I sputtered. “Damn, wish I had known that. I didn’t use a condom earlier.”


  “Once again, more information than I really wanted to know,” he hissed through gritted teeth. “Now please be quiet before you insult the Khan and get both of us killed.”


  Oh yeah, almost forgot about that part. From what I had been told, the Draculas were not a group to fuck around with. You stepped even an inch out of line with them, and you were dust. Forget about surviving the night; inwardly I wondered if I was going to survive the next five minutes. Pissing people off was a specialty of mine and something I tended to do whether or not I was even trying. Oh well, if things went bad, I had several dozen one-liners I could spout off to Moby Dickhead up front there. If I had to go, I might as well go out with style.


  After a few minutes of pointedly ignoring us, probably some stupid ceremonial thing to remind us who was higher on the food chain, Nergui stepped forward and addressed the Khan in his native language (I assumed, not like I could tell one foreign dialect from another). When he was done, he gestured toward us.


  “This is it,” whispered James. I glanced over out of the corner of my eye and noticed a thin sheen of sweat on his forehead. Guess my reputation for being a wise-ass preceded me.


  The Khan dismissed Nergui and said something in our general direction. The crowd went silent, and all eyes turned toward us. Ignoring the voice in my head that was telling me now was the perfect time to start screaming, “Yeah! It’s me, the fucking Freewill, bitches!”, I instead waited for James’s lead. A moment later, he began slowly walking up the main aisle toward the Khan. I attempted to match his step and followed.


  When we got about two-thirds of the way there, he stopped and bowed deeply. He then stepped aside, and I did the same. Nobody could say I didn’t at least try to start the evening off on the right note. Once I was done, the Khan nodded his head ever so slightly. That was a good sign, I think - probably should have boned up on my ancient Mongolian vampire customs before I shipped out. The Khan then said something to James, which he, in turn, translated.


  “The Khan, esteemed member of the First Coven and Shadow Lord of Asia (oh brother!), welcomes you as his honored guest.” He then paused while giving me a look that said I was expected to answer.


  “The honor is all mine, great Khan,” was my reply. “Oh yeah, and Captain Kirk totally owned your ass!” Okay, I didn’t say that last part out loud. I’m not that suicidal.


  A small look of relief crossed James’s face, and then he relayed my answer back to the Khan. There was another brief exchange, and James again translated.


  “You are invited to enjoy the feast and all the hospitality the Khan has to offer. Once it is done, you will be called forward again.”


  Called forward? For what? Did he want an autograph? Or maybe he wanted to give me one. ‘To my biggest fan, keep on rocking! Your bud, the Khan.’


  Before I could say anything, though, James turned back toward the Khan and again bowed. That was apparently my cue to do the same. Once it was done, the conversation amongst the vampire crowd immediately resumed, and James led me off to the side, where a space had been left for us.


  We sat down, and almost immediately a servant placed a large full wine cup into my hand. Now why can’t I get service like this back in the city?


  “Why are they calling me back up later?” I asked James.


  “Don’t worry about it. Probably nothing,” he said dismissively as he started to eat.


  Oh well, when in Rome...I took a sip of my drink. Whoa! Good shit! Something familiar tasting about it, though. “What is this stuff?” I asked.


  “Fermented blood, of course.” Oh, of course.


  * * *


  The feast was pretty damn nice. I helped myself to plenty of the blood wine, as well as my fair share of goat and pork. I declined, however, from partaking in the roasted humans. I may be a vampire, but there are limits as to how creepy I’m willing to get. That shit definitely crossed the line. Still, aside from that one little detail, it was all good.


  During the course of the meal, a few other vampires introduced themselves through James. I didn’t really get a lot of names, though. For starters, I’m not good with that kind of thing, even worse when I’m being told third person. Secondly, the fermented blood had given me a pretty nice buzz. After a while, the faces just sort of became one blur after the other.


  That was, until a small voice said from behind me, “So this is the Freewill? I thought he would be taller.”


  I turned to find the small girl from before, the Khan’s daughter, staring back at me. When she grew up, she was going to be a real looker. For now, though, she was cute as a button with silky black hair and inquisitive green eyes.


  “Ah! What an honor,” James said, turning around to face her. He stood up and bade me do the same. “I would like to introduce her highness, Gansetseg.”


  The girl inclined her head to James, and then asked, “So you are the one the Wanderer calls ‘Dr. Death’?”


  “It’s more of a nickname than anything else. My name’s Bill.”


  “Bill...” she said, as if tasting the word in her mouth. “A simple but strong name, although perhaps Dr. Death is a more fitting title for one such as you.”


  “You speak really good English,” I pointed out.


  “Thank you. My father, though having no love of the Western world himself, has insisted that my education be thorough.”


  “A mind is a terrible thing to waste,” I said glibly, noticing out of the corner of my eye the slight eye-roll James made. Oh crap, I was doing it again. Best to wrap this up quickly before any further stupidity escaped my lips. “Well, it was very nice to meet you, Gan.”


  “Gan?” she asked, a confused look on her face. “I do not understand. Is this meant as some sort of insult?” Uh oh.


  “No!” I quickly answered. “It’s just a nickname. I mean, where I come from we usually shorten each other’s names to something simple. It’s a compliment...a form of friendship,” I sputtered, hoping that I hadn’t just dug my own grave with my stupid mouth.


  She thought about this for a moment, and then gave what appeared to be a genuine smile. “A curious custom. We would never do that here. But yes, I think I like it. It is nice to meet you, too,” she finished with a big grin, and then walked back toward her father.


  “Cute kid,” I remarked to James.


  “Yes, well that kid is three-hundred years old. You’re lucky. That could have gone badly. Gansetseg is known to be temperamental. Instead, though, I think you actually made an impression upon her.”


  “Three-hundred years?” I gasped, spewing some blood wine. “Has she always looked...”


  “Yes,” James answered evenly. “That’s the way it works with vampires. You had asked before if we can have children. The answer is both yes and no. Despite his immortality, the Khan has always kept his mortal family close. Gansetseg is actually something like his great-great-granddaughter. She was a favorite of his. When she was bitten by a poisonous snake shortly after her twelfth birthday, the Khan couldn’t bear to see her die. Her turned her, and then adopted her. She’s been with him ever since.”


  “And she’ll look like that forever?” I asked, already knowing the answer.


  “Yes. She is an ancient and wise woman trapped in the body of a child.”


  “Whoa,” I said.


  “Yes, whoa is a particularly apt answer for that.”


  * * *


  We finished the feast. There were a lot of happy, content, and partially drunk vampires seated in the dining hall. A few more glasses of the blood, and I was going to start putting my arms around random vamps, doing the whole “I love you, man!” thing. I reflected back and realized that this had ended up becoming one hell of a fine day. Who’d have thought it? A few days ago, I was feeling at my lowest. Now, I was the honored guest of a living piece of history...oh, and did I mention the boatloads of sex I had earlier? Because if I didn’t, I’d be happy to go into detail. Yeah, it was a pretty damn good day.


  Which, of course, meant that it was time for the shit to hit the fan. Such is my life. Whenever the good times last too long, I know I should put on my raincoat and head into the storm cellar because some nastiness is no doubt coming my way.


  Thus, as we sat around mellowing out, the Khan clapped his hands. Servants appeared from the shadows and quickly cleared the food from the tables. They then removed the tables themselves. Hmm, something about this reminded me of a scene out of Mortal Kombat the movie.


  The Khan barked some orders, and once more the crowd fell silent. This was a guy used to getting what he wanted, although, judging from the size of him, what he usually wanted most was more pie. He then glanced at me and said something else. James turned toward me and said, “It’s time. Back into the spotlight you go.”


  We both started to rise, but then I heard Gan’s voice chime in. She said something to her father in Chinese. After a moment, he nodded back. She then said in English, “No, Wanderer. The Freewill will face his tests alone.” Tests?


  James bowed to her and gave me an apologetic look before sitting back down. Maybe I had insulted her after all. Oh boy.


  I walked to the center of the room, aware that all eyes were upon me. If I had ever suffered from stage fright, now would be a bad time for a relapse.


  The Khan turned toward Nergui and spoke a command. Nergui bowed and walked to a spot directly in front of me. He drew a large sword from a scabbard on his back. Oh crap! This guy was an assassin. No doubt he knew how to use that thing. I tried to steady my shaking knees as he leveled the sword at me...and then plunged it into the ground at my feet. He gave me a quick nod and went back to his post.


  “Now we will see exactly how free your will is,” spoke Gan, a mischievous smile on her face.


  Before I could further wonder what she meant by that, the full force of a compulsion erupted from the Khan. Though his spoken words were unintelligible to me, I could clearly understand them inside of my head. “PICK UP THE SWORD AND FALL UPON IT!!” It felt like someone cracked open my skull and punched me directly in the brain. Holy shit! I wouldn’t be surprised if, from that moment on, I was going to hear this guy’s voice echoing in every memory I had all the way back to childhood.


  My vision doubled, then blurred, and I felt myself partially double over from the force of it all. When things finally cleared a few moments later, I looked and saw drag marks in front of my feet. The sword was now a good three feet away. The force of the compulsion had physically shoved me back without my even being aware of it. Damn! And this guy was supposedly one of the younger Draculas. If so, an older one could probably cause my head to explode like a water balloon if they wanted to; however, at the end of it all, shaken as I was, the sword was left untouched.


  I stood up straight, looked at the Khan, and gave my head a single shake no. The crowd erupted into shocked gasps. I turned to find James wearing a bemused grin. He gave me a quick thumbs-up. I had passed the test. I then noticed another sound. I turned toward the front of the room and saw Gan clapping her hands, a happy smile on her face. From the looks of things, I guess I hadn’t insulted her after all.


  Glad that was over. I looked at the Khan and gestured toward my seat. He held up his hand, the universal sign for “stop what the fuck you’re doing”. The crowd again went silent, except for Gan, who was still clapping. My, she was an eager little beaver. Nice to see I had a cheering section. The Khan didn’t seem to be amused, though. He turned to her and said a quick word which stopped her dead in her tracks. Daughter or not, she was on as tight of a leash as everyone else there. Or maybe not, as she gave him one hell of a pouty look in return. Nepotism has some advantages, no matter where you are.


  Khan and Gan (sounds like a bad cartoon) exchanged a few more words, and then it was apparently back to business. She turned back to me and once again spoke.


  “Our legends say the gods were most generous when they created our people. Long life and strength are but a few of our gifts. However, for all of their generosity, we are still lacking in their eyes. It is said that the first Freewill was created by the gods in an attempt to address this, to bring us closer to their image. As fierce as we are, the Freewills who walked amongst us caused even our mightiest to tremble (yeah that’s right, I’m a badass!). They led our armies against our adversaries, and with them at the forefront, our enemies were laid low. But then we did something, some transgression lost to the ages, and the gods took away our favor. The Freewills vanished, and our people were diminished (jeez, did she pull this speech straight out of Lord of the Rings or what?), forever some said. Yet now, here you are. What does it mean?”


  She paused. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to say something or if it was just a rhetorical thing. I was just about to shrug my shoulders (and probably make an ass of myself in the process) when she continued speaking. “Our seers do not yet know. All they can say is that there are dark days ahead. Will you help be the sunrise in our endless night?” Okay, this was getting a little deep. I mean, come on. I had a few extra tricks the others couldn’t do. That was it. All I knew was that if I heard the words chosen and one in the same sentence, I was getting the hell out of here. They could find someone else to play Harry Potter for them.


  On the other hand, telling a room full of vampires, all of whom were older and stronger than me, to go fuck themselves might not exactly be the best strategy either. So, for the sake of covering my own ass, I simply nodded.


  That was apparently the correct answer, as Gan’s face once more broke into a wide grin. The Khan spoke a few words to her, and after a brief exchange, she went on. “My father is pleased. The next test may begin.”


  Next test? I opened my mouth to protest, but before I could speak, it was filled with Bang’s fist. At a nod from the Khan, James’s errand boy had raced forward and… well, banged me. Okay, maybe that was the wrong way to put it. He came at me full speed, which in vampire terms meant he crossed the space between us in the blink of an eye, and gave me a solid punch to the face. I flew back a good dozen feet and just lay there dazed for a moment. I definitely hadn’t been expecting that.


  “Ow,” was the best I could do as way of response.


  A few seconds passed before I was able to remember my name again. I slowly pulled myself to my feet, feeling a cascade of blood gushing out of my crushed nose. The crowd again broke into murmurs, and I distinctly heard a few guffaws of laughter. I turned toward Bang to find him standing there, smirking. Assholes, all of them.


  I was about to voice that opinion out loud when the Khan barked another order. This time, Cheng-gong stepped forward (also trying and failing to suppress a grin, the fucker). He pulled a sharp looking dagger from a sheath at his hip, held out his arm toward me, and cut open one of his veins. One guy decks me, and the other comes out to bleed all over me. Damn, these people were a pack of weirdos.


  Again, though, Gan’s voice rang out toward me. “Show us your power, Freewill. Show us that the legends speak true.”


  Okay, I had no fucking idea what she was talking about. Was she expecting me to shoot a fireball or something at these guys? What the hell power did these idiots think I was going to pull out of my ass? I turned toward James, hoping maybe there’d be a little help there. He mouthed something to me. I suck at lip reading, so I didn’t quite catch it. I mouthed back “What?”, and he did it again. It looked like he was saying, “Drink and fight, stupid.”


  Drink and fight? What the...oh, I got it. Suck up the blood from the dude with the cutting fetish and use it to beat the crap out of the asshole who blindsided me.


  Now that I could get behind. I walked over to Cheng-gong and grabbed his arm. When he didn’t resist, I extended my fangs (hey, might as well make a show of it) and dug them into the wound on his arm. The crowd gave a collective gasp and went silent. I sucked down a few mouthfuls and felt Cheng’s arm stiffen. He wasn’t quite enjoying this. Well, fuck him. I didn’t quite enjoy getting my face bashed in a few minutes earlier. I took a final draw of his blood, and then I felt it...that familiar rush I got after drinking another vampire’s blood. It was like somebody hooked up a car battery to my insides. First there was an electric-like jolt, and then came the rush as my body temporarily absorbed the power from the blood and made it my own. It was time to show Bang a thing or two.


  But first things first. A little show for the crowd never hurt, especially since they were here to see me. I pulled away from Cheng-gong’s arm and then shoved him to the side, far more violently than warranted. He went flying into the crowd, which immediately erupted into more chatter amongst themselves. I didn’t speak their language, but it was obvious from the tone that most of them had apparently not believed what they’d been told about me.


  I put out my hand and did a little Bruce Lee-ish ‘come over here’ wave to Bang. Time to take it up a notch.


  Or maybe not. A small voice in the back of my head reminded me that no matter what strength I might possess, the guy in front of me was a trained killer. He could probably take me apart piece by piece and then reassemble me backwards to do it all over again. *sigh* How the hell do I get myself into stupid situations like this?


  Fortunately, though, (for me at least) this wasn’t a UFC prize fight. This was a test of my powers as opposed to my prowess (which was close to zero). Bang threw another straight jab at me of about the same speed and strength as his first hit. This one I was able to see coming and catch. He threw up his other hand, which likewise locked with mine. We thus engaged in that time honored tradition of almost every schoolyard, a game of mercy.


  This was apparently what the crowd was waiting for, as they suddenly got into it. There were whoops and cheers, apparently rooting for both sides of this match. I don’t know what Mongolian money looks like, but judging from the paper being passed around, I’d say there was some betting going on, too. It figures. No matter how cultured the crowd may claim to be, if a fight breaks out the cash will start changing hands. Nice to see there were some universals in this screwed up world I found myself in.


  Speaking of which, I almost wished I had some Mongolian cash on me because I was starting to see how this was going to play out. Cheng must have been slightly older than Bang because slowly but surely I was starting to power him back.


  I could hear my Dr. Death persona awaken in my brain. Time to end this on a high note, buddy, my inner voice said.


  Kinda figured that, I thought back. By the way, where the hell were you when I was talking to Sheila?


  Oh that? Sorry, I was...eh...busy.


  Busy? With what?


  Busy with...fuck you, that’s what! Now finish this thing, dickface!


  Life can be so difficult when even my inner monologue is an asshole.


  I pretended to give way under Bang’s assault (damn, that sounded dirty), until I’d bent my arms enough to get some leverage. I then put all of my borrowed strength into one big shove. As I did so, I let go of Bang’s hands, and he went flying. The crowd went crazy. Oh yeah, I’m the people’s champion! Can you smell what Dr. Death is cooking?


  The point being made (and my nose a good way toward being healed; thank you, vampire powers), I walked over to where Bang had fallen and offered him a hand up. This was apparently another feather in my cap because the crowd again went nuts. Over all of it, though, I distinctly heard Gan’s voice yell, “Well done, Freewill!” in that shrill tone that only a sub-teenage fangirl can achieve.


  I walked back to the center and soaked up some more of the applause. Hell, I even started throwing them some poses. So this was what the roaring adoration of a crowd felt like. Okay, I take back what I was saying earlier. This was kind of worth getting punched in the nose for. After another minute of basking in my own glory, I glanced over at James to see if he was enjoying things as much as I.


  He wasn’t.


  James’s attention was diverted toward where the Khan sat. I followed his gaze and saw that the Khan appeared to be in the middle of an argument with his daughter. I couldn’t hear what they were saying over the crowd, and let’s face facts, even if I could it’s not like I’d understand one freaking word. The argument appeared to be heating up, though. Gan kept pointing in my direction and shouting at her father. The Khan, in return, kept shaking his head and yelling back at her. What the hell? Maybe she wanted to perform some more insane tests on me and the Khan was telling her no. If that was the case, then I was definitely rooting for him. Hell, I might even take back what I said about Captain Kirk kicking his ass...maybe.


  My attention was diverted from them by James. He had gotten out of his seat and grabbed hold of my arm.


  “Your truck will be here soon. I think we should go,” he said.


  “And leave my adoring fans?” I joked, but he didn’t seem to be laughing.


  “I think it would be in your best interest to leave now,” he sounded dead serious.


  I was about to ask why, but, as is typical with my life, that was when all hell broke loose.


   


  He Who Fights and Runs Away


  The first thing I noticed was the screams. Initially, I assumed they were just some more wild cheers from the crowd. After all, they seemed to be loving my shit up; however, upon a closer listen, I realized they were actually screams of pain and terror. Before anyone could react with anything other than confusion, one whole wall of the palatial tent collapsed in on itself. The resulting crash kicked up lots of dust and debris...a little too much. That was when I realized some of the dust was actually smoke.


  As James and I were still pretty much in the center of things, he grabbed my arm and shoved me toward the entrance. “Go!” he yelled, half pushing me along. I may be relatively inexperienced (although not sexually so...especially after last night), but I’m not stupid. I got my feet underneath me and rushed in the direction I had been directed. I made it to the hallway, which was still clear (I was ahead of most of the vamps in the Khan’s chamber), and then bolted for the entrance itself. Rushing outside, I immediately noticed that the guards were nowhere to be seen. No wonder, too, as what had been a quiet settlement a few hours ago was now a battlefield.


  Half the tents were burning. Vampires have excellent night vision, but smoke is another matter entirely. I could see forms running back and forth, but I couldn’t tell friend from foe. Hell, I didn’t even know who the foe was. What I did know was that people...err, vampires, that is...were dying. I could see occasional flashes of light from inside the smoke. I’d seen enough vampires killed to know a dusting when I saw one. The big question, though, was: were the dying vampires the good guys (relatively speaking of course) or not?


  I’m no soldier, but I’m also not an idiot. One of the first rules of battle is don’t just stand there out in the open, gaping like a halfwit. Really wish I had remembered that rule. Maybe I should revise that not-an-idiot rating. But it would have to wait because...OOF!


  As I stood there looking around, something solid and heavy slammed into my chest. The next thing I knew, I was on my back with the wind completely knocked out of me. From the feel of things, there were at least a few cracked bones in there as well. I groggily glanced around from my prone position and saw the culprit. One of those head-sized rocks lay only a few feet from me. Thank god for the Khan’s little tests. If I hadn’t been amped on another vampire’s blood, that thing could have gone straight through me. Considering the trajectory and force with which it had hit me, someone or something had thrown it...which I guess is kind of an obvious statement. I mean, rocks don’t usually get pissed off at random people and hurl themselves.


  That train of thought would need to wait, though, as I was roused from my introspection on the nature of angry, self-throwing stones by a bloodcurdling scream. Whatever it was, it was loud, close by, and scary as all fuck to hear. That’s the type of stuff you hear in a horror movie just about the time you realize that the guns the heroes are carrying would be better served to blow their own brains out with. I didn’t even have a gun with which to shoot myself, thus I felt a wee bit screwed.


  That was when a shape began to take form from out of the smoke. Something was coming to finish the job. I couldn’t see much detail, only a vague outline, but it was enough to tell me that it wasn’t human, vampire, or a magical pixie come to grant my wishes. Whatever it was, it was big. Hard to tell from lying on the ground, but I’d say it was close to nine feet tall. It appeared to be humanoid in shape, and judging from its muscular outline, it could have been the poster boy for steroid abuse.


  The thing raised its arms and screamed again. It wasn’t quite the same as a compulsion, but it was damn loud, enough to rattle in my bones. Unfortunately for me, I was still just barely able to do more than suck in a breath. If this thing decided to fuck me over, my choices were basically limited to closing my eyes and taking it like a bitch.


  Or I could rely on a convenient save. That’d work, too.


  There was a quick whistling sound, following by a dull *thunk*, and the...whatever the fuck it was...screamed again and fell back from sight. I turned my head, and there stood James. Judging by the empty sheath by his side, he had just given that thing a sucking chest wound with a big-ass Bowie knife.


  I’d just started to say, “Thanks,” when he grabbed me by the shirt and hauled me to my feet.


  “For once in your life, keep your damn mouth shut and follow me!” he barked with a tone of urgency that instantly convinced me to obey. He ducked down and headed off into the smoke. I was still barely able to breathe, but there was nothing wrong with my legs, so I followed as best I could.


  More bone-chilling screams filled the night, but this time they were finally met with battle cries. From the sound of things, the vamps were attempting a counterattack. Yay for us. Go team vampire!


  I had thought James would be heading toward them - after all, strength in numbers, especially when those numbers included centuries of ass-kicking battle prowess. Thus I was surprised when he started leading me away from the sounds of battle.


  “We’re not gonna help them?”


  “That was almost a full minute of silence. A new record for you, no doubt,” James hissed. “And to answer your question, no.”


  “But don’t they need us?”


  “No, they do not need us,” he glided to the edge of a tent and looking around. The coast was apparently clear, as he gestured for me to follow.


  “But we could help,” I whispered back.


  “Don’t flatter yourself. I could help. You, on the other hand, would just quickly get yourself killed.” I would have felt insulted if he hadn’t probably been right. I wasn’t exactly born and bred to battle, and considering that my intelligence on the enemy consisted of the words big and scary, there was some sound logic behind James’s insult.


  “But what about the Khan? What about Gan?” I nevertheless protested.


  “Don’t worry about them. The Khan is far more formidable than he may appear.”


  “But Gan’s just a kid.”


  “Yes,” he replied, continuing to lead us toward the edge of the encampment. “A kid with ten times your life experience. Trust me. They can both take care of themselves.”


  We reached the edge of the camp. The smoke had dissipated out here, and open desert stared back at us.


  James turned back to me. “Can you move at top speed?”


  My chest had come a long ways toward healing itself in the past few minutes. Even if I couldn’t do my best, I could probably fake it pretty well. I nodded back.


  He continued, “Good. From here, we move fast. In a flat out foot race, they won’t be able to catch us.”


  I had just started to open my mouth to ask who wouldn’t be able to catch us, but I stopped when I noticed that James was already a dozen yards ahead of me.


  * * *


  When we had covered about two-thirds of the distance back to the original camp, James finally slowed down. We were probably out of danger by now, and even if we weren’t, we’d be able to see anything coming for us long before it got there.


  “What the hell was that all about back there?” I finally got a chance to ask him.


  “Off hand, I’d say that was a surprise attack.”


  Suddenly, an ugly thought occurred to me. “It didn’t seem like much of a surprise to you,” I said and immediately regretted it. James stopped and turned back toward me. The look on his face was so intense that I actually backed up a step (maybe two).


  “I’m sure I didn’t hear that correctly,” he replied in an emotionless tone, “because that sounded vaguely like an accusation.”


  God, I am an idiot. I presented someone with damning evidence against them when they clearly had the advantage. I just did the same thing that would normally make me scream at the TV when the morons on some show did it. How many scenes had I watched where some plucky young woman confronted her boss alone in his office about the corruption she’d uncovered at his hands? That almost always ended badly for the would-be heroine. Yet here I was, despite knowing better, putting my plucky young ass on the line with nary any backup in sight, against a vampire I stood absolutely zero chance against. It would serve me right to get ashed.


  Oh well, in for a penny, in for a pound. “Funny how you told me we needed to get moving right before we got attacked. Or does that not sound a little suspicious to you?”


  I had said my piece. It was time to die, I guess. I tensed for whatever beating James was about to lay on me.


  Instead, he chuckled. “That?” he laughed again. “Unlucky coincidence is all.”


  “But you...”


  “I was trying to get us out of there due to the little argument going on between Gan and her father, in case you didn’t notice,” he said with a grin.


  “What, did they have more stupid tests for me?”


  “You could say that.” He seemed to think about it for a moment, and then continued. “It’s not important. I doubt you’ll be seeing either of them again for a long time. Suffice to say, things were about to get awkward, and I decided it was in your best interest to leave.”


  We started walking again; however, I still wasn’t convinced. James was definitely leaving something out. “Well then, explain why we didn’t stay and help them back there. I mean, maybe I’m not the best guy to have someone’s back in a fight, but you could have definitely helped.”


  “I am helping,” he answered as we continued on our way.


  “By running off?”


  “By saving your ass,” he snapped, the edge creeping back into his voice.


  “I don’t underst...”


  “You really can be dense sometimes, you know. Even for a child, you are sometimes unbelievably thick,” James sighed. “You know that Freewills are rare. I told you as much myself. But did you hear those people back there? To them, you are a legend. In the States, this might make for an amusing comic book story; however, out here they pay a great deal of respect to things like that.”


  “Okay, I guess I follow you.”


  “Do you?” he asked. “Do you really? To allow you to be killed before reaching your full potential...and no, I have no idea what that might be. Well, that would be simply intolerable to them. Your mere presence gives them hope. Don’t get me wrong. If they spent enough time with you, I’m sure that hope would evaporate like rain in the desert (yep, can always count on James to make a guy feel good about himself). However, for right now it’s in our best interest for you to keep living.”


  “Our best interest?”


  “Most definitely. I will admit to a certain selfishness with regards to my own wellbeing. You see, you’re under my charge. If you die here, then it would be my fault.”


  “And your ass would be on the line?”


  “Exactly,” he remarked. “Perhaps you’re not entirely as dense as I thought.”


  * * *


  We arrived back at our camp a short while later. All appeared to be in order. It was quiet, but we could clearly see the guards and a few others walking around, attending to their duties. The truck that would take me back to the airport was also there waiting for us. I could see the driver lounging by the cab, looking bored.


  “Thank goodness,” said James with an audible sigh of relief. “I couldn’t be sure until I saw it. The Alma have never been this bold before. To attack the Khan directly was an outright declaration of war.”


  “Who?”


  “Never you mind. Ignorance is bliss. All you need care about is that New York City is not within their territory for now, so you needn’t concern yourself.”


  “Not gonna tell me, huh?” I grumbled, probably sounding like a pouty teenager. “Wait, what do you mean for now?”


  “Enough. You know far more about the Draculas’ business already than is good for you. You’re not even a year old, for midnight’s sake (yeah, definitely feeling a wee bit insulted now). Go back to your coven. I’m sure there’s plenty there to concern yourself with.”


  I thought back to Sally, dull anger once again filling me. There was definitely enough waiting for me back home to concern myself with. “Oh yeah, speaking of concerns,” I replied, suddenly reminded of the whole point for this trip, “what was it you wanted to talk to me about anyway?”


  James stopped walking, and a look of confusion crossed his face. “That’s funny. Now that you mention it, for the life of me I can’t remember.”


  * * *


  We reached the supply tent and entered it. James told me that the truck driver was a human, thus it was probably best to package me up outside of his sight. I guess some people can get a little weird if they know their cargo is a box full of grumpy vampire.


  My bags were all packed and already loaded into the crate. Sure enough, James’s word was good, and there were a few rugs inside to pad things out a bit. It wasn’t exactly a luxury suite at the Hilton, but it would probably be at least marginally more comfortable for the return trip. Oh crap! Speaking of which, I had never recharged my iPod. Damn! Well okay, I hadn’t exactly seen a lot of outlets during my adventures in Bedouin land. Guess I’d be alone with my thoughts. Fortunately, I had my memories of the day before...more specifically, naked sweaty memories of the day before. And if those didn’t get me all the way back to New York, well then sorry, Sally, but it’d be back to the wood chipper for you.


  I sighed and started to climb in. “Not looking forward to doing this again,” I admitted to James.


  “A necessary evil for now, I’m afraid,” he replied. “However, I did bring something that should make the trip more palatable. Here.” He pulled a small vial out of his pocket and handed it to me.


  “What is it?”


  “You know how some people are afraid to fly and they take a tranquilizer beforehand to calm themselves down?”


  “Yeah, I guess.”


  “Well, this is kind of like that.”


  Oh. Okay. A little something to take the edge off might be just what the doctor ordered. I uncorked it and downed the contents, wincing as it went down. The taste wasn’t great, but it was vaguely reminiscent. One summer down at Tom’s house, we’d gotten shitfaced on Jagermeister and Rumplemintz...or as they’re collectively known when you mix them together; Screaming Nazis. It’s a vile concoction, but damn if it doesn’t get the job done. This tasted a bit like that, albeit in a slightly more viscous sort of way.


  Wow! This shit was more potent, too. Within ten seconds of quaffing it, the room started spinning around me. Within another few moments, I found I could no longer even stand. I flopped unceremoniously onto the bottom of the packing crate, managing to turn over and blearily look up at James’s face. “What the hell was that?” I slurred.


  “It’s a poison refined from the venom of the Mongolian death worm,” he said matter of factly. “It should keep you out for the majority of the trip. Enjoy your nap.” With that said, he placed the lid back onto my crate, and I was again sealed into the darkness.


  Mongolian death worm, eh? Yeah, I guess that makes perfect sense, I thought as I plunged into a much deeper darkness.


   


  Green with Envy


  Whoa! I have to make it a point to get some of that stuff for my next party. I spent what felt like maybe five minutes inside of the most freaky-ass, psychedelic hallucination I’d ever experienced before I was jolted awake by the feeling of my crate being moved. I’d assumed that I was probably still in China, maybe being loaded onto the cargo plane back to the States; however, a short while later the crate lid was pried off. I found myself staring up at the faces of a couple zombies, as well as the vampire shipping clerk who had originally packed me. Yeah, definitely have to get some more of that stuff.


  “Welcome back. Do you have anything to declare?” the clerk asked with a grin.


  “I declare that’s the last time I fly with air-vampire,” I replied, taking his outstretched hand and pulling myself to my feet. I was still a bit shaky from James’s Mongolian death cocktail, but damn if it hadn’t done the trick. Fastest flight halfway around the world I’d ever experienced.


  The zombies carried my bags to the door of the terminal. I followed and was let back outside to the gloriousness that is nighttime at LaGuardia. From the look of things, it wasn’t particularly late. I turned toward the other vamp and asked, “So how do I get back?”


  “There are these marvelous inventions called cabs. Have fun using them,” he replied with a smirk. “Thanks for flying with us. Buh bye!” and with that, the terminal door shut and I could hear it being locked from the inside. Fucker! Some days, I just hate other vampires.


  I felt bad about bugging Ed for a ride back, so I figured I’d call Sally and see if she could find it in her non-beating heart to send a car to pick me up. I was still gonna kill her, but I might kill her less severely if she could arrange for a quick pickup for me. Sadly, I pulled out my cell phone and found it to be even deader than I was. Oh yeah, hadn’t had a chance to recharge that either. Oh well, guess it was time for a hike.


  * * *


  Fortunately, for all the indignities modern day airports inflict upon us, a shortage of cabs isn’t one of them. I walked to the nearest living terminal, my baggage not really slowing my vampire self down at all, thank god, and was quickly able to flag a ride. The trip from the airport wasn’t too painful; traffic was lighter than it had been when I first arrived. Sure, my Indian-accented chauffeur took a few unnecessary turns to jack up the fare, but it was still better than being crammed into Ed’s junker. All in all, it was the least eventful thing I had done in several days. For that alone, I figured the cabbie had earned a decent tip.


  We made it back to my place and, after sending the driver on his way, I grabbed my bags to walk up to the apartment I shared with my two friends. I let myself in and noticed the place was dark. My roommates were out. Odd. Or maybe not, as I realized I had no idea what day of the week it was. I had lost at least three or four days from my adventure in total, and taking into account the time difference with China...well, I’d be fucked if I had any idea.


  Oh well, I could always check the calendar later. Right then, I needed to unpack, plug in my rechargeables (come to think of it, my cell being dead might be a minor godsend considering the roaming charges), and take myself a nice long shower to wash the smell of horses, rocks, and Bang off me. Thus, that is what I did.


  * * *


  I’d just gotten dressed and was walking into the kitchen to grab myself a nice glass of blood when I heard the apartment door being unlocked. Cool. One of my bros was home. I was all prepared to give them a disgustingly pornographic retelling of my little Asian adventure.


  The door opened, and Ed walked in. I was just opening my mouth to say hi when Sally came strolling in behind him. He turned and saw me, but my gaze was locked onto her. A moment later, she, too, realized I was in the apartment and our eyes met; a look of surprise on her face, a slowly spreading snarl on mine.


  “You...”


  “Hey, Bill,” Ed greeted me. “Home already?”


  “...bitch!” I finished, ignoring him. I grabbed the nearest thing to me, our toaster, and trudged into the living room.


  She started to back away. “What’s up, boss?” she asked with a shaky little smile.


  “Come over here so I can brain you,” I growled, lifting the toaster and going after her.


  She ducked out of my reach and ran to the far side of our couch. “I can see you’re a little miffed.”


  “A little!? You shipped me to fucking China like I was a piece of furniture!” I chased her around the couch.


  “James wanted to talk to you,” she said, continuing to evade me.


  “On the phone!”


  “Oh that. Yeah, I might have forgotten that detail.”


  “I’m forgetting little details, too,” I said, again trying to cut her off, “like why I keep letting you live.”


  “Taking this a little hard, aren’t we?” she asked, once more sliding out of my reach...nimble little minx that she was.


  “I was stuck in a packing crate for two days! Maybe I should do the same thing to you and see how you like it.”


  “Sorry. You said you wanted a vacation. I was just trying to give you one.”


  I stopped my pursuit of her and stood there, fuming. “A vacation...” I started to say, and then something in my brain clicked. I took a deep breath to assess the situation.


  Ed, apparently sensing that we were having a moment, had wisely retreated to our kitchen nook to see how things played out. I suddenly realized that he was dressed fairly nice: dress shirt, slacks, and his good shoes.


  I turned to Sally, and my brain registered that she was wearing a tight maroon cocktail dress. I looked back and forth between them for a few seconds, letting this all sink in, and I was only brought back to reality by a small crash. I realized it was the toaster hitting the floor, as I had just dropped it.


  “What the fuck is going on here?” I asked.


  “Oh this?” asked Ed, sounding guilty. “I was gonna mention it.”


  “Mention what?” I inquired, a bit of attitude working its way into my voice.


  “Oh Christ!” exclaimed Sally with an eye-roll. “We went out on a date. There, happy?”


  A date? My roommate, friend, and colleague had just gone out with my coven-mate and psycho, hell-beast bitch of a partner. When the fuck did I leave reality and wind up in Bizarro universe?


  I turned to Sally. “I thought you hated my roommates.”


  “Hate is such a strong word,” she shrugged. “Although that other friend of yours kind of creeps me out a bit.”


  “And I thought that you,” I said, turning to Ed, “were terrified of Sally.”


  “Oh, I am. No doubt about that,” he replied. As he did so, Sally shot him a playful little grin.


  “What can I say?” she chimed back in. “I like a little honesty in a man.”


  “This is so not happening,” I stammered, sinking down onto the couch.


  “Relax, man. It was just a little dinner and a few drinks,” replied Ed in a conciliatory tone.


  “Relax? Relax!?” I growled, getting back to my feet. “I have a whole shitload of reasons why I won’t be relaxing anytime soon.”


  “Okay, calm down,” he said and then turned to Sally. “I’m thinking maybe we’ll ixnay that cup of coffee.”


  “No problem. I’ll take a rain check.” (a rain check?)


  I stood up to get a pair of shoes, calling back to her, “I’ll walk you to the train. We’re not finished yet.”


  * * *


  “You’re almost cute when you’re jealous,” Sally purred when we stepped out into the street.


  “I am not jealous.”


  “Could have fooled me.”


  “Besides,” I continued, “I seem to recall giving clear instructions that my roommates were off limits.”


  “I wasn’t gonna kill him, jeez. Overreacting a little, aren’t we?”


  “Fine. Let me amend my instructions. No killing or fucking my roommates. Happy?”


  “I didn’t fuck him...yet. Not that it’s any of your business.”


  “Yet?”


  “See? You are jealous,” she replied in a smug little voice. God, if you’re up there, please give me the strength not to kill this woman.


  “Fine! You’re right; probably none of my business. I’m still pissed at you for sending me to China needlessly, though.”


  “Maybe I should apologize for that,” she said as we continued walking to the Eighty-Sixth Street station. “However, I really was only trying to help. I figured a few days in an exotic country might let you blow off a little steam.”


  She almost sounded sincere on that one...or as sincere as Sally ever sounded. Sure, I’d gotten attacked, beaten up, and almost had my head popped off by the mother of all compulsions, but then again there was the Khan’s hospitality. I’d definitely blown off a couple years’ worth of steam with that one.


  “Very well,” I finally replied after thinking it over for a few minutes. “Apology accepted on that one. But what about that bullshit with the packing crate?”


  She turned and gave me an impish grin. “That part was me just fucking with you.”


  Bitch!


   


  Fat Chicks versus Vampire Cake


  I returned home, a headache starting to set in, much as it often did following a conversation with Sally. Ed was still up and sitting at our table, no doubt waiting for me. I was half-expecting to have him chew me a new asshole. Maybe I even deserved it.


  “Hey,” I said, sitting down across from him.


  “Hey,” he acknowledged in return.


  “So how big of a dick was I just now?”


  “Pretty colossal,” he replied


  “Sorry about that. You pissed that I fucked up your date?”


  “You didn’t really fuck it up. She was just coming up for a cup of coffee.”


  “You sure?”


  “Pretty much. You’ve got to work your way up to putting the moves on a chick who could snap you like a twig and enjoy every second of it,” he said with a smile. “Besides, if I were in your place, I probably would have reacted the same way. So, she really freighted you to China?”


  “Yep.”


  “Damn. I guess then I can forgive you this one time for being a little ticked off. I can see how that could ruin a person’s day.”


  “Cool. Thanks, man,” I said. It was always good to see bros before ho’s being upheld.


  We were interrupted from any further male bonding by the arrival of our other roommate, Tom. Just as well. If the conversation kept going the way it was, we’d be entering metrosexual territory pretty soon.


  Fortunately, Tom was a master at killing any such mood. “S’up, guys?” he said as way of greeting, and then added, “sorry to interrupt you two staring soulfully into each other’s eyes.” Tom being an asshole was one constant in the universe that I could always count on.


  “Ah, the wayward son returns,” I said back to him.


  “So sayeth the world traveler,” he shot right back.


  “Fair enough,” I acknowledged. “So what have you been up to? My Chinese connections aside, I haven’t seen you much this past week or so.”


  Tom grabbed a beer from the fridge and joined us at the table. It had been a busy couple weeks for all of us; thus, we hadn’t been together as a team like this in a while. It felt good to have my two closest amigos by my side again.


  “Been out on a date,” he replied.


  “Found a new glory hole at Penn Station?” Ed asked without missing a beat.


  “Nah. Your mom called dibs on all the good ones. I was out again with Christy.”


  “She that chick from work?” I asked.


  “Yep.”


  “How are things going with her?”


  “Pretty good,” he said. “She’s cute, and we have fun. She’s a little weird, though.”


  “How so? Are we talking weird as in has a penis?” I quipped.


  “Don’t confuse my dating life with your own. No, I mean she’s quirky. It’s hard to explain. Sometimes she gets this faraway look in her eyes. And the weirdest thing...sometimes she knows things.”


  “Like she’s dating a virgin?” Ed chimed in.


  “Only if she’s seeing one of you on the side. But I’m serious. Sometimes we’ll be walking down the street, and she’ll just make these weird predictions out of nowhere. The other night, she pointed out this cab and said the driver was gonna be in an accident. Sure enough, ten seconds go by and we hear this crash. Some other guy ran a light and plowed into him broadside. It was freaky.”


  “Well, I guess she does have to be a little freaky to date you,” I replied.


  Ed added, “Until such time as she produces winning lotto numbers, I’m calling coincidence.”


  “Maybe,” Tom said to him with a shrug. “Oh, speaking of winning the lottery, how did your...thing go tonight?”


  “Bill knows.”


  I glared daggers at Tom. “You knew about this, too?”


  “Knew? Who do you think put the Edster up to it? That chick was being wasted just doing your clerical work.”


  “For the last time, Sally’s not my secretary.”


  “Your loss, dude. Personally, I wouldn’t mind calling her into my office for a little dictation.”


  Ed sipped on his coffee and replied, “Little is an apt word to describe any dictation you’d be giving.”


  Tom just smiled back at him. “I’m pretty sure my date tonight would disagree.”


  Oh, enough of this crap! It was time to show these fuckers who was really the king around these parts. “Speaking of dates, I had one this week that puts all of your sad, pathetic little lives to shame,” I said with my best arrogant sneer. Once I was sure I had their attention, I continued, “So, do you guys wanna hear about China or not?”


  * * *


  I filled them in on my adventures on the other side of the world from start to finish, making it a point to pay extra attention to my day of unrelenting lust. By the time I was finished, a good hour had been killed.


  I concluded my tale with, “So what do you think? Pretty goddamn intense, eh?”


  My roommates gave each other a glance from across the table. Finally, Tom spoke up. “Three chicks, huh?” I nodded smugly. “And do you happen to have any proof of this holy grail of scoredom?”


  “What do you mean, proof?” I asked.


  “Exactly that,” he said. “We’re talking panties, interesting marks on your body, video...”


  Ed jumped in, “In short, what we’re trying to say is: pics, or it didn’t happen.”


  “My cell phone was dead,” I replied.


  “Likely story.”


  “Seriously. Have you ever been to a Mongolian vampire village? We’re talking Gilligan’s Island here...like Robinson Crusoe, it’s as primitive as can be.”


  “Uh huh.”


  “Oh, come on,” I spat. “Don’t tell me you think I’m making this shit up.”


  “Well, I mean, look at it from our viewpoint,” Tom replied. “No pics. No witnesses. Seems a bit too convenient to me.”


  Ed nodded. “You gotta admit, Bill, this sounds suspiciously like the ‘old girlfriend from Canada’ routine.”


  “We’re not in high school,” I pointed out.


  “And you have to admit you’re probably a little vulnerable right now,” Tom added with a condescending tone. “I’ve been dating Christy. Ed asked out your uber-hot sidekick. No one would blame you for feeling a little inadequate after your little failure to ask out that prospect from your office.”


  I turned to Ed. “You told him?”


  “How could I not?” he replied with a shrug.


  “My god, I’m surrounded by assholes,” I said, putting my head in my hands.


  * * *


  They let me wallow in my own misery, standup guys that they were, for a few minutes before Ed changed the subject. “I think we’re overlooking something major here. Forgetting Bill’s imaginary orgies for a second, what the hell would be ballsy enough to take on a bunch of pissed off vampires? That’s the part that worries me. If there’s something nastier out there than your buddies, Bill, I’d sure as shit like to know about it.”


  “No idea,” I said, eager to move away from any further mental torment, lest they convince me that the whole thing happened only in my head. Fuck them and their Vulcan mind tricks!


  “Did you see whatever it was?”


  “Only glimpses,” I replied. “Whatever they were, they were big motherfuckers.”


  “Werewolves?” Tom asked.


  “Nah. I don’t think so,” I replied. “Besides, didn’t Sally say werewolves were just make believe?”


  “She could’ve lied,” he countered, a little defensively. “I don’t know about you, but it just doesn’t seem fair to live in a world where vampires exist and werewolves don’t. I mean, if there’s no war between the vamps and the lycans, then there’s no reason for Kate Beckinsale to run around in skintight leather.”


  “Girlfriend or not, you really need to get out more,” Ed said.


  “And yet you both dare to pity me,” I pointed out before getting back on track. “No, let’s assume Sally wasn’t bullshitting us...at least this once. That still leaves us with something really nasty out there. Whatever it was, it wasn’t human - and it sure as shit wasn’t afraid of vampires.”


  “Why can’t supernatural monsters ever be friendly?” Tom asked.


  “Tell me about it. I’d just about give my left kidney to meet Casper and find out he was an honest to goodness friendly ghost.”


  “Did this Khan guy...” Ed said, and then immediately held up his hand to Tom, “no Trek jokes. Save it for later.” He then continued, “Did the Khan give you anything on them?”


  “He wasn’t all that talkative. Not a whole lot of deep meaningful conversation coming out of that one...unless you speak Mongolian, that is.”


  “What about from your buddy Ozymandias?”


  “James? No. He was a little evasive. Said I didn’t need to know, that I was safe in the city...oh wait! I think he called them something.”


  “What?”


  “Not sure,” I replied. “I was kind of busy shitting my pants at the time. What the fuck did he call them?” I thought about it for a second. “It was something that started with an A, I think.”


  “Alligator?” Tom chimed in. “Maybe the vampires are warring with the alligator people.”


  I sighed, turning to him. “You know, you might want to give a warning to your new girlfriend. She should avoid trying to fuck your brains out, since you already have a major deficiency in that department.”


  “Let’s concentrate here,” said Ed. “A...what, Bill?”


  “No idea.”


  “Maybe we should get the dictionary. We could start going through the A’s for anything that sounded threatening.”


  “You’re out of your mind,” replied Tom. “We do that, and we’ll be up all fucking night.”


  “All!” I suddenly shouted. Something about that word rang a bell.


  “All what?”


  “It was all-something,” I said, trying to concentrate. “Give me a second. It’s right on the tip of my tongue. All...all...alma! I think he called them the alma.”


  “What the fuck’s an alma?” asked Ed.


  “Sounds like a fat chick name,” Tom said, rather unhelpfully.


  “I’m pretty sure the vampires weren’t attacked by a pack of fat chicks.”


  “Maybe they heard that vampires were made of cake,” he replied with a dickheaded smirk.


  I turned back to Ed. “Let’s ignore him now, shall we?”


  “Gladly. Well, it’s not much to go on, but I guess we can look into it,” Ed yawned. “But maybe tomorrow. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m kind of beat.”


  “Sally took that much out of you?”


  “Heh,” he chuckled. “When you’re dating a girl like her, you tend to overanalyze even the smallest of things. You know, stuff like will she rip my arm out of its socket if I try to hold her hand? It makes for a slightly more stressful than average evening.”


   


  Attack of the Mighty Mongolian Monsters


  The thing about phantom, non-immediate threats is that they tend to fall off the priority list pretty quickly. Thus our research into giant vampire-hating beasts was almost immediately derailed by our normal everyday activities, be that as they may. A quick check of my email the next morning provided me with the realization that I’d missed several days of work without bothering to let anybody know. I may be an immortal creature of the night, but I was young enough that the fear of unemployment was still ingrained into my mind. I thus kicked my ass into high gear and dove straight into work, all thoughts of Mongolian mist monsters forgotten.


  My roommates must have also gotten back to tending their lives because it didn’t come up again in conversation, at least in the following days. Fortunately for me, I was still technically on my vampirecation, thus between my nights being free (yeah, yeah, I don’t need to be reminded of how pathetic that is) and my enhanced vampiric typing speed, I was able to catch up to my workload in just a couple of days and maybe even push a little bit ahead of schedule.


  In some ways, those few days were kind of nice. Aside from my powers and tendency to drench all my food in blood, I actually felt kind of normal. It was relaxing.


  Needless to say, it didn’t last.


  On Thursday night, I got a somewhat frantic call from Sally. Tom was out with Christy again, and Ed was off puttering around somewhere. It was probably for the best, as they’d no doubt want to tag along on any adventures I was stupid enough to find myself in. Anyway, my phone rang, and Sally’s melodious voice greeted me.


  “I think you need to get over here.”


  “What - no hello, how are you?”


  “We don’t have time for this crap, Bill.”


  “We never just talk anymore,” I said with a fake sigh and then smiled. Regardless of the urgency, it felt good to have Sally on the receiving end for a change. “Okay, so what’s up?”


  “There’s something here!”


  “Define something and here.”


  She mumbled something under her breath before continuing. I didn’t catch it, but I would have bet money that there was also an accompanying eye-roll. “I’m here outside of the office. Something just burst in a little while ago, and all hell broke loose. Whatever it is, it’s been calling your name.”


  “My name?” Oh, there came that sinking feeling again.


  “Yes, your name.”


  “Did you see what it was?”


  There was a pause. “No, I...”


  “You what?”


  “Fine! As soon as the ruckus started, I got out of there.”


  “Nice display of leadership, MacArthur,” I quipped.


  “Fuck you.”


  “I knew one day you’d beg me for it.” Hot damn, I was loving this. Although if something had Sally frazzled, then perhaps it might not be the best time to enjoy rubbing it in. Ah, fuck it! I could help out and enjoy her discomfort at the same time. “Okay, aside from running away, have you done anything?”


  “I sent Brian and Dusk Reaper in to see if they could root it out.” She was no doubt swallowing whatever venom she wanted to hurl at me.


  “And?”


  “And Dusk Reaper came back out...or ran back out. Brian didn’t.”


  Shit! I was kind of hoping it would have been Dusk Reaper who bought it. That guy was a serious douchebag. Yeah, I know, horrible thing to say, but well deserved - trust me on this. “Alright I’m heading over. Try to barricade the door until I get there.”


  “Way ahead of you, boss,” she said and hung up.


  Great! A rampaging beast was just dandy all in and of itself. A rampaging beast that knew my name - well, that was...actually, that wasn’t particularly surprising. I had almost started to expect things like that to happen. Weird. That still didn’t solve the mystery of what was causing chaos in the coven’s office, but it took the edge off a little bit.


  I paused for a moment before leaving, very much considering borrowing the shotgun that Ed kept stashed under his bed. He’d appropriated it back when we had to deal with Jeff. It had served him well in that ordeal, assuming you consider blowing the head off our geriatric former neighbor to be a check in the win column. Poor Mrs. Caven. Jeff had kidnapped her, wrongly assuming her to be my mother, and had subsequently turned her into a bloodthirsty monster. We attempted to rescue her but had been too late to do anything more than put her down for good.


  Oh well, no use crying over spilled milk.


  Considering I had half a city and several trains to traverse before reaching my destination, I decided against the gun. It was almost a pity to do so. Note to self: talk to Sally about stocking a small arsenal on coven premises. Actually, scratch that. Now that I thought about it, the words Sally and arsenal in the same sentence kind of gave me the heebie-jeebies.


  I thus grabbed my jacket, and, armed only with my wits, headed off to save the day...hopefully.


  * * *


  I arrived at the office about an hour later, which, all things considered, was a pretty good pace - although thinking about breaking my midtown commuting record was probably something I shouldn’t have been worrying about right at that moment in time. But hey, sometimes it’s the little victories that really matter.


  I walked up to our floor and came upon Sally, Dusk Reaper, and a few other assorted coven members standing outside the main doors.


  “Where the fuck have you been?” Sally hissed. She was clearly having a bit of a stressful day. I didn’t make it any better.


  “Nice to see you, too. Sorry; I would have been here sooner, but I had a brief moment of sanity in which I had to question the wisdom of facing an unknown monster that’s been shouting my name. Fortunately for you, it didn’t last.” She wasn’t so stressed so as to spare me the eye-roll I knew was coming from that one. The pleasantries finished, I continued. “So did any of you see anything?”


  “I did,” answered Dusk Reaper.


  On the train, I had some time to think about what might be after me and thus had a theory. Not sure how it would have gotten here. Then again, a few months ago I didn’t even believe in vampires. So who was I to say what was and wasn’t possible? “Let me guess,” I said to Dipshit Reaper, “about nine feet tall, built like a bulldozer, and screams a lot?”


  “No,” he replied.


  “No?” Okay, that was unexpected. Not that I should be all that sad about it. Facing off against a creature that had almost turned my rib cage into paste wasn’t exactly número uno on my priority list. “What did it look like then?” I asked with a little uncertainty.


  “I’m not really sure,” Dusk Reaper said. “It was too fast to get a good look at. I think it was pretty small, but I’ve never seen anything move like that. It was like this tiny little whirlwind. It went after Brian before I could even think of doing anything, and...”


  “And you ran like a pussy,” I finished. Dusk Reaper had been one of Jeff’s supporters, just not a particularly brave one; however, I made it a point to assert my position as alpha dog to him at every turn, just in case he ever got any bright ideas.


  “So what do you think?” Sally asked.


  “Tasmanian Devil?” I offered unhelpfully.


  “Well, then you get to be Bugs Bunny, especially since it was calling for you,” she replied.


  “It knew my name?”


  “Dr. Death,” said a female voice from off to my left. It was one of the younger coven members (aside from me). Eliza, I think her name was. I didn’t know her too well, other than she was one of the conscripts who helped man Sally’s suicide hotline scheme.


  “What was that?” I said, turning to her. I can’t say I minded doing so. Much like all of the other women in the coven, she wasn’t exactly hard on the eyes.


  “It was calling for Dr. Death,” she repeated.


  Hmmm, aside from James and the occasional mocking by Sally, nobody really called me that anymore (my subconscious aside). James didn’t exactly fit the definition of tiny, and Sally was standing right there.


  “Alright, let’s do this, I guess,” I turned to Sally. “Are you in?”


  “I’ve got your six,” she replied.


  She unlocked the door and held it open. I stepped through, trying to portray an aura of leadership for the others - one that I didn’t really feel.


  I had no more than crossed the threshold when it slammed shut behind me and I heard it being locked. Somehow, I wasn’t surprised. Maybe I should’ve been nicer on the phone.


  The place looked like a bomb had gone off in it. Papers were everywhere, desks were overturned, and there was a man-sized hole in the wall with a pile of dust in front of it...no doubt Brian’s last stand. Dusk Reaper was right. It did look like a mini tornado hit this place.


  Speaking of which, I should have been paying attention for the perpetrator instead of making a mental checklist for the cleanup. While I was busy observing the damage, something slammed into my back and drove me to the floor.


  “FOR THE LAST TIME...” a shrill voice screamed. Strong hands grabbed me and flipped me over. Something jumped on top of me, and a small, familiar face filled my vision. “BRING ME...oh, Dr. Death. It is finally you.”


  “Gan!?”


  * * *


  “Open the fucking door, Sally!” I shouted from the other side. “I have your monster.”


  “Did you get it?” she called back.


  “Yeah, I got it,” and she was gonna get it for locking me in.


  The door unlocked, and she opened it. The other vampires stood behind her, peering in with curious eyes. Goddamn, sometimes the undead can be such pussies.


  “Did you kill it?”


  “Not quite,” I replied, gesturing to the small girl standing next to me. “Sally, meet Gan. Gan, meet Sally.”


  “Gan?” replied Sally, completely flummoxed.


  “This is your whore, I presume?” Gan asked, looking up at me.


  “What did you call me?” snapped Sally.


  “A whore, obviously. A woman of status would never dress like that in my culture. What else could you be?” Gan asked matter of factly.


  Sally turned beet red, which was really impressive considering her lack of a pulse. She looked like she was about to let fly with something, but I interrupted.


  “Well then, now that the introductions are out of the way, what are...”


  But Sally wasn’t done yet. “What the hell did you think you were doing in there!?” she yelled at Gan, her courage apparently restored now that she’d gotten a good look at the big bad monster.


  Gan ignored her, continuing to look up at me as she replied, “Your whore is insolent. You should have her whipped.”


  “She’d probably like that,” I said, which caused Sally to turn even redder. Pretty soon and I’d be able to fry an egg on her forehead. “But Sally does have a point, Gan. Why were you wrecking the place?”


  “Your servants did not immediately heed my command to bring you forth. Thus, I felt a lesson was in order.”


  “You killed one of my coven members,” I pointed out.


  “It is little matter. But I shall make you another if you wish.”


  “That’s quite all right. Maybe some other time.” I looked up and noticed that all the other vamps present were still gawking at us. I had lots of questions for her, but I neither needed nor wanted an audience. “Okay, everyone, show’s over. There’s a lot of cleaning to do. Get to it before I let the rest of the coven know about this.”


  There was some mild grumbling, but soon enough all of them, save for myself Gan and Sally, had gone back into the office to start the not-so-miniscule task of cleaning up. In at least one way, Gan was no different than any other kid; she could make a hell of a mess with very little effort.


  * * *


  A few minutes later, the three of us were seated in Sally’s executive suite (bitch). I sat Gan down and got her a blood pack from the mini bar (grrrrr) to suck on.


  “I normally prefer my food fresh,” she complained.


  “Maybe later. For now, just eat this, please.”


  “I will do it for you, Dr. Death,” she beamed up at me.


  “So you wanna tell me who Wednesday Adams here is?” Sally asked from behind her expensive mahogany desk (goddamn it!).


  “Very well,” I answered. “This is Gansetseg, daughter of the Khan...you know, as in the Khan who’s a member of the Draculas? I hear he’s kind of a big deal.”


  “Oh,” she replied, her mouth dropping open. She hadn’t been expecting that part. Anything that was even remotely connected to the Draculas got instant respect in the general vampire community. Even Sally was at a loss for words, which probably said a lot about the whole situation. “Pleasure to meet you, Gansetseg,” she finally said.


  “You may call me Gan, whore. I have grown to prefer it.”


  Regardless of Gan’s station in the vampire hierarchy, her comment immediately popped the little bubble of awe that had been forming around my partner. Sally glared daggers at her, and then turned her venomous gaze toward me. “And what, pray tell, is the Khan’s daughter doing here?”


  “Actually, that’s a good question,” I remarked, realizing that I didn’t know either. I figured I’d do the simplest thing...ask. “Gan, what are you doing in New York?”


  “I followed you, obviously.” She finished her drink and tossed the empty blood pack unceremoniously into the trash, much like any normal child might dispose of a juice box.


  “Obviously,” Sally mimicked with an eye-roll.


  It didn’t go unnoticed by Gan. “What is that expression the whore makes?”


  “Oh, that? It’s a...sign of respect,” I said, throwing Sally a sideways glance. Hopefully, she was smart enough to realize that I had probably just saved her life. Pint-sized or not, Gan was three hundred years old. That meant she was most likely more than a match for both of us combined.


  “That is good. Perhaps she knows her place after all,” Gan continued.


  Before Sally could open her mouth and ruin it - because believe me, she was going to - I continued with my questioning. “So why exactly did you follow me?”


  Gan smiled as she answered, “Because I have chosen you as my mate.”


   


  Gan and Billy Sitting in a Tree


  “WHAT!?” Sally and I blurted out in unison.


  “I have decided you are to be my mate,” Gan replied evenly. “I shall be your queen, and you shall be my consort.”


  I turned back toward Sally and saw that her face had gone red again (really had no idea how she was doing that); however, this time it wasn’t anger. She looked like her head was about to explode. She quickly excused herself. The door had just barely closed behind her before I heard an eruption of laughter from outside. Good to see she had my back.


  “I’m not sure I understand, Gan,” I said, ignoring the guffaws still coming from beyond the closed door.


  “For centuries, my father has treated me like a child; however, I am no child. I am a woman, old enough to make choices. And I have chosen you, Freewill, to be mine forever.”


  “Why exactly?”


  “We are an excellent pairing. I am royalty. One day, I shall ascend to the First Coven to sit as an equal with my father. You are the Freewill that our legends speak of. Together, we will make a formidable team. Besides, you also make me smile.” She grinned up at me, flashing those big green eyes of hers.


  Oh boy. This was starting to look messy. “And your father agrees with this?”


  “No. He is too set in his ways. He told me that he forbids it. But I am a woman. I do as my heart commands.”


  A thought entered my head, and with it I could feel the threat of a migraine coming on. “Your father didn’t let you come here, did he?”


  “I need ask no permission. I am a woman. I go where I please. It pleased me to come here for you.”


  Oh shit! No wonder James had wanted me to leave. He had been listening in on their argument back at my dinner/trial. I guess he figured out of sight, out of mind. He figured wrong.


  “Gan, listen to me. This is important. Does the Khan know where you are now?”


  “I would imagine so. I left father a letter stating my intentions as a woman.”


  Fuck me! I tried to hide the fact that I could feel pinpricks of sweat breaking out on my forehead. I asked with a forced cheerfulness that I wasn’t feeling, “Just one more little question, Gan. What do you think your father will do once he reads your letter?”


  “Father is set in his ways,” she replied in the bored tone of someone who has seen this sort of thing happen many times before. “He will no doubt send his assassins to retrieve me and most likely kill you and your followers (oh, of course). But do not worry. Together, we will defeat them and send their heads back to him. Then we shall be together forever.”


  * * *


  I left Gan sitting where she was and stepped out. I found Sally still wiping tears from her eyes. “Glad you find this amusing,” I snarled at her.


  “Oh, you have no idea,” she chuckled back at me. “I haven’t laughed that hard in decades.”


  “Good, because I hope you can keep your sense of humor when you learn how fucked we are.”


  I filled her in on what Gan had just told me, making a point to emphasize the assassins coming to kill me and my followers.


  “How bad are we talking here?” she asked, having quickly sobered up.


  “If it’s what I think, then we’re probably talking three vamps with about a millennium of experience amongst them.”


  “That’s not good.”


  “Ya think?”


  “Don’t get all testy at me. You’re the one that the ten-year-old she-demon finds irresistible.”


  “Twelve.”


  “What?”


  “She’s twelve...sorta,” I replied.


  “I’m pretty sure that wouldn’t matter much to a jury.”


  “It’s not the judge or the jury I’m worried about,” I said. “It’s the executioners.”


  “I swear, trouble just swarms to you like flies to shit.”


  “Maybe next time you’ll just let me take my vacation in peace,” I offered. “As usual, the caveat being that there is a next time.”


  “That’s one of the things I admire about you, Bill, your always upbeat attitude.”


  “What can I say? The world needs more eternal optimists like me”


  “All jokes aside,” Sally said, getting back to the subject at hand. “What are we gonna do about this?”


  “Not sure. From what I learned while I was there, apparently these people put some pretty big stock in my being a Freewill. You should have heard the shit they were spouting.”


  “Let me guess, the words chosen one were spoken?” Sally ventured.


  “Not quite, but pretty close.”


  She sighed. “The world needs some new clichés.”


  “Tell me about it,” I agreed. “But anyway, I know at least one of the guys the Khan will be sending, a dude named Nergui...”


  “Nerd Gay?”


  “Watch it. The juvenile humor is supposed to be my thing.”


  “Sorry. You must be rubbing off on me.”


  “We can talk about you rubbing me off another time,” I said, quickly jumping out of slapping range. “For now, though, let’s focus. Nergui speaks English. Maybe we can talk him down. Hopefully, he’ll be willing to listen to our side of the story.”


  She considered this for a moment. “A lot depends on the Khan here. If he gave a solid order...or worse yet, gave Nergui a compulsion to kill you, then all the flowery words in the world won’t save us.”


  I nodded. “Yeah, I kind of figured that was the more likely scenario.”


  “I’ll put the coven on alert.”


  “Good idea. What’s the drill?” I was ostensibly in charge of the coven, but even I had to admit Sally had way more experience in vampire goings-on than I did. She also kept an eye on things during the week while I was off earning my sheckles as a code monkey. Thus, there was no shame in deferring to her now.


  “I have a couple of ideas.”


  “Lay them on me.”


  “Okay,” she started. “For now, I say we assign guards to the main coven nests. Here, the loft, maybe the warehouse. Encourage the rest of the coven to stay in those places and not go anywhere except in a group. That part shouldn’t be hard.”


  I nodded in agreement. Jeff had run the coven much like a frat house, and a good deal of that mentality still remained. I was half-surprised whenever I saw any of our membership get up to use the bathroom without three others in tow.


  “I’ll also tell them to make it a point to notify us immediately in case anyone goes missing.”


  “I almost hate to suggest this, but what about arming the coven?” I asked.


  “Stakes?”


  “Guns,” I corrected. Vampires are much stronger and more durable than humans, and we heal in a fraction of the time; however, from personal experience, I can attest that our nerve endings work just fine. A gun shot wouldn’t do much in the way of killing a vampire, but it would hurt like hell and give the attacker an advantage. Now that I was thinking of it, maybe something like a bayonet would be ideal. Shoot ‘em, then stake ‘em.


  “Tricky,” she said, shaking her head. “You know how we have some deals in place with the human authorities?”


  “To keep our messes under the rug?”


  “Exactly. Well, part of those agreements include that we’re not really supposed to arm ourselves with anything other than basic melee crap. I mean, haven’t you wondered why you haven’t seen any of us packing heat before?”


  Actually, I hadn’t. Now that I thought of it, the whole fracas with Samuel’s group had immediately turned into a street brawl...not a single shot fired by either side. Hell, not a single gun brandished either. Damn, I really needed to start paying attention better. I shrugged and replied, “I guess I just thought you were all a bunch of luddites.”


  “What?”


  “Basically, I figured you guys just didn’t like technology because it was some kind of vampire thing. You know, maybe you all thought you were too cool for guns.”


  She sighed and started to open her mouth, but before she could speak the door to her office opened.


  “I grow weary of your whore’s sitting room,” said Gan, standing there with a pouty look on her face. She might have the mind of a three-hundred-year-old vampire, but there were still some decidedly kid-like things about her.


  Before Sally could say anything that would cause the rest of us to start betting on who would win in a fight (my money was on Gan), I stepped between them and addressed the little tyke. “Can you give us just a few more minutes? We’re almost done here. Please...for me?” I asked in my friendliest tone.


  Gan mimicked Sally’s eye roll and did as told. After she had closed the door behind her, I turned back to my partner and said, “Awww! Isn’t that cute? She’s already learning something from her auntie Sally.”


  “Good, Bill. Because if you had called me auntie whore, I’d have killed you myself.” From the look on her face, I didn’t care to dispute that. “Although little Ms. Pain-In-The-Ass there has reminded me...what exactly are you going to do about her?”


  “Me?”


  “Yes, you. She obviously wuvs you,” she mocked. “Unless, that is, you’d prefer to just let her, a poor helpless child, loose in the city.”


  I thought about that for a second before replying, “Do you think the city would stand a chance?”


  “It’d be burnt to the ground inside of twelve hours,” she replied.


  “Maybe the coven could...ya know...watch her?” I asked hopefully.


  “Can you really think of anyone in our group who you would trust to babysit?”


  I thought for a moment, and then looked up. Sally had no doubt read my mind because we both said, “Starlight.”


  “I guess that could work,” she admitted.


  “Cool.”


  “Just one problem. I sent Starlight up to Boston. She won’t be back until tomorrow night at the earliest.”


  “Why did you send her to Boston?” I asked, already knowing the answer. Boston was the HQ for vampire activity in the Northeast.


  “I needed to file some papers up there,” confirmed Sally.


  “She’s not your secretary!”


  “But she’s so good at it.”


  “Okay, enough. Arguing won’t get her back here any sooner.”


  “Good, it’s settled then.”


  “What’s settled?” I asked


  Sadly, I probably should have known that she was going to say, “Gan can stay at your place tonight.”


  * * *


  Sometimes I love New York City. No matter how much of a cesspool of humanity it could be at times, I had to admit it was the only place in the world where a little Asian princess dressed in expensive silk fineries could ride the subway with a dorky companion like myself and not draw any stares. Speaking of which, though, I made a mental note to update Gan’s wardrobe to something a little less conspicuous. Dressed as she was, she was practically a signal flare to the Khan’s kill squad. Unfortunately, that created a whole new problem. I had no idea where twelve-year-old girls went shopping for clothes. Was The Gap still cool? Was it ever? How the hell would I know?


  Oh well, that was tomorrow night’s problem. For now, it was time to get Gan back to my place and explain to my roommates that we were now babysitters to a three-hundred-year-old spoiled little rich girl. Back when I had first told them that I’d been turned into a vampire, they’d taken it exceptionally well. I had a sneaking suspicion that asking them to help me watch over the Khan’s little hellion was going to go over a whole lot less smoothly. It’s kind of funny if you think about it. You tell some guys you’re a vampire, a werewolf, or the freaking Creature from the Black Lagoon, and they’ll just say “Cool” and go back to whatever they were watching on the SyFy channel; however, if you were to ask them to watch your pre-teen niece, then you’d be in for a freak-out.


  But oh well, I figured they owed me for all the times they’d almost immolated me in the name of testing out my vampire powers. They could deal with it.


  We arrived at my building and walked up to the apartment on the top floor. I unlocked the door and held it open for Gan. “Welcome to my place.”


  “This is where you rule your coven from?” she asked with a bit of confusion. “It does not speak well for one of your status.” *sigh* Everyone’s a critic. So sorry that my bachelor pad didn’t conform to her highness’s lofty expectations.


  “It’s...a disguise,” I said, making it up on the spot. Yeah, that works. “So my enemies don’t suspect my true power.” (Jeez, I sounded like Dr. Doom)


  “Ah, I see,” she nodded approvingly. “My apologies, I underestimated your wisdom. You live in a den of pig offal so as to confuse your adversaries. Clever indeed.”


  “Yeah, whatever,” I said, tossing my jacket onto the couch. “Make yourself at home.”


  “Where is our bed?”


  That stopped me dead in my tracks. “Our bed?”


  “Yes. As your mate, are we not expected to share such things?”


  Jesus fucking Christ! All these years I’ve been praying that one day a girl would say something like that to me. It figures that when it finally happened, it would be from a psychotic, pre-pubescent mini-vamp. If this was going to be my eternity, I might as well just run into the sunshine right now with a big ol’ smile on my face.


  I was about to give Gan a long lecture on exactly why we wouldn’t be sleeping anywhere even remotely in the same room when Ed’s bedroom door opened and he strolled out.


  “Hey, Bill,” he said, and then, upon noticing Gan, added, “What’s with the munchkin?”


  Gan turned and smiled up at me. “You keep your own supply of food here? Excellent! I shall sample him.” With that, she launched herself across the room and slammed into my roommate. He went down hard with her on top of him.


  “Holy shit!” I cried, throwing myself after her. Damn, she was fast. Fortunately for me, though, I didn’t exactly live in Windsor Castle. Thus, it was only a few steps until I could grab her and drag her off Ed. Or try to drag her off. She was strong for her size, too.


  “What the fuck!?” he screamed at me once I’d pried her off.


  “Um...Ed, meet Gan.”


  * * *


  “Dude, put the gun away,” I said to my roommate standing in the doorway to his bedroom. He was sitting at his desk, loading shells into the twelve-gauge shotgun he usually kept not-so-hidden under his bed.


  “So Rainbow fucking Brite out there can try to take another chunk out of me? I think not.”


  “I have it under control.”


  “Oh yeah, real good control you got there,” he said, loading another shell. “A second later, and she would have been using my head as a soccer ball.”


  “Don’t you think you’re overreacting?” I asked in as soothing a tone a possible, which wasn’t very.


  *click* another shell got loaded. “My apartment is now Satan’s daycare. No, I don’t see much overreacting here.”


  Okay, time to change tactics. “So says the guy who, just the other day, was putting the moves on a floozy with both a serious case of overbite and an overall lack of respect for human life.”


  “That’s different,” he protested.


  “How?”


  “Have you ever looked at Sally’s tits?”


  “Many times.”


  “Need I explain further?”


  “No, I guess you don’t.” Damn, I hate sound logic. “Still, chill with the gun. You’re liable to make Gan nervous.”


  “Bill,” he replied in that tone he often used when he wished to make me feel as stupid as humanly possible, “she’s the bride of Frankenstein wrapped in a pre-teen body. Her first act upon meeting me was to try to turn me into a Slurpee. Believe me when I say I’m not too worried about making her nervous.”


  “Point taken,” I said. “But you have to...”


  “Oh thank you, Freewill!” came Gan’s voice from elsewhere in the apartment.


  “Huh?” Before I could say more, though, her voice carried to us again.


  “Such marvelous toys. I shall enjoy them thoroughly.”


  Ed and I both stopped what we were doing. “What the hell is Strawberry Nutcake rambling about?” he asked.


  “No idea. I don’t have any toys...”


  Ed’s and my eyes suddenly locked. A look of mutual terror crossed between us. Tom’s room. Oh fuck! We both bolted in that direction.


  * * *


  My other roommate, Tom, was a life-long obsessive collector of old toys, baseball cards, and the like. He was convinced that one day he’d be able to retire on their collective worth. He had a ton of worthless crap, so my assumption had always been that he’d be more likely to wind up on some docudrama about insane hoarders. Then again, he also had some legitimate collector’s items. Back around when I was first turned into a vampire, he’d scored a first generation Optimus Prime figure for next to nothing at a flea market. He’d been so enamored of it that he’d inadvertently charged it with a small portion of his life energy, thus turning it into a deadly weapon against vampires.


  You see, people normally assume that crosses work on vampires because we live in fear of God’s power. That’s mostly bullshit. In order for a cross to work, a person has to truly believe in it. But as far as I’m aware, it has nothing to do with God. Faith, as it turns out, is actually a form a magic. Yeah, I know; I thought the same thing when I heard that magic is real. But it is, trust me on this. The same principle that applies to a cross can apply to anything a person truly believes in. Thus, Tom wound up in possession of a junky piece of plastic from Hasbro that, in his hands, also happened to be the equivalent of the Ark of the Covenant against my kind.


  Anyway, this magical vampire-killing toy had been broken in the final battle against my old coven master, Jeff. Tom had never let me forget it. Fortunately for me (but much to his own chagrin), he hadn’t been able to empower any of his other collectables in quite the same way. However, just because he didn’t love them all with the same fervor that he had loved Optimus didn’t mean he wouldn’t go completely apeshit when he so much as caught me or Ed looking at them.


  Tom normally kept his room locked when he wasn’t around. He tended to do that ever since our early days of living together, when he’d return home to find all of his action figures waiting for him in a variety of lewd poses. For a guy who’s almost never serious, he has a surprising lack of humor when it comes to his collections.


  Within moments of hearing Gan’s voice, Ed and I arrived to find Tom’s door wide open. A flimsy key lock isn’t much protection against even the weakest of vampires. We found Gan standing in the middle of a clutter of toys. She had a big smile on her face and was busy feeding Man-at-Arms to some six-legged plastic monster.


  Oh, we were so fucked.


   


  Slumber Party of the Damned


  It turns out that Tom was the one who was fucked. Or at least that was my assumption, since he didn’t return home that night. I was actually glad to see someone getting some action from a woman not associated with the supernatural world. Good for him. And also good for us once we finally managed to get Gan out of his room. Thank whatever dark gods watch over the toys of madmen that nothing was broken. We put everything back the best we could (but knowing that a nutcase like Tom would be able to tell if his things were even a millimeter out of place) and wedged the door shut.


  You really have no idea how stressful it was. Watching Tom have a hissy fit over his toys was one of the more off-putting things I had ever experienced...and this from a guy whose range of non-normal experiences had gone up significantly in the past year. It just wasn’t natural. Experiencing Tom rant about his toys was uncomfortable in a way that was akin to staring at non-Euclidian angles for too long. His tantrums also tended to last for a long time. Thus, for a variety of reasons, Ed and I wished to avoid one at all costs.


  Once we’d finally finished, Ed decided to turn in. Considering the ruckus that I heard coming from his room, I assumed that not only had he locked himself in, but that there was probably a pretty good makeshift barrier constructed on his side of the door. I also had little doubt that he’d be sleeping with a twelve-gauge teddy-bear named Remington tonight. I guess I couldn’t really blame him.


  Unfortunately, that left me alone with Gan. I had to think quickly, lest I wind up with her wanting to get all jiggy with me. Trust me when I say that’s a thought I would gladly bleach out of my brain. Maybe I’m just a product of my culture. After all, even a hundred years ago a girl of Gan’s (physical) age would have probably already been married off. Regardless, the creepiness factor of it all made my skin crawl. This was the big joke of my existence...I was a vampire with ethics.


  “Gan,” I finally said, “I want you to take my bed.”


  “Of course,” she answered.


  “No, I meant that I want you to take my bed, and I’ll sleep on the couch.”


  She looked confused. “Is it not common in your culture to share the bed of your mate?”


  “Well, yeah...normally it is. It’s just that...”


  “Just what then?”


  I figured I’d better just blurt it out. “Gan, it’s the whole kid and adult thing. It’s...just not right.”


  “In some ways, I agree,” she said.


  “Really?” I blurted out, surprised. Maybe this wouldn’t end badly after all.


  “Yes. There is a part of me that wonders if it is not right as well. You are just a child, after all (huh!?). I have lived over ten of your lifetimes. You are practically a newborn to me (not quite what I meant). I will admit that I almost feel...how do you say it...that I am taking advantage of you.”


  “Okay,” was all I could say for a moment there. That was a concept I hadn’t even considered. But maybe it gave me a way out. “That’s good, Gan. I was...embarrassed to tell you this, but...I’m kind of...inexperienced with women.” Never thought I’d be playing the nervous virgin card to get out of sex. Live and learn, I guess. What an odd fuckery of a world I found myself in.


  Gan got a strange look on her face at my confession. After a moment, she replied, “What about your whore? Does she not comfort you at your whim?”


  “Sally? No, trust me on that one. Not much comfort going on there.”


  Gan continued, “What about my father’s servants? Did you not enjoy their services?”


  “Oh that, well...” Shit! She knew about that?


  “I thought so. They reported back that you were quite vigorous...”


  “Yeah, I guess.”


  “...if a bit lacking in stamina.”


  “What!?”


  “However, I am sure we could work on that problem together. My life with father and my people has taught me great patience.”


  “One: I do not have a stamina problem,” I blurted out before really thinking about it. “They surprised me, is all. It had been a while since...” It was at that point that my subconscious kicked in and reminded me I was discussing my sex life with someone who would’ve looked more at home playing with a Barbie dream house. “Two: we are not having this conversation.”


  “I think it is important to discuss your inexperience.”


  “I am not inexperienced! What I meant was... (think fast, stupid!) emotionally (yeah that’d work, I guess). Emotionally, I’m not sure I’m ready for this. It’s a big step for me. All of the MANY women I have been with, they’ve just been meaningless encounters for me. I’m not sure I’m ready to take such a big step yet.” Jesus Christ, I hoped Ed wasn’t eavesdropping. No way would he ever let me live this down.


  “In time, you will come to love me.” Argh! Talk about not taking the hint! Apparently, I needed to rent the Jumbotron in Times Square to display in thirty-foot letters ‘YOU’RE TWELVE. I’M NOT SLEEPING WITH YOU!’


  Okay, I had one last card to play. This chick I had briefly dated in college had used it successfully to keep me at bay. I found out later that she was more or less screwing her way through one of the frat houses on campus, but at the time it had sounded legit. Why not? Time for the Hail Mary pass.


  “It just wouldn’t be right,” I said, channeling my inner female and trying to put a little emotional distress into my voice.


  “Why? We are mates.”


  “Yes, but we’re not...married.” Ugh. I think I felt my testosterone levels drop just by saying that.


  “I am not sure I understand,” she replied


  This was it. Time to go for the Oscar. “With all of those other women, it was just a physical thing. Two (and sometimes four) ships passing in the night. But this is different. I want to save myself for the right woman. Someone I can truly give myself to physically, emotionally...spiritually. If you are that woman, then you need to understand that I have to do this the right way. I need for us to wait until our bond has been sealed in the eyes of God for all of eternity.”


  I had thought I was maybe starting to spread it on a little thick there in the end, but when I looked down at Gan, I saw that she was actually misty-eyed. Oh yeah. I would like to thank the Academy...


  “You are a good man, Bill. I have chosen wisely.”


  “Thank you for understanding, Gan,” I said, continuing to shovel it on.


  “I will respect your wishes.”


  “That means a lot. Really, it does.” More importantly, it meant I got a reprieve until I could figure out how the fuck to stuff Prairie Dawn here into a box headed back toward China.


  * * *


  Sleep was a long time coming for me. Part of me wanted to keep an eye out for Gan trying to leave the apartment; however, there’s also the fact that I never realized quite how uncomfortable our couch was. Our old couch had been great - old, dusty, a little musty, but comfortable as all hell. But then Jeff had trashed it (and the rest of the apartment) looking for me. Since then, I had never gotten an opportunity to crash (or pass out) on the new IKEA model we had replaced it with. Oh well, I imagine it’s only a matter of time before I piss off some other entity and the apartment gets re-trashed. Who knows? Maybe Nergui and his fun bunch would do me a favor while they were trying to kill me and give me a reason to shop for a better one. That’s me...a glass is half full kind of guy.


  In the morning, I was awoken by Ed. I heard the sound of furniture being moved from behind his door, followed by him cracking it open and taking a peek around before stepping out. He gave me an annoyed glare, and then went to the kitchen to put on a pot of coffee. Oh well, no rest for the weary, I guess. I got up to join him.


  “You look like you slept about as well as I did,” I said, grabbing my mug.


  “I kept having nightmares of Dracula’s daughter trying to put me through a food processor.”


  “At least she didn’t want to undress you like a Ken doll first,” I pointed out.


  “Fair enough,” he replied with a bit of confused look. “Speaking of her...”


  “In my room. Wanted to make sure she didn’t try to leave in the middle of the night and kill everyone in the building.”


  “That would be hell on our rent.”


  “That it would,” I agreed. “By the way, I’m sorry about last night.”


  “Probably my own fault. I guess I should be more specific whenever I wish that I was jumped by girls more often.”


  We shared a chuckle at that. Both of my roommates had their oddities, but no matter what dark places I found myself in as of late, it was comforting to know that they had my back. In the friend department, I’d take quality over quantity any day.


  “Speaking of being jumped,” he continued, “Tommy boy didn’t come back last night, did he?”


  “No, he did not,” I confirmed. “I’m thinking that when he gets home from work tonight, it’s going to be story time.”


  “Yep. Although there is something about living vicariously through Tom that just feels...”


  “So completely wrong that you’re forced to wonder whether or not you’re fucked in the head?” I finished for him.


  “Exactly.”


  It was at that point that my bedroom door opened. Ed didn’t move, but I could sense him tensing up. Understandable. It’s one thing to be pummeled by some big bruiser that outweighs you by fifty pounds of muscle, but getting taken down by a little girl was something that would rattle any guy.


  Gan stepped out wearing one of my T-shirts.


  “Oh, this is cute,” Ed remarked under his breath, thus instantly erasing nearly all of that friendship bullshit I mentioned a second back.


  “Don’t start,” I hissed. “Good morning, Gan,” I said in a louder voice. “Sleep well?”


  “I have slept on oxen that were more comfortable than your bed. It also smelled funny.”


  Ed wasn’t quite able to conceal a laugh at that one.


  However, Gan stopped his chuckle dead in its tracks by then adding, “Please have your servant open a vein so I may have breakfast. He may launder my robes when I am done.”


  “Gan, Ed is my friend, not my servant.”


  “You are friends with a human? Are they not cattle to you?”


  Ed got up in a bit of a huff and walked over to wash out his mug.


  “No, Gan,” I replied. “In fact, Ed pays a third of the rent. That makes this place as much his as it is mine.”


  “A very curious thing to treat humans as equals. We do not do this where I am from.”


  “Equals?” Ed scoffed. “I’ll put my dating history against Bill’s any day.”


  I ignored him and continued speaking to Gan. “Ed is my friend, Gan. So is my other roommate, Tom. We treat each other the same.” Who knows, she seemed curious enough. Maybe there was some hope of reaching through to her and not only getting myself out of this mess, but also avoiding too much bloodshed in the process.


  “I think I understand.” She nodded back. “You do not eat friends.”


  “Exactly.” This was good.


  “Then let us go find some humans who are not your friends so we may dine on them.” Or maybe not. I put my head in my hands as I tried to think of something else to say.


  “Here!” Ed said, interrupting us and placing a box in front of Gan.


  “What is this?” she demanded.


  “What all the cool vampire kids in America eat for breakfast...Apple Jacks.”


  * * *


  Okay, so maybe giving a spoiled vampire brat a sugar rush wasn’t the best of ideas. If so, then what we did next didn’t exactly help either. Following her nutritious breakfast of cereal drowned in milk and blood (and yes, it looked disgusting even to me), we did the only thing we could think of...we sat Gan down and showed her how to the use the TV. I think it’s safe to say that both Ed and I should consider sterilization. If that was the best we could do with a kid, neither of us should ever be allowed to breed.


  But it seemed to do the trick for the moment. Gan was mesmerized by Cartoon Network and Nickelodeon, thus allowing us to retreat to our respective home offices to get some work done. Sadly, programming deadlines wait for neither man nor immortal beasts of the night.


  Unfortunately, I didn’t spend any real time as a teenager babysitting; otherwise, I would know that the Golden Rule of doing so is not to let the kids out of your sight. About two hours passed before I heard some loud yelling, in Chinese presumably, coming from the living room, followed by an equally loud crash. Ed and I raced out to find Gan standing there, or more specifically, Gan standing there with her fist through the screen of our TV.


  Ed pretty much summed it up for both of us by yelling, “What the fuck!?”


  “This box was insolent,” Gan said in a pouty tone.


  “What the hell does that even mean!?” again yelled my roommate.


  I stepped forward to intervene. I may have explained that Ed was my friend, but I had little doubt he’d meet with the same fate as the television if she deemed him too insolent as well. “Gan, why did you kill the nice TV?” I asked in a patient voice.


  “I demanded that it bring back the yellow one. It refused, so I punished it accordingly.”


  “The yellow one?” I asked.


  “Yes,” she replied. “The one who lives in the fruit and makes these things called patties.”


  “Let me get this straight,” said Ed, an edge to his voice. “You smashed our television because SpongeBob ended?”


  I shrugged and gave him a sheepish smile. “Guess I should have showed her how to use On-Demand.”


   


  Satan’s Shopping Mall


  That was pretty much the straw that broke Ed’s back. Attacking him and treating him like dirt was okay - breaking the TV, not so much. He left in a huff with heavy hints that Gan should be gone by the time he got back. I really couldn’t disagree with him. When I was recruited into this whole vampire thing, I accepted that I would probably face horrors beyond my imagining and endure an eternity of dealing with the darker forces of the universe. At no point did I ever think that babysitting would be included in that package; otherwise, I might have just let them stake me on that first night like they had wanted to.


  Around mid-afternoon, I gave Sally a call. She would be awake by then, no doubt looking forward to another night of filling the coven’s larders with the city’s suicidally depressed. Well, she was going to have to change her plans. No way was I letting her or the others out of helping me with Gan. I was the coven leader, and if I ordered the rest of them to make with the Romper Room, then by God, I was going to get me some Romper Room.


  “Let me guess, not a social call?” asked her voice as soon as she answered.


  “Not even remotely. Starlight back yet?”


  “She should be back here by sundown. I sent a car up for her.”


  “Good,” I replied. “Assign someone else to help her.” I lowered my voice so Gan wouldn’t overhear. “She’s gonna need it.”


  “None of the others are going to be happy with that.”


  “Ask me if I give a shit about what makes the others happy. Last I checked, none of them seemed overly concerned with my state of mental well-being.”


  “Okay, calm down. I’ll ask around.”


  “Better yet, put Dusk Reaper on it. He gives you any lip, tell him he and I will be having a long sit-down to discuss.”


  There was a pause. I couldn’t see her, but I knew Sally well enough to know she was probably smirking. “Can do,” she replied.


  “Good. I’ll bring Gan over as soon as the sun goes down.” I glanced over at her and noticed she was still sitting around in my T-shirt. “Oh crap.” I had forgotten all about getting Gan some new clothes to wear.


  “What’s wrong?” Sally asked over the phone.


  “Grab your pocketbook. Once I get there, you and I are going shopping.”


  * * *


  Sundown came, and I got Gan dressed as best as I could, considering my apartment’s complete lack of little girl clothes. Once done, I grabbed my wallet and told her we were heading out.


  “Where are we going?” she asked. “If tonight is to be our wedding, I shall require more suitable attire.”


  “Uh, yeah. Sorry, the hall was all booked up for tonight,” I lied. “We’ll try again another day.”


  “Then where are you taking me?”


  “I’m going to leave you with my coven. I...didn’t like the way the human talked to you. My vampires will be more respectful.” (maybe)


  “Yes. That would be good. But what of you, my love? (argh, don’t call me that!) Will you stay there with me?”


  “Not tonight.”


  “Then where shall you be?”


  “Out,” I said, opening the door and leading us into the hall.


  “Ah, I see!”


  “You do?”


  “Yes. You wish a night out to...how do they say...sow your oats.”


  What the? Oh, whatever. As long as it got her out of my hair. “Yeah, okay. That works,” I muttered. We started to descend the stairs. All I knew was that I couldn’t get to Manhattan fast enough.


  As we were coming down, we ran into Tom going the opposite way.


  “Hey, Bill!”


  “Hey. Can’t really talk, got things to do,” I said, dragging Gan downstairs with me before she decided to see if I had rethought my policy on sampling my roommates.


  “I need to tell you something,” he called down to me.


  “It’ll have to wait,” I yelled back, as I went through the front door.


  “Dude!” his voice followed me out the door. “My girlfriend...I think she’s a...”


  I didn’t quite catch that last part as the front door had slammed shut, but to my vampire hearing, it had sounded vaguely like bitch. That figured. Welcome to the club, buddy, I thought as Gan and I headed out toward the city.


  * * *


  Have I ever mentioned that there is something about being in a shopping mall that fills me with a near uncontrollable rage? No? Well, it does. Living or dead, I have always hated mall trips. I find the typical mall dwellers to be their own fetid little subspecies of humanity, maybe the result of some deranged genetic experiment to fuse man and cockroach gone awry. Vampires may be bloodthirsty monsters and zombies are disgusting walking corpses, but mall denizens...well, let’s just say I’d sooner hang with the zombies. I don’t know if I believe in Hell, but if it exists, it probably very closely resembles the Manhattan Mall.


  Sally, on the other hand, looked like she was having a grand time. I don’t think I’d seen her smile as much in total during the past several months as she was doing now, dragging me from store to store. I know it’s cliché to talk about women and shopping, but she was doing her damnedest to live up to the stereotype.


  I thus found myself standing in some smarmy little boutique up on the third floor, holding Sally’s iced latte for her as she spritzed herself from yet another bottle of perfume that probably cost more than the down payment for a car.


  “How’s this one smell?” she asked, thrusting her arm into my face.


  “Skanky,” I replied morosely.


  “You have no taste,” she said with a feigned sulk.


  “I also have no sense of smell. I think it burned out two stores back.”


  “Don’t be a complainer,” she said, handing the bottle back to the equally smarmy sales girl who was helping her out. “You’re the one who wanted to go shopping.”


  “For clothes for Gan,” I reminded her for the fortieth time.


  “Relax. You can’t just dive into these things. We have to work our way there.”


  “If you say so,” I replied in a dead tone. God, this was taking forever. I glanced out the door, and then my eyes fell on the Victoria’s Secret a few shops down. Well, that at least had potential. If Sally decided she needed to try on some lingerie, there was at least some entertainment to be had in that.


  Alas, it was not to be. As we walked toward it, she saw my longing gaze wandering in its direction. “Down, boy,” was the only thing she said as she strode past.


  “Can’t even throw me a bone?”


  “I’m not touching anything that contains references to you and bones in the same sentence,” she said, dragging me into a shop called American Girl. Considering that’s exactly what I wanted Gan to fit in as, the name of the shop definitely seemed hopeful. At long last, my ordeal seemed to be nearing an end.


  “Any chance we can bag the hotline and maybe just send the coven here to clean out this place?” I gestured to the mall as a whole. “Should be enough to keep them in blood for a while,” I quipped while she searched through the outfits on display.


  She stopped what she was doing and gave me a sigh. “Gutting this place would just be...wrong. Even I have my moral limits.” I was contemplating which of the fifty or so possible answers rolling around in my head would be the best when she finally held up a little dress. “Now, this is adorable. I think we have our first winner.”


  I took a look. Okay, whatever; I guess it was cute. Then I happened to notice the price tag. “Holy shit! I just wanted to get her some clothes, not finance her college education.”


  “Don’t be so stingy with your bride to be.” Bitch!


  “Seriously, whatever happened to jeans and a couple of tees?”


  “Gan doesn’t strike me as the tom-boy type. Nor does she strike me as the Sears clearance rack type.”


  “I noticed. Speaking of her highness, I hope she isn’t giving Starlight too much trouble.”


  “I’m sure they’ll be fine...ooh, here’s another cute one.”


  * * *


  After about another twenty minutes, during which I seriously contemplated a mall-based murder spree, we finally made it to the counter with a small bundle of outfits for Gan. The cute counter girl sized us both up as we approached. She gave Sally the smallest of sneers, but then reversed her expression when she turned to look at me. I actually got a nice, friendly smile. Come to think of it, I had noticed more than a few glances in my direction during the mall trip, but had been too irritated to put two and two together. Now it was finally clicking.


  In the past, I had noticed that whenever I went anywhere with Sally, I would get stares of envy from other guys. It was obvious why. Sally was gorgeous, and they were all wondering what I had that they didn’t (fangs and an aversion to sunlight). I knew because I had done it myself on more than one occasion. It’s especially true if the guy in question with the hot babe on his arm isn’t all that much to look at himself. Dudes like me just want to walk up and ask them for their secrets.


  The thing is, while we guys are envious of our fellow brothers’ prowess in hooking some of the hotter fish in the sea, there’s usually no hatred going on there. It’s more of a ‘good for you, man! Hope to be there myself one day’ kind of vibe. However, judging from the looks I had been seeing, it’s different for women. Let’s face facts: no guy is going to be jealous of another guy who happens to be dating what appears to be a shaved ape. Women, on the other hand, seem to have this hatred for each other, no matter what they have by their side. Sally was a looker, and the other women hated her for it; however, Sally also had me walking by her side, which only seemed to increase this scorn. No matter what I looked like, they appeared to be flirting with me for no other reason than to try to take me away from her. Damn, that’s cold.


  On the other hand, there is the simple math of it all. Me plus Sally equals me looking more desirable. Note to self: hang out with Sally a lot more.


  Anyway, the flirty (toward me anyway) counter girl rang up our order and then announced the bill. “Wow,” was all I could say for a moment. “Are you sure we can’t check out that clearance rack at Sears?”


  Sally turned to me and gave a super slow eye-roll. Then she pulled her wallet from her purse. “Do they pay you in peanuts at that job of yours? No, don’t answer that. I suppose, since I had a hand in this, I can help you out this one time.” She pulled a card out of her wallet and handed it to the girl. Wait...was that...? The girl swiped it and handed it back. Yes it was! Holy shit, I’d never seen one of those. I grabbed Sally’s hand before she could put it away again and held it up before me.


  “You have a black Amex?”


  “You might want to say it a bit louder. I’m sure there are one or two people on this floor who haven’t heard you,” she snapped back.


  “I didn’t even know those were real.”


  “They are, just not for people like you.” She put it away and started to take the bags off the counter.


  “Where did you get it from?”


  “American Express, obviously,” she quipped, starting to walk from the store.


  “No shit! I meant...like...how?”


  She stopped and turned toward me. “It’s not exactly rocket science. I manage all of the coven’s finances. It has its perks.”


  “Wait a second. That’s a coven black Amex?” I asked, an idea forming in my head.


  “Fitting color for creatures of the night, if you think about it.”


  “No, I mean that’s attached to coven funds, right?”


  “I suppose so,” she replied


  “And I’m coven leader, aren’t I?”


  She suddenly narrowed her eyes at me. “What are you getting at?”


  “My turn,” I said, grabbing her by the hand and leading her back into the bowels of the mall.


  “Where are we going?”


  “Shopping,” I answered. “Dr. Death needs himself a few new toys.”


  * * *


  So the mall was a horrific experience overall; however, I had a brand new Playstation and a whole bunch of new games to go with it. That should go a long way toward soothing any hurt feelings amongst my roomies regarding Gan (and the broken TV). It’s about time I got something out of this whole vampire thing. Sure, it might be hard to play with the TV currently being busted, but I figured baby steps and all. I can’t be expected to figure everything out, now can I?


  Anyway, Sally and I were on our way back to the loft. “Care to stop for a coffee?” I asked while we walked through SoHo, bags full of clothes and games at our sides.


  “Make it an Irish coffee, and you’re on. Shopping always works up a thirst,” she answered.


  There was a nice little outdoor bistro that was on the way. They made some pretty decent drinks. Sure, I absolutely hated SoHo and nearly everything and everyone in it, but just this once I could make an exception and maybe pretend I was somewhere else. Having just experienced an early Christmas had put me in a surprisingly chipper mood.


  Thus I should have expected something to happen to spoil it. I just never expected her to be the one to do it.


  As we approached the cafe, Sally started talking about something else. I think it may have actually been important. I vaguely heard the words Gan and assassins mentioned, but the rest was completely burned out of my memory.


  Sally took a step or two before realizing I had stopped. She turned and noticed the gaping mouthed look I was giving. I’m sure she said something or made some gesture in return, but she might as well have been invisible at that moment.


  Seated at one of the bistro’s tables was Sheila, AKA she who I could neither get out of my thoughts nor speak to about them - no matter how hard I tried. She was dressed in conservative business attire, but let’s face facts: to me, she looked like she had just stepped out of a dream (and not one of my nasty dreams either). Unfortunately, that wasn’t what had stopped me dead in my tracks. It was who she was sitting with. She was sharing a drink - and a laugh, too, by the looks of it - with Harry Decker, the fucking VP of marketing from my company. Goddamn it! Goddamn it all to hell!


  Of all the women in my workplace, how dare that smug asshole put the moves on mine? I saw red, literally. The rage I felt at the mall was nothing compared to what I suddenly felt bubbling up inside of me. It must have been radiating off me in waves because Sally took a step toward me with actual concern in her eyes. I have never before felt such immediate anger well up inside of me. Within the space of a moment, it had consumed my being. I could feel my fangs and claws (finally got them to work!) extend. My eyes went black, and then it went beyond even that. I could feel myself...not even sure how to describe it. I suddenly didn’t feel like me anymore. I didn’t know what was happening, but Sally’s eyes suddenly widened in surprise. Her concern was no matter, though. The beast that was inside of me, the one that I had been able to control for so long, was finally tearing free of its tethers.


  And then Sheila looked in my general direction.


  Oh shit! I panicked and did the only thing I could think of...adopt a tried a true movie cliché. I grabbed Sally, spun her around so that my back was to the cafe, and planted a big kiss on her lips.


  She stiffened in surprise, but I didn’t let go. I held on to her and steered us toward a little alley that we had been walking past. Once I was sure that we were out of sight of Sheila and her asshole date, I let Sally go. She had a look of utter shock on her face. I figured it was best to break the ice before things got even more awkward, so I went with my norm, meaning something smart-ass. “Sorry about that. I know you usually charge guys in advance for that sort of thing.”


  That snapped her out of it, and within a moment she was back to being Sally again. She replied, “Great. Now I’m gonna need a rabies shot.” Having gotten out a quip at my expense, reality quickly sank back in and she took a step back and eyed me warily.


  “What was that?” she asked.


  “Sorry. I saw someone I know and kind of panicked.”


  “Not that! You. You...changed,” she said in a small voice.


  Guess I hadn’t imagined it. I looked down at my hands; they were back to normal. Likewise, I could feel that all the other vampiric stuff had receded as well. That was good. I had been starting to feel scary there for a second or two. I shrugged. “No idea. But looks like whatever it was is over.”


  I slunk over to the edge of the alley and peered around. Sheila and Harry were still seated. She hadn’t seen me after all. That was good. I would never want her to ever see me like that. Sorry for all you fairy-tale love story junkies, but I just don’t believe in bullshit like Beauty and the Beast.


  A few seconds later, I could feel Sally peering over my shoulder. “What are you looking at?”


  “Never you mind.”


  “Come on. Tell me.”


  “No.”


  “Tell me, or I’ll make a scene,” she insisted. “I brought my rape whistle.”


  I sighed. Yeah, things were back to normal. “I’m looking at Sheila,” I admitted.


  “What’s a Sheila?”


  I pointed her out to Sally. She stepped out of the alley to get a closer look, at which point I immediately grabbed her arm and dragged her back.


  “Do you want her to see you!?” I snapped.


  “So what if she does?” she pointed out. “I don’t know her.” Damn, sometimes I hate logic.


  “Yeah, well I do,” I hissed defensively. A little too defensively as realization dawned in Sally’s eyes.


  She gave me a big, wide grin. “You like this girl.” When I didn’t answer, she added, “No. You really like this girl.”


  “I just...know her,” I stammered back unconvincingly.


  She took another look around the corner. “She’s kind of cute...I guess.” There was that female pissiness rearing its ugly head again. Men had the whole band of brothers thing going on. Women...well, without us around to stop them, I’m pretty sure they’d all happily claw each other’s eyes out. Unfortunately, though, I had too much of my own pissiness going on at the moment to worry about that.


  “She is not kind of cute!” I snapped. “She is absolutely beautiful.” Okay, maybe that wasn’t exactly as subtle as I had meant it to be. I saw the look Sally was giving me back. “Fine. Maybe I do sort of like her a bit.”


  “No shit, Romeo,” she replied, looking again. “Who’s the guy she’s with?”


  “Some asshole VP from my company.”


  “He’s not exactly hard on the eyes,” she purred.


  “You’re not helping.”


  “Good for her, though. Climbing the old corporate ladder.”


  “Really not helping!” I hissed.


  “Sorry,” she said, backing off. “So what are we doing standing here?”


  “I’m trying to think of what to do,” I peered back around the corner again. I looked hard at Decker and could feel that rage starting to build up inside of me again.


  “What do you mean?”


  “About him.”


  “What about him?”


  “I think we need to kill him,” I said flatly.


  “Excuse me?” she asked, a tone of surprise in her voice.


  “You heard me,” I growled, continuing to look. I could feel that my fangs had extended again. “You have your cell on you?”


  There was no answer, so I continued. “Give the coven a call. Get a few of them over here. Actually, call in Dread Stalker and Victor. They love this kind of shit. Those two will tear him apart limb by fucking limb before they let him die. I can dig that.”


  The only response was silence for a moment, followed by a sound behind me, a familiar one. I turned, and there stood Sally about three paces back, giving me a slow clap with her hands.


  “Congratulations,” she said with no emotion.


  “On what?”


  “You’re finally one of us.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “That guy. His only transgression is that he’s dating a girl you like, and you just condemned him to death without a second thought. That’s very vampiric of you,” she said in that same flat tone, and again gave me a slow clap.


  There was a pause just long enough for a heartbeat, if I still had one, and then her words sank in. Oh God! She was right. All this time, I had been looking down my nose at the other vampires, thinking that they were little more than well-coiffed animals. The truth was they were, but I was kidding myself that I was any better than them. I had become the thing that preys on the weak and hides under little kids’ beds at night. I was no better than some rabid dog. I was a monster.


  My knees buckled, and I leaned back against the wall. I took several deep breaths to clear my head. When I felt like I was in control of myself again, I looked back around the corner one last time. Sheila and Harry had gotten up and were leaving the bistro together.


  All I ever really wanted for her was that she be happy. I had hoped it would be with me; however, I saw now that whatever future we might have shared had been irrevocably altered on the day I was made into this thing that I was. If Harry was the one who gave her the happiness that I could not, then so be it. I wouldn’t stand between that. I couldn’t live with myself if I did.


  I sighed and turned back toward Sally, my eyes damp. “Let him go,” I said softly.


  She actually walked up to me and put a hand on my shoulder. It was by far the most tender thing I had ever seen her do. “Keep your humanity for a little while longer, Bill,” she said. “It’s one of your more endearing traits.”


  Our eyes met, and we shared what was probably our first genuine moment.


  And that’s when a voice from above spoke to us. “Yes. It is endearing. That is why I will kill him for you.”


  * * *


  Both our heads immediately shot up toward the voice. There, about twelve feet above us, standing on a fire escape, was Gan.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked, still trying to process this latest development.


  “Following you, my beloved.”


  “You were supposed to stay with Starlight,” shot Sally.


  “Ah yes, the simple one. I quickly grew tired of her.”


  “What did you do to Starlight, Gan?” I said, a note of warning in my voice. I was still pretty screwed up in the head and in no mood for this shit.


  “Do not worry, my love. She is unharmed. She wished to play this silly game with me...what did she call it...hide and seek. While she stood there counting into her arms for whatever reason, I left.”


  “How did you find us?” I asked.


  “I have your scent. I can track you anywhere,” she replied, tugging at the sleeve of her shirt. Before heading to the loft, I had given Gan one of my old T-shirts and a pair of shorts that no longer fit me. She was absolutely swimming in the outfit, but a little creative cinching had made it passable until we could get her some new clothes. I saw now that it had been a mistake. Sally had once alluded to me that vampires could sense other vampires, but it was something I hadn’t given much thought to before now, mainly because I didn’t seem to be able to do it very well. I hadn’t considered that Gan, being several hundred years older than I, might be both a lot more experienced and sensitive to these things than I was. Shit! I so didn’t need this.


  “Gan, you need to go back to the loft,” Sally said.


  “I need do nothing you tell me,” Gan replied in a tone that suggested her statement was a mandate handed down by the heavens.


  “How about if I ask you to do this...for me?” Ugh! I could almost feel the smirk that must be trying to escape from Sally’s face at that one. Safe to say, our moment was over.


  “No. I heard the things you said. I believe you need for me to do this.”


  “Gan...” I started, but she interrupted me.


  “His life shall be my gift to you. Perhaps then you shall consider kissing me with as much passion as you kissed the whore.”


  Now it was Sally’s turn to start fuming. I could practically feel it coming off her. I turned to say something, but it was a mistake. There was a flash of movement in the periphery of my vision, and I looked up to see that Gan was no longer there. All I saw was a quick flash of T-shirt disappearing over the rooftop of the building. Fuck me, but she was fast.


  “We need to stop her,” I said to Sally.


  “Define we. I’m not entirely sure that the whore is interested in having anything to do with little Ms. Muffett right now.”


  “Come on, Sally. Don’t do this. Didn’t you just give me the whole ‘don’t lose your humanity’ spiel?”


  “Yeah, but that was you. If I get my hands on that little bitch right now, I’m going to do some decisively non-human things to her.” She bent down to pick up her shopping bags and started walking in the direction of the loft. “Have fun finding your fiancé. If you need to kill her to stop her...oh well.”


  *sigh* Bitch...no, make that two bitches!


   


  The Scent of a Woman


  I had absolutely no chance of catching Gan. She was too fast. It also wasn’t helping that Sally had conveniently left the game system bag behind for me (and no, I wasn’t leaving that!). My best bet was to try to catch up with Sheila and Harry before Gan did. She wouldn’t hesitate to tear him apart like a paper bag and then bring me his heart as a trophy. On second thought, maybe I didn’t need to hurry that much. No! Those were bad thoughts. Needed to keep them out of my head...no matter how tempting they might be.


  Gan had a huge edge in speed, but the home turf advantage was definitely mine. I set out in the direction that the couple (ugh, that word tasted awful even in my brain) had, in the hopes of tracking them down before Gan did. I could use a little bit of my vampiric speed to help me along, but not much. The streets were far too crowded for me to go full out without being noticed; however, that was also another advantage in my favor.


  Despite Gan’s insistence on being a little murder monkey on my behalf, she no doubt knew the rules. Hell, I imagine she had it fully ingrained into her head that she couldn’t exactly announce her existence to the world. Her father was one of the Draculas, and as far as I had been told, one of their edicts was that the general public couldn’t know about us. Yeah, yeah, I know I’ve broken that rule all to hell a couple of times already...but then I don’t have a father sitting on the board of directors for the infernal hellions of the world. So give me a break. Considering the rigid world she came from, I had little doubt that Gan couldn’t help but have a bit more respect for these things than I did. She’d wait for them to be relatively alone before striking...hopefully.


  The only problem was, where the hell were they? If they had ducked into another establishment, I would never find them; however, I also didn’t see them anywhere on the street. Jeez, they didn’t have that big of a lead on me. This was the city, though. Everyone who walked its streets was more or less a rat in a maze, and considering the size of the maze, it wasn’t too hard to get lost.


  I started ducking down less crowded side streets so as to make better time, but it still didn’t appear to be helping. It wasn’t like I wouldn’t notice her, even in a crowd. I knew what she looked like. I knew how she walked. I knew how she dressed (hmm, now that I thought of it, it sounded a bit creepy, even to me). I knew what perfume she...that was it! She always wore the same scent, the same heavenly scent...err, sorry. Easy to get distracted by thoughts like that. Anyway, if one vampire could track another by smell, then maybe I could use my enhanced senses to find her. Hey, it works in the comics for Wolverine.


  I moved out of the crowd and closed my eyes. I took a deep breath through my nose and concentrated on the smell of her perfume.


  Nothing.


  I needed to try harder, block out everything else around me. Gah! That was hard. Even on my best days, I’m not exactly known for a Zen-like state of concentration. Right then, my entire being was in turmoil. How was I supposed to focus when my main reason for doing so was to save some douchebag I had no interest in helping cross the street, much less rescuing? And that was when a thought hit me.


  What was to stop Gan from killing Sheila after she was finished with Harry? Nothing, really. She didn’t have any feelings toward humans. What was one more sheep to the slaughter for her? In fact, if she had really overheard everything I said, she might consider doing it just to remove the competition. Oh shit! That did it. The girl of my dreams in potential danger gave me the focus I needed. I concentrated. I imagined her scent. I breathed deep once, twice...and there it was. Faint, but I got a sense of the direction to go in. Thank you, vampire powers!


  Wasting no time, I immediately bolted from my spot. I raced down a few side streets and then finally turned a corner I sensed she had gone down and...and of course, I collided head-on with another fast-moving figure.


  * * *


  We both went down in a tangle of arms, legs, and shopping bags. Considering the speed I had been moving at, if I had collided with a normal person there would definitely have been the accompanying sounds of breaking bones. As there was not, I had to conclude that my personal tackling dummy was thus not human. Great! Just my fucking luck to run into the Khan’s assassins when I was trying to do the right thing.


  However, as I untangled myself I realized that the Khan’s assassins probably never looked this good, not even on their best day. I stood up and found myself face-to-face with Starlight, a look of surprise on her face that was quickly giving way to abject terror.


  “Oh my God, Bill!” she shrieked.


  “Star,” I replied, dusting myself off.


  “I’m so sorry, Bill. She got away. Gan, I mean. I turned my back for one second, and she was gone. I’m trying to find her. Please, please, don’t be mad,” she rambled. There was more, but it was increasingly becoming a panicky blur of sound. One of these days, I really needed to undo the fear of God I had instilled into her months back. For now, though, there was no time. I held up my hand, and she immediately stopped talking. Sometimes it’s good to be king.


  “Enough, Starlight. I know. I’m not mad. But I need to find Gan, too. If I don’t, someone is going to die who doesn’t deserve to (mostly, I guess). Can you help me?”


  She nodded. “I’ve been tracking her.”


  “Good,” I replied in as patient of a voice as I had, which wasn’t very. “I’m tracking her intended victim. Let’s split up (and get hacked to death by Michael Myers...oh wait, wrong story) and hope one of us gets there before it’s too late.”


  She again nodded, the panic slowly starting to seep out of her face as she saw that I wasn’t going to chew her any new orifices (figurative or otherwise).


  “I appreciate the help. Now get going.”


  She didn’t hesitate. She took off again, hot on Gan’s trail I hoped. She apparently had no qualms about going all out, speed-wise. Guess that makes sense for her. I doubt too many New Yorkers would be all that big on giving the police a report on a leggy super-model running through the streets at a gallop that would make a race horse weep.


  I resumed my concentration and attempted to pick up the scent of Sheila’s perfume again. It was easier this time, as she had probably only passed this place a few moments before Starlight and I collided. Good thing she hadn’t been around to see us...that would have just looked embarrassing.


  * * *


  Finally! I turned another corner and spotted them further down the street. This was a residential neighborhood, and considering the time of night, it was a lot emptier than where I had chased them from. I also happened to know from...ahem...some research that Sheila lived pretty close by. The question was, was Decker walking her home, or had she invited him up? That latter thought again brought the outer twinges of blinding anger back into my brain. I needed to cut this crap out; otherwise, I’d wind up cheering Gan on instead of stopping her. I tried to focus on the saving aspect of things and not so much on any possible sweaty aftermaths of their date...grrrr, I was doing it again. Focus, stupid! Unfortunately, my little mental back and forth cost me precious seconds. I was closing in on them, but as it turns out, so was Gan.


  I was still maybe a dozen yards away when I realized I had no idea what the hell I was going to say once I caught up to them. Hopefully, I’d think of something more clever than “Get your arm off my girl before I rip it out of your socket!”, but hey, who knows. Anyway, I was closing fast when there came the most god-awful shriek. We all stopped dead in our tracks at that. Holy crap, was someone strangling a bobcat?


  But no, it was Gan. She emerged from a side street and screeched again, a look of pure animalistic rage on her face. Whoa, she looked pissed. With my enhanced vampire night-vision, I could also tell she was armed for battle, claws and teeth at the ready. She spotted the two I had been tracking and went straight after them.


  This was it, only one chance. I put on all the speed I could and launched myself on an intercept course with the little she-devil. As I accelerated, time seemed to slow down. Sheila appeared rooted to the spot, a cross between confusion and fear on her face. Mr. VP of Marketing, though, wasn’t quite so frozen. He gave a shout of surprise and actually jumped behind Sheila, raising his arms in some sort of gesture as he did so. Jesus, what a fucking pansy!


  But I didn’t have (much) time for name calling. As Gan closed on them, I launched myself and caught her, full bore, on the side.


  “Gotcha!” I yelled as we tumbled head over heels into a pile of garbage on the side of the street.


  “Let me go. I do this for you!” she hissed at me, struggling to get up.


  She was a lot older, and in a fair fight could easily have taken me; however, I had a pretty good adrenaline rush going on, and had the advantage of size and leverage. I managed to wrap my arms around her and drag her to her feet.


  “You need to knock this crap off now,” I said.


  “Bill?” a heavenly voice suddenly called to me. Oh, yeah. The woman who held my heart in her hands was standing not fifteen feet away, watching me manhandle a little girl. This had the potential to be a bit awkward.


  I thought fast. Nothing good came to mind. Oh well, time to wing it. But first things first. I whispered in a barely audible voice, but one that I knew Gan would hear just fine, “Whatever you do, please just be quiet for now.” Then it was show time.


  “Sheila? Is that you?” I asked, turning toward her with a big, sunny smile on my face. “Funny running into you here. Wow, small world.”


  The look on her face was absolute confusion. “What are you doing?” escaped from her (luscious) lips in a small voice.


  “Oh, this? Yeah, probably looks pretty whacky,” I said in an overly chipper voice. “I was just...playing with...my niece, Becky.”


  Gan had put away her fangs for now; however, she was still giving Harry a look of murder. Fortunately, for once she did as told and kept her mouth shut; otherwise, this could have ended badly.


  “Your niece?” Sheila asked, looking between myself and the little Asian girl in my arms.


  “Yeah. What can I say? We’re one big diverse family. Fun on the holidays, I can tell you.”


  She still had a doubtful look on her face, but at least the fear had drained out of it. She opened her mouth to speak again, but that’s when Harry stepped back up next to her (guess the pussy was done with his cowering) and growled, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


  Sheila gave him a not-so-kind look (yes!) and said, “Harry, this is Bill Ryder. You know, from the Games Department.”


  “I know him,” he said in a slow, malicious voice...something cold sparkling in his eyes. However, then he apparently realized his tone as he lightened it considerably. “You’re one of Jim’s boys, right?” (Jim’s boys? Fuck you, you brown-nosing cocksucker)


  “I work for Jim. I’m pretty sure we’ve met,” I said in an even tone, locking eyes with him. He stared back. Yeah, well screw you, pal. I’ve stared down centuries-old predators. No way was I backing down from some marketing drone. Before things could heat up, though, Sheila spoke and ended our little pissing match.


  “Harry has a point, Bill. What were you doing?”


  “Oh, you know,” I said, again adopting an innocent tone. “We were just horsing around. I took Becky here to a movie tonight. Afterwards, we went and got some ice-cream. I guess I sugared her up a little too much (God, this sounded awful). She decided she wanted to play...a game of tag, and I’ve been stuck chasing her, the little scamp,” I said cheerfully, giving Gan’s shoulders a playful shake. She continued to say nothing, which was a minor godsend, although she still kept staring at Harry like he was a side dish on the dinner buffet. “Sorry she scared you back there,” I said to him, a big ol’ grin on my face. “Guess I shouldn’t have taken her to see that zombie flick.”


  Harry just glared daggers at me. I couldn’t help but notice that Sheila gave him another minor look of disapproval as he was doing so. Oh, yeah. Whatever moves he had put on her earlier had just gone down the drain. Take that, limpdick!


  I was trying to think of an appropriate out before any of the parties present wised up and realized that my story made absolutely no fucking sense when I heard another voice shout, “Gan!”


  I turned my head to see Starlight come running down the street toward us. Upon seeing that we weren’t alone, she quickly slowed down to a more normal speed as she approached. Oh crap! Just what I needed, more complications.


  “Gan?” asked Sheila.


  “Oh...that’s just our little nickname for Becky here,” I sputtered as Starlight came up to us. I thought fast. “Oh hey, Alice!” I said to her, using her real name. “Sorry we missed you at the ice cream shop. Just playing a bit with my favorite niece...your daughter...here,” I said, throwing her a wink. I hoped she was bright enough to pick up on things. Even if not, hopefully she was scared enough of me to just play along without questioning.


  “This is your sister?” asked Sheila. My, she was an inquisitive little thing.


  “Yes,” I said. “This is my...sister, Alice.” It was then that I realized that together we probably all looked like a workplace poster for diversity training, so I quickly added, “She’s adopted...so is Gan...err Becky. Yep! That’s my family. Almost too much love to go around.”


  “Oh. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. I think that’s wonderful, by the way,” Sheila quickly replied after pausing for a few moments. Thank goodness for politically correct politeness. There was still confusion in her eyes; she certainly wasn’t stupid, but I think she figured it might be rude to probe more.


  “Yeah, isn’t it?” I said, continuing with the smiles. “Well, will you look at the time? Way past Becky’s bedtime here, wouldn’t you say, sis?” I nudged Starlight with my foot.


  “Oh...yes. Time for little growing girls to be put to bed,” she stammered unconvincingly. An actress, Starlight was not.


  Fortunately, Gan was our out here. Despite the fact that I was sure that they, or at least Harry, wanted to put me under a lamp and grill me until I cracked, the old ‘I need to put the kids to bed’ routine was a surefire escape route. Trust me on this. I’ve seen more than one of my now married college friends use that excuse.


  “I guess it is getting late,” replied Sheila. The tone of her voice suggested that she was saying it to everyone present, Decker included. So maybe this whole debacle didn’t turn out to be such a clusterfuck after all.


  “Goodnight,” I said to her fondly before turning to the asshole by her side. “Good to see you again, Harry,” I said to him in a tone that implied I didn’t feel anything of the sort.


  “Likewise,” he replied dryly and then added, “I’ll see you again soon,” in that creepy tone he had used earlier. This was a guy in desperate need of a personality transplant.


  Sheila said goodnight to me (oh, to only hear those words in a different context) and did a quick, “Nice to meet you,” to Gan and Starlight, and that was our cue to exit stage left.


  Starlight and I started walking away with Gan tucked closely in between us. She was fast, but probably not so fast as to be able to bolt without one of us getting a hold of her first.


  “You should have let me kill him. The world would not miss his kind,” said Gan, sensing that it was now okay to break her silence.


  “I know you think humans are less than us, Gan. But that doesn’t make it right to kill them for no reason,” I replied.


  “You are angry?” she asked in a slightly disappointed tone.


  I thought about it for a few seconds and then smiled at her. “Actually I’m not as angry as you might think. In fact there’s a small part of me that’s pleased.”


  “I do not understand. I did not kill him as you had earlier wished.”


  “No, you did not, and that’s a good thing. On the other hand, you sure as shit guaranteed that he’ll be sleeping alone tonight. And that, believe me, is a pretty damn good happy ending if ever I heard one.”


   


  Heads Up


  I decided to accompany Starlight and Gan back to the loft, mostly to keep an eye on the latter. Along the way, I tried to think of a way to explain to her why she needed to stay with the coven. Considering my previous failures in doing anything to get her to stay put or listen, I decided to change tactics. Gan wasn’t from our society, and thus our normal ways of getting someone to comply (please, or the ever popular ‘do as I tell you or I’ll kick your ass’) wouldn’t make any sense to her. I wasn’t very well versed in Asian culture, but I had seen enough anime (and not just of the tentacle porn variety) to be able to make an educated guess.


  “Despite your motives, what you did tonight was very...disrespectful, Gan,” I said in a stern but otherwise emotionless voice.


  She turned to face me, but then actually averted her eyes. Yes! She had no doubt been read this riot act before. No matter her age or station, I was learning that there were still some kid parts in her brain. And regardless of the attitude, most kids know when they’ve done wrong, especially when they get called out on it. I remembered this very well from my own childhood. The thing with parents is they know which buttons to push on a child. If I was right, and Gan’s reaction told me that I probably was, she’d been ingrained to react like Pavlov’s dog at any mention of disrespect from any person in authority. Since I was technically one such person and she was on my turf, I was hoping I could instill a similar reaction in her. Thus I pressed onward.


  “When I first arrived in your land, James...the Wanderer, asked me to stay where I was. I was new to the land, and there were dangers about. I did as I was asked (sorta) because it would have been both foolish and disrespectful to do otherwise.” I glanced over and saw that her eyes were downcast. Oh yeah! Every fish just needs the right bait to be caught.


  “Think about that, Gan,” I continued. “The same is true of you. You don’t know this city. Trust me when I say there are many dangers here (her being one of the biggest). I didn’t ask you to stay with Starlight as a punishment. I asked you to do it because this is my land, those are my rules, and (time for another Oscar moment) ...because I care about your safety. You disappointed me tonight, Gan.”


  Her eyes were still downcast, but I could have sworn my sensitive vampire ears picked up a small sniff from her. She finally said in a very small voice, “I am sorry, Bill. You are right. I have acted shamefully. I will not do so again.”


  Wow, I gotta remember to browbeat kids more often. Now the question was whether or not she meant it. That was a big if, as I was sure that, sooner or later, she was going to remember who was who on the vampire food chain. But for now at least I could let out a nice, long sigh of relief.


  Then, as we neared our destination, a thought hit me. “Starlight, speaking of disrespect, where the hell is Dusk Reaper? Wasn’t he supposed to be helping you?”


  She hesitated for a few seconds, no doubt debating between the lesser of the two evils of covering for him versus ratting him out. Once upon a time, it wouldn’t have been much of a choice; however, these days I was holding a lot more cards than he was. I just waited for her to make the decision I knew she would.


  “He...wasn’t very helpful,” she finally said.


  “I gathered that.”


  “He pretty much just went down to the bar.” Not too surprising. The loft was located in the third floor of its building. The second story was kept bare for the purposes of a little extra noise insulation, as well as storage. The ground floor was home to a small but fairly popular lounge. It provided both enough sound to cover some of the nastier goings on in the loft, as well as occasionally served, in times of need, as a convenient hunting ground for the coven.


  “What about after Gan left?” I asked.


  “I went to get him. But he told me that he’d stay behind. You know, just in case Gan came back.”


  “How noble of him,” I remarked. Unfortunately for Mr. Nobility, I still had just enough anger in me from the events of the past hour to ensure that I was going to enjoy having a little talk with him when we got back.


  * * *


  We entered the loft, and Dusk Reaper’s visage was waiting there to greet our return. Unfortunately, any talk I planned to have with him probably needed to be postponed...indefinitely, due to the oddities of the situation - those oddities mostly consisting of his head staring up at us from the floor, minus any sign of his body.


  Just so that I don’t come across as getting overly desensitized to this sort of thing, I should probably point out that my immediate reaction was to yell, “HOLY FUCKING SHIT!”


  Starlight’s reaction was even worse. I had mentioned before that she was no actress. Well, judging by the way she was screaming, she might have actually made a pretty good extra in a Friday The 13th movie.


  Gan, of course, had to put both of us to shame by keeping her shit together. In an almost bored voice, she remarked, “I see the assassins have arrived. I would have expected them sooner.”


  * * *


  After I had gotten Starlight to stop screaming, no easy feat, I led her into the kitchen. There, I sat her down at the table with a fifth of tequila I had procured from one of the cabinets. I ordered her to take a few shots to calm her nerves. That would keep her out of my hair for a few moments until I could clear my mind.


  I returned to find Gan examining the crime scene.


  “Be careful with that, Gan. It could be dangerous,” I said lamely, not really knowing what danger a disembodied head posed. But hey, it was the best I had at the moment.


  “Do not fear, Dr. Death,” she responded without looking up. “They are no longer here. If they were...you would know.”


  If that was meant to reassure me, it failed badly. However, just to make myself feel a bit better, I closed and locked the front door anyway. It wasn’t much, but if they came back, it might give me just enough time to kiss my ass goodbye before they broke in.


  That being done, I turned back toward Dusk Reaper’s head. I had seen enough dead bodies by this point, so the shock didn’t last too long. There was also the fact that any mourning period I might’ve had for him ended about ten seconds after finding his remains. He was a douche, no two ways about it. I would miss him about as much as I missed having crabs (not that I ever had them, mind you). Still, there was something odd about his death. It took me a moment, but then I realized what it was.


  “How come he’s not dust?” I asked no one in particular.


  “His body is,” Gan answered. “Look over in the corner.” She pointed into the living room, and sure enough there was a small pile of ash lying there.


  “Yeah, but his head...”


  “Father’s assassins are well trained in this. There are times when an enemy’s fangs are simply not enough to send the correct message.”


  “Yeah, but how?” I asked. “Every vamp I’ve ever seen get dusted...well, it was kind of a package deal.”


  “Your inexperience shows, my love,” she answered, again going back to that my love bullshit. I guess we were past the whole disrespect thing already. “They would have removed it in one quick strike with a sharpened silver blade coated in a special poison. The body immolates, but the head remains.”


  “Oh. That’s pleasant to know.”


  “That is not the worst,” she continued.


  “No? Sounds pretty much like the worst to me.”


  “Your friend was lucky. They let him die.”


  “Not really following you here, Gan.”


  “If they had placed his head immediately into blood, they could have kept it alive,” she explained. “That is a fate reserved for the worst offenders.”


  I gulped. “How long could they keep it alive?”


  “For an eternity, if so desired. Imagine an existence such as that. Unable to do anything but tolerate the whim of your captor. Unable to even die unless granted mercy.”


  Whoa. Considering that the elder vampires weren’t particularly known for their mercy, that didn’t sound like much fun.


  “Do you think your father has that in mind for any of us?” I asked, really hoping that the answer that was popping into my mind wasn’t the one she was going to say.


  “If father is angry enough, then that fate would be reserved for you as the leader of your coven.”


  “I was afraid you’d say that.”


  “Yes. Thus, it is in your best interest to avoid that fate.”


  Talk about stating the obvious.


  * * *


  Oh crap! I had forgotten about Sally. She was supposed to drop Gan’s clothes off at the loft. Not good. I could feel panic settling in as unwanted thoughts started filtering into my head. Okay, calm down. Freaking out wasn’t the most productive thing to do. I pulled out my cell phone. It was at least one action I could do, rather than stand there in a state of confusion. However, it rang before I could even start to dial.


  “Hello?” I answered, half-expecting a heavily accented voice to state, “We have your whore.”


  Instead, Sally replied from the other end, “Bill? Are you all right?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine. You?” Wow, two whole sentences without a barb at each other. That’s almost a record.


  “I’m not quite sure I’m what you’d call okay. Whatever you do, don’t go back to the loft.”


  “Too late.”


  “What’s there?” she asked, although the tone of her voice suggested she already knew.


  “Dusk Reaper’s smiling face. Unfortunately, the rest of him decided to skip town.”


  “Same here. I decided to stop off at the office first.”


  “How bad?”


  “Three severed heads, and at least four other members of the coven seem to be missing.”


  Goddamn it! I had thought the office would be safe, considering it was usually staffed pretty heavily with vamps. If these guys had just turned a good chunk of my coven into confetti, it meant they were even better than I thought.


  “Are you still there? At the office, I mean?” I asked.


  “Are you fucking retarded?” Ah yes, we were back to normal again. “I’m standing right in the middle of the busiest street I could find.”


  “Good. Any idea how they found us?”


  “Public records...for vampires, at least.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Boston. They have most of our addresses on file,” she said.


  “You think they’d rat us out?”


  “If one of the Draculas asked?”


  “Yeah. Sorry, stupid question,” I replied. “Wait, you said most.”


  “Exactly. Covens are supposed to report all of their holdings, but it’s kind of an unwritten rule to tolerate a few off-the-books safe houses.”


  “Alright. Don’t say anything over the phone.”


  “This isn’t Mission Impossible,” she sniffed. “I’m pretty sure they aren’t tapping us.”


  “You have an office full of beheaded vampires, and you’re telling me that a little paranoia isn’t warranted?”


  “Point taken,” she answered.


  “Okay, let’s meet up at that espresso shop James likes. We can talk then.”


  * * *


  The four of us met up as planned about a half hour later. Sally was already there, and I saw that she brought Gan’s clothes with her. Good idea. In all the chaos, I had forgotten that Gan was still dressed like something a blind man would cobble together from the Goodwill box.


  “Hey,” I said by way of greeting. Sally nodded back at me and Starlight then gave Gan a sour glance. “So how are we looking?”


  “Not good,” she said. “Between the brawl with the HBC and tonight, we’re down to half a coven.”


  “The others?”


  “I got a few of them on the phone, told them to spread the word.”


  “So what about those places you told me about, the ones off the grid?” I asked.


  “Three come to mind. As far as I know, the warehouse where we dusted Jeff should be safe. That leaves...”


  “Um, I don’t think so,” said Starlight in a small voice.


  “What are you talking about?” Sally turned toward her.


  “I may have mentioned it to Colin while I was up there,” she squeaked in return. Colin was normally James’s assistant in overseeing the Northeastern covens. However, since James was out of country, that left Colin in charge. Unfortunately for us, he was a little suck-up of a weasel. If he had information that any of the Draculas wanted, you can bet he handed it over to them on a silver platter.


  “What the hell were you thinking?” Sally growled.


  “Well, you called me when I was up there,” Starlight started rambling. “After you told me what was going on, it might have...”


  “Might have what?” Sally got in her face.


  “Slipped.”


  “How does the location of our secret safe house slip?” Sally hissed. I could see tinges of black starting to work their way into her eyes. She was not a happy camper.


  “It just did!” Starlight pleaded. “Colin was there when you called, and he started asking me questions...”


  “Okay, enough,” I said, getting between them. “What’s done is done, Sally. At least we know the warehouse isn’t safe. We need to get the word out to not use it.”


  “Fine,” she replied through gritted teeth, still glaring at Starlight.


  “So what else do we have?” I asked, trying to get us back on track. Normally I’m all for a good chick fight, especially when the chicks in question look like Sally and Starlight. Throw in some tight T-shirts and a vat of Jell-O, and we’d have ourselves a party to remember. But now was probably not the time to indulge in twisted little fantasies like that. The last thing I wanted was to be distracted by some wet dream and then wake up to discover the Khan was going to be skull-fucking my dismembered head for the rest of eternity.


  “It’s not great,” replied Sally. “There’s the place where we met with the HBC.”


  “Boston doesn’t know about that?”


  “No, but the Queens vamps obviously do,” she confirmed. “If word gets out that we’re using it and they decide to fuck us over...”


  “Gotcha. What’s left?”


  “Your apartment,” she said.


  “My apartment?”


  “Yes. As far as I’m aware, only a few vamps in the coven know where you live.”


  “The Brooklyn safe house it is, then,” I said.


  “But what about...”


  “We’ll deal with the HBC if we need to,” I cut her off. “I’m not hosting a vampire slumber party.”


  “God forbid you ever do anything to add some class to that place,” she quipped.


  “I’m serious, Sally. Get the coven into Brooklyn. Arm them with every stake you can find, and then have them lay low. If need be, I’m not too far away. But there’s no way you’re all staying at my place. Not gonna happen. Besides which, I only have one bathroom.”


  “Fine. I’ll send most of them there with instructions to stay put, stay vigilant, and only open the doors for someone they know,” she said.


  “I couldn’t help but notice that most part again,” I pointed out.


  “Good to know you pay attention to something other than my chest on occasion,” she replied. “I hope you enjoyed spending quality time with Gan because she’s going back with you. Oh, and in case you’re wondering, I’ll be joining her.”


   


  Toked-up Television


  I must be such a repressed closet homosexual that even I don’t know it because I never thought in my life that I’d be arguing against a woman of Sally’s looks shacking up at my place for a few days. But yet, there I was. One night with Gan had been bad enough. Potentially several nights with both Gan and Sally sounded like a disaster waiting to happen. In close quarters, they’d no doubt be at each other’s throats constantly, and that didn’t even count my two human roommates and their tasty, blood-filled selves. I wasn’t sure I had enough sanity in me to referee that kind of nonstop cage match.


  Yet, Sally’s words did have some logic to them. As usual, it was just enough to make me question my course of action.


  “These guys are after Gan,” she pointed out. “Therefore, it stands to reason that Gan should be kept away from the others.”


  “And why does that mean my place?”


  “Because the assassins are after you too, stupid,” she continued. “If both of their main targets are together, that’s even better for the rest.”


  “Okay. I can see your Star Trek logic here.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “Your whore is being insolent again,” Gan cut in.


  “Not now, Gan,” I said, and then turned back to Sally. Oh yeah, those two in the same apartment together. Hoo-boy! “And as for you, I believe the phrase is ‘The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.’ That’s from The Wrath of Khan, just in case you were wondering.”


  “I do not believe I have ever heard my father say that.”


  “Different Khan, Gan,” I said. “Anyway, logical or not, how do you play into this?” I asked Sally.


  “It’s pretty simple, really. I’ve gone stark raving insane,” she answered cryptically.


  “I’m not doubting you, but that’s not quite the answer I was looking for.”


  “I’ve obviously gone bonkers,” Sally explained, “because rather than the safety of numbers that the coven offers, I’ve decided to stick with you. Two reasons: You get ashed, and I probably go back to being some other vampire’s chew toy; and secondly...and Lord help me for this, but I actually believe in you. Yeah, I know, sounds crazy to me, too. But you just keep beating the odds, Bill.”


  Wow, that almost sounded like a compliment. “I may beat the odds occasionally, but...”


  “Most of the time, it’s only because I’m there with you,” she interrupted. “I know. So I can’t help but think, against all logic, that the absolute safest place for me to be is plastered next to your imbecilic side.”


  I actually smiled at that. It was kind of sweet in an insulting sort of way. I held up a fist in front of Sally. “Partners?”


  “Partners,” she confirmed with a fist-bump.


  “Do not get any ideas, whore,” added Gan. “When this is over, he is still mine.”


  * * *


  We decided to first accompany Starlight to the safe house. From there, she could coordinate making sure the others arrived safely as well. Gan’s senses were the most acute amongst us, and we periodically had her checking to see if she could sense whether the assassins were close by. She didn’t catch wind of them, which was good. A few subway stops later, and I felt better about that. As I said before, good luck with a bunch of yak herders trying to negotiate the NYC tubes successfully.


  We gave the building a once over, making sure no non-coven vamps were hiding anywhere, and then helped to secure the exits. Once we were relatively sure of the building’s security, Sally, Gan, and I grabbed a cab back to my apartment. We then wound up hoofing it the remaining mile or so after Gan insulted the driver and got us thrown out. Can’t tell you how glad I was that I got to spend some more time with the pretty little princess. Every hour with her felt like ten.


  Unfortunately, she was only part of the problem. I had a trio...or what I assumed were a trio, nobody had actually seen them and lived to give a tally yet...of assassins in the city, gunning for my ass. There had to be some way both to keep them from killing me and convince Gan to go back home with them. Unfortunately, for the life of me I had absolutely no clue as to how to do that. If I somehow, through some miracle, lived long enough to join the Draculas, I was going to institute a policy of talking through our troubles. Maybe start each of our meetings out with a group hug. Yeah, that could work...maybe.


  Oh well, hopefully all of that could wait until the morning. Most vampires were strictly night people. For those keeping score, I was, too but, since I had a job to do, I had trained myself to be able to function during daylight hours...minus maybe any sunbathing. If we could make it until then, I could be relatively sure of a few hours of peace, during which the assassins would be sleeping and I could maybe think of something to do.


  Speaking of sleeping, I was also wondering what the arrangements were going to be. I had given Gan my bed the night before, and I would probably do so again; however, that left Sally. I was pretty sure she wasn’t going to be all that enamored with sharing a bed with the little girl who called her a whore with every other breath. Maybe Tom would be out again, and she could take his room...after getting extensive instructions of what not to touch. Yeah, this was going to be a disaster.


  Before stopping at my building, we did a quick circuit of the block to allow Gan to sniff out whether Nergui and his buddies were anywhere close by. After a few minutes, she stopped and wrinkled her nose.


  “They are not here...but there is something,” she said.


  “Define ‘something’,” I replied


  “There is something...unnatural in the air.”


  “But no vampires?” Sally asked.


  “No. There are no other vampires near. But there is...”


  “Listen, honey,” said Sally. “This is New York. Pretty much everything smells unnatural here. If there’re no vamps, I say we’re golden.”


  I shrugged and replied to Gan, “Sally’s got a point. You’re probably just getting a whiff of the streets in general. Tomorrow’s garbage day, after all.”


  * * *


  I unlocked the front door, and we went in. I led the way up, Gan took middle, and Sally brought up the rear. We reached my door, and I let us in. I was a little surprised to see that the lights were all still on, considering the late hour. However, it wasn’t unheard of. I soon saw why. Tom and Ed were both up. They were seated on the couch, facing the...still broken TV?


  “Hey, guys!” I said. “Hope you don’t mind, but we have guests.” I waited for a moment, expecting a tirade from Ed, since I imagined he was still pretty pissed about the whole Gan thing, but neither of them said a word. I continued, “Sorry for the late notice, but there’s some shit going down. Sally and Gan need to stay here for maybe a few days. Oh yeah, Tom, this is Gan.”


  There was still no acknowledgment from either of them. They both sat in the same place, quiet and unmoving. Odd. Even with Tom not knowing Gan and Ed not liking her, I would have expected them to have bolted around fast enough to cause whiplash at the first mention of Sally. When this continued for a few more seconds, I began to get an idea of what was going on.


  “Are you sure they are still living?” asked Gan with casual indifference. Alive or dead, humans were pretty much the same thing to her.


  Sally gave a puzzled look. “Yoo-hoo, guys! I’m here...so are my breasts if you want to stare at them,” she said in their direction, and then turned toward me. “I agree with Gan. You might want to check them for a pulse.”


  I shook my head and smiled. “I’ve seen this before.”


  “You have?” asked Sally, her tone dubious.


  “Yeah. A couple of years ago, our old TV went out. Cash was kind of tight back then. So, until we could replace it, we used to get completely shitfaced stoned in the evenings, then sit there and watch the TV in our minds.” Ah yes, the good old days.


  “That is probably the most pathetic thing I have ever heard in my life.”


  “I do not fully understand what you are saying,” Gan likewise commented, “and even I find myself agreeing with the whore.”


  “Will you stop calling me that!?” Sally snapped.


  “Perhaps when you stop acting like one,” Gan replied. “Besides, that is unimportant right now. What matters is that Dr. Death is wrong about his friends.”


  “What are you talking about?” I asked.


  Gan gave me a look as if to say one of us here was a stupid child and it wasn’t her. “Your friends are obviously bewitched.”


  “Bewitched?”


  “Yes...magic,” she continued. “Can neither of you smell it? It is as plain as the...”


  Unfortunately, if Gan was able to finish her sentence, I never knew. As she spoke, a bright white light flashed in the room. Before I could even begin to wonder what happened, it had engulfed me. As it did, all rational thoughts immediately scattered to the wind.


   


  Magically Delicious


  I was back in the tent with my three clothing-impaired female companions. We were picking up, with great enthusiasm, where we had left off. Why I had ever left this place was beyond me. Actually, maybe I hadn’t left after all. I mean, here I was. Maybe I had just dozed off and dreamt all of that crap. Yeah, that made sense. Now it was time to show these babes the true meaning of vigorous.


  We were all rolling around, having a good time, when I finally wound up on my back. I turned my head to the side and saw Ed lying there just a few feet from me. He had his own female companionship busy nuzzling his neck while grinding away on top of him.


  “S’up, bro?” I called to him.


  “Hey, Bill,” he called back, a big grin on his face.


  “What? No ‘hi’ for me?” the girl on top of him said, turning around to face me.


  “Hey, Sally! What are you doing here?” I cheerfully inquired.


  “Oh, just fucking your roommate like a good little whore.”


  “Good for you,” I answered back.


  “When your other buddy gets here, do you want me to take care of him, too?” she purred, running her nails down Ed’s chest.


  “Entirely up to you, babe. Personally, I say you snooze you lose.”


  “Whatever you say, Bill. You’re the boss.”


  Yes, I am, I thought, getting back into my own groove.


  “Bill! What are you doing?” asked a voice from my other side. I turned my head and met Gan’s accusing eyes.


  “I’m kind of busy, Gan. Can you come back later?”


  “No, I cannot,” she said with a pouty tone. “Our wedding is now. You will be late!”


  “Don’t worry,” I assured her. “I’ll be finished here soon enough, thanks to my lack of stamina.”


  “Bill...” she called again.


  “Bill!”


  “BILL!”


  * * *


  “BILL, WAKE UP!!”


  Let it be known that a vampiric compulsion makes one hell of an alarm clock. I snapped out of the dream with a jolt. A part of me was sad to see it go, but the rational part of me that neither wants to see my roommate naked nor wishes for Gan to watch me having sex was fairly relieved to see it go back to the realm of my fucked up subconscious.


  I lifted my hands to rub my eyes...correction, tried to lift my hands. They didn’t seem to be making much headway. For a moment, I had an intense feeling of panic that maybe my hands didn’t move because I didn’t have them, or for that matter, a body anymore. Living forever as the equivalent of a talking bowling ball did not particularly appeal to me; however, it quickly passed as I looked down and saw I was still properly attached to my favorite parts. I just couldn’t move any of them.


  I was sitting upright in a chair. That much was obvious. However, I didn’t seem to be restrained by anything. I tried again to move...nothing. Okay, it was time to force the issue and put a little of that vaunted vampire strength to use. I struggled again, and this time...OUCH!! Suddenly, it felt like both my arms were on fire. I glanced down and saw they were actually smoking. What the fuck?


  “I was just about to warn you not to try that,” said Sally.


  I turned toward her voice and saw that she was seated about two feet to my left. She must have been the one who compelled me to wake as I saw that Gan, a little further down and seated in her own chair, was apparently still out cold. Sally likewise appeared to be unbound in any way. Yet, like me, she was unmoving.


  “Are you okay?” I croaked at her.


  “I’d say we’re a bit closer to fucked than we are to okay,” said a voice to my right. I turned my head to see my roommates. They were seated like me with the exception that they were actually tied up with rope. Tom was the one who had spoken. Ed’s eyes were open, but he looked like he was still out of it.


  I craned my head to look around. We were definitely not in our apartment. But where? It seemed kind of familiar...


  Wait, it seemed familiar because it was familiar, as in I had been here just a few short hours ago.


  “Are we at the loft?” I asked Sally.


  “Looks like it.”


  “I guess the question is, why?”


  “Christy,” said Tom.


  “What?”


  “Christy...you know, my girlfriend? The one I tried to tell you about earlier when you just blew me off.”


  “What about her?” I asked. “You said she was a bitch or something.”


  “I said she was a witch.”


  “Aren’t all women?” slurred Ed.


  I ignored that and asked, “So why do you think she’s a witch?”


  “Well, for starters she told me,” Tom said. “Secondly...” he looked around at us all, “Duh!”


  “Point taken,” I conceded. “Sally, what do you know about witches?”


  “They like ruby slippers?”


  “Not particularly helpful.”


  “Sorry. What do you want me to say? I’ve never met one aside from a few of those Wiccan hippies. All I know are stories.”


  “Well, since we all seem to be gathered ‘round the campfire, why don’t you tell us one?”


  “I don’t know much,” she replied. “Supposedly we’ve tangled with them in the past. But we’re talking King Arthur and Knights of the Round Table timeframes here.”


  “I guess the question then is, why is one tangling with us now? How would she even know we’re vampires?”


  At that, Tom made a slight coughing noise.


  “What the hell did you do, dipshit?” Sally hissed at him.


  “I might have kind of told her Bill was a vampire,” he replied sheepishly.


  “Kind of?”


  “Well, she seemed to already suspect it...no idea how, but I guess she needed me to confirm it.”


  I gritted my teeth. “And you did?”


  “Dude, sorry. I didn’t think anything of it, and she can do these things with her mouth that would just cause you to lose your fucking mind.”


  “It’s so nice to know that the secret of vampires existing is up for grabs to the first bimbo who gives you a blowjob,” snarled Sally.


  “If it helps, it was a really good blowjob.”


  “It doesn’t!” she replied in a tone that said she’d gladly break my ‘no killing the roommates’ rule had she been able to. Right at that moment, I might have even been tempted to let her. Still, that wouldn’t exactly get us out of this mess.


  “Okay, enough! What’s done is done,” I Interrupted. “Tom, I accepted the fact that you’re a fucking dumbass years ago. I guess I can’t fault you for being you.”


  “I can,” said Sally.


  “Save it for later,” I snapped.


  “You know,” Tom said, trying to change the subject. “It’s kind of weird?”


  “What is? I can think of about fifty weird things right now off the top of my head.”


  “Well, think about it,” he continued. “Six months ago, if someone had told us they’d seen a ghost, we’d have laughed our asses off at them. But today...well, have you noticed how lately we can’t take a crap without running into some creature straight out of a fairy tale?”


  “Come to think of it, I guess you’re right. That is a bit weird,” I replied. “However, it’s not really too relevant to our situation. For now, we should probably be wondering why we’re here and why Sally and I can’t move.”


  “I can answer that,” said a voice from behind us.


  * * *


  The owner of the voice stepped in front of us. She was a cute brunette of average height and wearing a simple white dress. She had a pretty nice figure, along with bright blue eyes and what I guessed was at least a C-cup rack. I could see what Tom saw in her.


  “Nice to meet you, Christy,” I said dryly.


  “Likewise, Bill. I’ve heard a lot about you,” she said with a sly smile.


  “So I’ve heard,” I threw a glare at Tom.


  She smiled at that. “Don’t be mad at him. We’ve been aware of you for a while now. I just needed to confirm our suspicions.”


  “We?” I asked.


  Before she could answer, though, Tom had to jump in and do his best to help the situation along. “Are you saying you just used me...like a piece of meat?” He looked thoughtful for a moment, and then added, “I guess I can live with that.”


  Christy walked over to him and playfully ruffled his hair. “And who says I’m through using you?” she asked with a wink.


  “I don’t suppose you’d mind just killing me now before I throw up in my mouth?” Sally commented.


  Tom ignored her outburst and said to Christy, “Sorry, babe. As much as I like being used in that way, it’s not cool when you mess with my buds. I’m thinking that might put a damper on our relationship...as in welcome to Dumpsville, population you.”


  She gave him a pouty look in return, but didn’t remove her hand from his head. “Well then, lover, it’s a good thing you won’t remember any of this.”


  She started chanting under her breath. It was low, but it had an odd echo to it, almost as if she were hooked up to an amp set to reverb. Within a few seconds, the hand on Tom’s head actually started to glow in a yellow light. His body convulsed once, and then his eyes glazed over and closed.


  I was too stunned to speak for a second. Fortunately, Sally managed to blurt out what I should have. “What the fuck did you do to him?”


  “Nothing much,” the witch replied. “Just erased the last four hours from his memories and sent him off to LaLa land for a while.”


  “Guess that answers the question of whether you’re good witch or a bad witch,” snapped Sally.


  I finally found my voice. “Are you sure he’s okay? Because if he’s not...”


  “Don’t worry, my dear Freewill,” she answered. “We have no quarrel with him.”


  “There’s that we word again.”


  “Me and my coven,” she answered.


  “You do know you guys stole that one from us, right?” I shot back.


  I heard the door click open behind us, and then a new voice answered my question, “Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery.” This one I recognized.


  “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I said as the newcomer walked in.


  Christy bowed as he entered view. “Master, I have done as told.”


  “And you shall be rewarded, my child,” said Harry Decker, stepping in front of me. He gave Christy a loving caress on her cheek before turning to face me.


  “Son of a bitch,” I exhaled.


  He in turn replied, “I bet you’re wishing right now that you hadn’t ruined my night.”


  * * *


  “So let me get this straight, you’re a witch, too?”


  “Wizard,” he corrected. “Women are witches, men are wizards.”


  “And either way, you’re still an asshole. Although I guess that explains how you were able to hang on to that cushy job without doing dick.”


  “No. That’s just knowing how to play corporate politics. No magic necessary. You might want to consider learning a few lessons there yourself,” he jabbed back.


  “So what is all this?” I asked, gesturing around as best I could.


  “This is what must be done,” he answered cryptically.


  “Please don’t tell me that all of this is because Bill sent you home tonight with a giant case of the blue balls,” chimed Sally.


  “Don’t be absurd, woman,” Decker replied. “That little trollop (oh yeah, those are fighting words) is meaningless to me. But I knew if word got out that I was courting her, Mr. Ryder here would have to respond in some way.” He turned back to me and continued, “And in case you’re wondering, no magic was needed for that either. The whole office is more than aware of your pathetic little case of puppy love.”


  “The whole office?” I asked.


  “You might as well wear a sandwich board with it written in block letters,” he sneered. “As it were, it turns out tonight was just a fortuitous coincidence that allowed me to accelerate my plans. It is as if fate itself has delivered you unto me.”


  Gan’s eyes suddenly opened. “You should have let me kill him,” she said, her tone implying she had been listening in on things. “I told you his kind would not be missed.”


  My mouth dropped open. “You knew he was a wizard, Gan?”


  “Of course,” she replied. “You did not?”


  “Gan, if we get out of this, we need to have a little talk about this thing called assuming.”


  Decker interrupted, “It’s safe to say that you won’t be having that conversation.”


  Gan merely bared her fangs at that and replied, “In that, you are wrong, wizard.”


  * * *


  Gan began to flex against her...whatever it was that was holding her in place. After a few seconds, flashes began flaring up and down her arms as she encountered the same resistance I had. Decker and Christy both smiled smugly as the smell of burning flesh began to permeate the room; however, those smiles began to crumble as Gan continued her assault, heedless of the fact that she was rapidly starting to turn all crispy. I have to say I was impressed...and a little dismayed that I was being shown up by someone who looked like a sixth grader.


  “You cannot escape. Those are bonds of faith,” spat Decker, but there was worry behind his voice.


  “Then...perhaps...” Gan said, continuing to struggle, “you...need... stronger...faith.” and with that, there was a flash of light - and suddenly she was standing on her feet. She looked like five miles of bad road, but an experienced vampire can take a lot of abuse before going down. Gan was apparently no exception to that.


  She snarled and leapt at Decker to finish the job that, in hindsight, maybe I should have allowed her to do in the first place. As she did, I made a mental note to have a conversation with Sally about her lousy timing regarding humanity speeches.


  Decker appeared to be caught completely surprised by the attack, but his pet witch, Christy, was not. She screamed, “Master!” and threw up her hands in a warding gesture. Whatever it was, it managed to snag Gan in mid-air just centimeters away from connecting with her target.


  Gan struggled against it, but the witch made another gesture, barked something inarticulate, and suddenly Gan was no longer there.


  “Gan!” I yelled as Christy slumped to the floor, apparently drained from the effort.


  “What the hell did you do to her?” Sally snarled.


  Decker ignored us and went to Christy’s side to help her up.


  She looked semi-stunned by whatever she had just done, but she managed to pant, “Forgive me, master. I only had time to send the child beast back.”


  “Back? Back where?” I snapped.


  “Fear not, Mr. Ryder,” Decker turned back toward me. “Your little pet isn’t harmed. My assistant merely reversed the spell that brought you all here. She’s back in your apartment, safe, but in no position to cause us further interruption.”


  I let out a sigh of relief. Psycho or not, I felt a responsibility for Gan. There was also the fact that her getting dusted on my watch would most likely put the kibosh on any chance of talking the assassins out of killing me.


  “Speaking of which,” Sally spoke up. “Why the hell are we here? What, you didn’t think Bill’s apartment was creepy enough for you guys? Trust me, I’ve seen it. It is.”


  Decker turned and answered in a slow voice, “Because this is where it all began.”


  * * *


  “Not following you,” Sally replied.


  “This is where the Freewill was born, you simpleton of a slut,” he spat back at her. Before she could open her mouth to reply, he continued, “Yes, we know. We’ve been aware of your coven and your kind for a long time. We’ve been watching you.”


  “So now you’re a voyeur in addition to being an asshole?” she shot back. Go, Sally! I could see what she was trying to do. It was Superhero 101: piss off the villain until he started monologuing all about his grand scheme. Once he’s distracted by his own delusions of grandeur, then *WHAM* - we bust out and take him down. I just wasn’t sure how that last part was going to play itself out yet. Hopefully, it wasn’t with “and now you know my plan so... *ZAP*” Fortunately for me, Sally was playing a game that I was qualified to be in the pro leagues for.


  “Yo, Decker,” I said. “I have a question for you.”


  “Yes, Freewill?” he replied with a sly grin. “How may I enlighten you?”


  “Something that’s been bugging me. What the fuck is up with wizards named Harry?” He looked confused, so I continued. “I mean, seriously, it seems like every freaking wizard I’ve heard of lately has been named Harry. There’s you, Harry Potter, Harry Dresden, Harry Houdini...”


  “I don’t think that last one was a real wizard,” commented Sally.


  “Actually, he was,” Christy replied.


  “See!?” I said. “Do wizard mommies just have zero in the way of creativity, or is there something mystical about having a name that probably earned you multiple ass-kickings on the playground?”


  “What does that have to do with anything?” Decker angrily asked.


  “Listen, dude, I’ve played Dungeons and Dragons for the better part of a decade. I’ve run at least a dozen wizards...not a single Harry amongst them.”


  “This is irrelevant.”


  “Zoltar the Arcane...now there was a name for a wizard. And let’s not forget about my fifteenth level gnome mage, Professor Blastingus...”


  “Enough!” roared Decker. “I tire of your games, vampire.”


  “There was also Magnifico the Merciless, although I’m not so proud of that one...”


  I was stopped as Harry grabbed me by the chin and moved his face to within inches of mine. “Do you want to know why you are going to die, or not?”


  “Sure, as long as you pop a breath mint first.” This was going swimmingly...at least as long as he didn’t follow through with the killing me part.


  “Six months ago, the portents all spoke of your coming.” He backed up and began ranting. “The return of the vampire Freewills, who so long ago were wiped from the Earth.”


  “Wiped?”


  “Yes. They didn’t just disappear in a puff of smoke...or did you think that they had?”


  “Well...” I said. Actually, I had never bothered to wonder. Now that he mentioned it, I guess immortals wouldn’t just normally disappear unless something happened to them.


  “What the portents did not tell us was that the reborn Freewill would be so...unimpressive,” he continued.


  “You apparently haven’t seen Bill in action,” commented Sally. Hard to tell if she was complimenting me or agreeing with him.


  He ignored her and went on. “All of our divinings pointed to you, but we couldn’t be sure. We couldn’t risk warfare with the vampires over a nobody. Thus we have been watching you, waiting for confirmation.”


  “So you took a job at my place just to keep tabs on me?”


  “Yes. Although the sign-on bonus wasn’t half bad either,” he replied. Asshole just had to rub it in. “However, I needn’t have bothered. If I had known how readily your friend here would spill his guts in exchange for a little female companionship, I would have sent my protégé in sooner.”


  Let that be a lesson to you, my male friends. Never underestimate the power of the pussy.


  He continued with his insane monologue, “Tonight only further confirmed your status...or did you think I hadn’t noticed your little transformation outside of the cafe?”


  “You saw that?”


  “I see many things,” he said as what looked like an electric charge passed behind his eyes. Ooh, spooky.


  “I see things, too. For example, I saw your ass get shot down tonight,” I snarked at him, but it was weak. The ball was back in his court.


  He continued, his grin growing wider. “Thus I saw no reason to hesitate any longer. Our legends tell that your coming heralds disaster for my people. Thus if you are erased, that future cannot come to pass.”


  “So you’re saying I’m gonna kill all the wizards? You know, it’d be funny if that happened, especially considering that before tonight I had nothing against you. Hell, I didn’t even know you existed.”


  “Not you, fool,” he replied.


  “Not me what?”


  “Not you! You aren’t the one to bring disaster to us.”


  “But you just said...”


  “I said your coming heralds it. There’s a difference.”


  “Okay, I’m confused now,” I said.


  “Just now?” Sally asked. “I haven’t understood a word of what this whackjob has been saying for at least ten minutes.”


  “ICONS!” he screamed.


  “Huh?”


  “Your coming foretells their return. If the Freewills shall ever return, so, too, shall the Icons of faith. It was they who decimated the Magi so long ago. If they return, they shall do so again,” he raved.


  Okay, I had heard of Icons. They were supposedly people of such great faith that their whole bodies became living, breathing weapons against vampires. They could turn us into French fries just by their touch, but they were supposed to be as rare as vampires like me, maybe even more so.


  “I thought Icons fought vampires.” I said with some confusion.


  “Some did in the distant past. But then Christianity came. The vampires slunk off into the shadows before its wake and became nothing more than legends to the humans. My ancestors were not so fortunate,” he said, a little touch of mania starting to enter his voice. “Once, we were like deities to the people. We protected them against your kind and the other scourges of the night, and in return they made us their priests, their wise-men, their god kings!”


  “Let me guess,” I interrupted. “Then this little thing called the Inquisition hit.”


  “Yes!” he snarled. “That and other uprisings like it. Those who had praised us suddenly turned on us. They called us tools of Satan and suffered us not to live. We fought back and might have won if not for the zealots...the Icons...amongst them. They were able to resist our powers and drag us from our many seats of power. We were hunted almost to extinction before we, too, managed to retreat into the relative safety of legend, where we have waited ever since.”


  “So let me get this straight,” I said, “you think that my being here heralds the return of another group and that if you kill me it somehow cancels out them as well?”


  “Yes.”


  “That is one of the stupidest fucking things I think I have ever heard.”


  “How dare you...”


  “No, seriously,” I interrupted. “It makes no sense. You have about the biggest, stupidest case of circular logic that I’ve ever seen. It’s not much better than ‘a duck has two legs, I have two legs, therefore I must be a duck.’ Think about it. I’ll wait. You are in marketing, after all.”


  “I did not expect you to understand. You are not even a man anymore; just an animal. What did you think that woman would ever see in you? She could no more love you than she could a beast,” he sneered.


  Ooh, that was low. I didn’t want to do this, but now it was time to get nasty.


  I tensed up and blurted out, “Wingardium Leviosa!” (What? Hasn’t everyone read those books by now?)


  “What?” he spat.


  “Accio...err, asskicking?” I replied.


  “Cut that out!”


  I threw in a bad English accent to top things off. “Or what, you’ll make me drink polyjuice potion?”


  “I’ll kill you right now.”


  “Oh no! Avada Kedavra...ugh!” I said, rolling my head back and playing dead.


  “I do not find this amusing.”


  I lifted my head and shouted, “Stupefy! Oh wait, too late. Guess someone got you with that one already.”


  “Enough!” he screamed and threw up his hands. There was an electric jolt through the air, and suddenly I found myself flying back. I slammed into the wall and went down in a heap. I pretty much felt like I had just been put through a microwave, but a quick tense of my muscles confirmed that whatever he had just done had also broken his little containment spell.


  I stood up and turned to face him and his little bitch of a witch, too.


  I had no idea what the hell to do against them, but that didn’t stop me from throwing them a grin of my own and saying, “Here I am, assholes. Rock you like a hurricane!”


  And that’s when the front door blew off its hinges.


   


  Random Monster Encounter


  Well, even if that line did sound lame, the follow through was pretty damn badass. Pity it wasn’t mine. Unfortunately, there was also nothing about it that boded well for me. Decker and his bullshit had hit at exactly the wrong time in my life. Yeah, okay, there probably wasn’t actually a right time for a coven of witches to come along and declare that I needed to die so that they could go on frolicking naked in the woods during the full moon. I especially didn’t need this crap right then, since it served to distract me from the assassins that were on a mission to turn my skull into an ashtray. I had been so preoccupied with Decker’s loony ramblings that I had forgotten we were stuck in the loft, a place the assassins already had a heads-up about (just ask Dusk Reaper).


  The front door, despite being of the heavy duty security variety, literally flew off its hinges and went slamming into the far wall. If anyone had been standing behind it, they would have been pancaked. Nergui stood in the doorway, flanked by his two death-dealing flunkies, Bang (damn, that never stopped being funny) and Cheng-gong.


  “Give us the princess, and your death will be painless,” Nergui said to me, ignoring the others in the room.


  The odds were pretty skewed against me, no matter how you looked at them. Three assassins and two mages on team ‘Fuck-up Bill’s Day’ versus just three allies on my side, all of whom were either restrained, unconscious, or both.


  Fortunately, that whole the enemy of my enemy is my friend thing is mostly bullshit. Decker’s ego was too big to allow the three bruisers at the door to do his dirty work for him. “The Freewill is mine, vampire filth,” he hissed, bringing his hands up in a defensive gesture. Christy did likewise. Bunch of idiots. If Nergui killed me, then their insane little problem would be solved. Not that I was complaining if they wanted to fight it out, mind you. Still, what a pack of morons.


  “His life is ours...” Nergui gave a sniff of the air and spat out, “maapamba. Leave now, and you will live.” He and his three companions stepped into the room. They unsheathed nasty looking daggers, silver daggers.


  I stepped back, not wanting any part of the sharp objects being brandished at me. “Sorry, Harry,” I said to Decker. “They’ve got dibs. Good for you because I’m afraid of them. You...not so much.”


  “Then I shall teach you fear, beast,” he snarled, pretty much right on cue. I tell you, some people are just no challenge.


  Decker and Christy both murmured something unintelligible and gestured again. What can best be described as a distortion in the air appeared in front of them and then rushed forward to slam into my three would-be killers.


  It looked impressive, like something right out of Hollywood, but it more or less did dick. The three vampires were pushed back and slammed into the wall, but none lost their footing. I don’t think Harry was quite prepared for three elder vampire warriors. Guess he was still a first year at Hogwarts. Maybe he and Christy should go back to practicing their card tricks.


  Though no damage appeared to be done, Decker was at least proving to be a distraction for the vamps. Nergui turned to Cheng-gong and gave a nod. Cheng threw his dagger. It landed hilt-deep in the floor at Decker’s feet.


  “That will be the only warning,” Nergui said to him.


  Decker glared back, a look of madness in his eyes. He did not like being casually dismissed, not one bit. He actually started to glow. It started out as a dim white light, but quickly turned an angry red.


  What occurred next happened fast.


  * * *


  Nergui barked something, and Bang let loose with his dagger in my direction. However, right before the knife left his hand, Harry Decker let loose with...well, whatever he let loose with. The red glow leapt from him across the room, directly at Nergui. Cheng-gong uttered a shout of warning and dove in front of it. The blast hit him full on.


  The backlash of it ruined Bang’s aim. The dagger slammed into the wall not an inch from my face, close enough so that I felt the air it displaced as it flew by. I’d like to tell you that I just stood there rooted to the spot, an arrogant sneer on my face at the pathetic failed attack on me. The first part was true at least. I was rooted to the spot, all right, but the only thing that kept me from screaming and cowering like a little girl was the spectacle of what happened to Cheng.


  Decker’s attack enveloped him in the red glow, and Cheng-gong exploded in a shower of sparks and dust. Holy shit, the wizard had game after all. I never thought I would be happy that a bunch of assassins had burst in to try to kill me. I had no qualms about admitting that whatever Decker had done to Cheng would have likewise left me little more than dust in the wind.


  This was turning serious. Unfortunately, it was almost over, too. The glow left Decker, and he collapsed to the ground with a glazed look in his eyes. Guess he had blown his load with that last attack. I’d keep that in mind for later...if there was a later. He had some nasty guns, but apparently limited ammunition. Good to know. If I could figure out a way to keep him from blasting me to ash on the first try, I’d be set.


  He was no longer the problem, at least not until his batteries recharged; however, that still left two ancient vampires with a hard-on for some killing. Still, two was better than three. After this was all said and done, maybe I’d send a fruit basket to Decker’s office. Or maybe that should be a funeral wreath instead, as he now had Nergui and Bang’s full attention. That’s the thing with teams. You somehow manage to kill Howling Mad Murdock, and you’ve still got Face, Hannibal, and BA Baracus to deal with. Both assassins faced the dazed wizard and hissed through their fangs. This was not going to be pretty.


  Speaking of pretty, a gorgeous blonde projectile suddenly slammed into Nergui and Bang, taking them both off their feet. Way to go, Sally! The wonder twins’ concentration on her bonds must have faltered as the battle started. Sally could have probably easily dispatched both of them but she wasn’t stupid. She knew who the bigger threat here was.


  As the three vampires went down in a heap, I heard Decker’s voice wheeze, “This isn’t finished, Freewill. (yeah yeah, haven’t heard that one before) Get us out of here!”


  Christy started to repeat the same movements she’d made back when she dismissed Gan. Before she could finish, though, I locked eyes with her. “Take them with you...please,” I said.


  She gave me a hard look back, but then her gaze softened and she looked away. A moment later her, Decker and my two bound roommates disappeared from the room. Thank God. Who knows, maybe she actually had some real feelings for Tom (for whatever insane reason). More likely, she knew that two helpless humans stood absolutely no chance of surviving. Whatever the reason, my roommates were out of there at least. The only potential problem was if they all went back to my apartment. A very angry Gan might be waiting for them. There was no time to worry about that, though. I had to be content with hoping for the best.


  I ran to the pile of tangled vampires just as Nergui flung Sally off him. Bang had still not made it back to his feet, so I, in classic unsportsmanlike manner, kicked him in the face while he was still down. It was a solid connect, and he went flying, but I had no delusions that my strength was anywhere close to what was needed to make him stay down. Then again, maybe I could do something about that.


  * * *


  I bared my fangs and leapt at Bang. One bite, and I could maybe even the odds a little in this battle. Unfortunately, unlike my previous fights, I was up against opponents who knew full well what I was capable of. Nergui reached out while I was in mid-leap, grabbed my foot, and swung me so that I flew across the room.


  “We know your tricks, Freewill. They will not work on us.”


  Well, isn’t that just dandy...OOF!! I thought, slamming into a coffee table.


  Having taken my fair share of throws in the past several months, I was able to roll with it a bit and get back to my feet in another second.


  “I don’t suppose the Khan would like to just, you know, discuss this?” I asked. Bang was back up and standing at Nergui’s side. They both faced me. “I mean, this is really just a big misunderstanding. I wasn’t even supposed to go to China.” Yeah, I was babbling, and yes, I figured it was a long shot. However, it was also a distraction.


  Sally was also on her feet again and once more going for Nergui’s blindside. Sadly, you don’t get to become a three-hundred-and-fifty-year-old assassin by being a dumbass. What we were doing was no doubt the oldest trick in their book.


  As Sally threw a right cross at him, he turned and casually caught her by the arm. In one quick flick, he brought the dagger up and severed her hand at the wrist.


  Before her newly unattached appendage could hit the floor, Nergui flung her toward me.


  “SALLY!” I screamed just as she landed at my feet. Oh God, this wasn’t good. I dropped to my knees to help her, although I wasn’t sure what I could do. Her arm was spurting blood all over the place. She made a pained whimper, but appeared to be in too much shock to even cry out.


  “It’s okay. I’m here,” I said, but there wasn’t much comfort to give. If vampires could bleed to death (could they?), she was doing a good job of it.


  “Take it,” she whispered. I didn’t understand. But then she held up her still spouting arm and repeated herself. She was actually offering her life blood to me.


  “No...I can’t,” I stammered, feeling tears come to my eyes.


  She gave me one of her typical Sally grins, and then whispered something else. I didn’t quite make it out, but it sounded like “dumbass.” Then her eyes rolled up in the back of her head, and she stopped moving.


  This couldn’t be happening. Sally and I were supposed to be an unbeatable team. Despite how she usually acted, she was one of the few people on the planet who had ever believed in me. My tears began to flow freely, and then I heard the two assassins in the room begin to advance.


  Instantly, my grief extinguished itself, and that dull rage I had felt earlier began to rear its ugly head. This time, I decided to allow it to take me. My humanity be damned; these fuckers were going to pay.


  I could feel something nasty inside of me clawing its way up. This thing was far darker than any Dr. Death persona I kept in the back of my head. I didn’t know if demons existed, but if so I was sure one had taken up residence inside of me.


  My fangs and claws extended, and I glanced down again to where Sally lay. That was enough to push me over the edge.


  The change kept happening, and I could see by the looks on both their faces that they saw it, too. Nergui shouted something I couldn’t understand, and both vampires came after me almost as quickly as thought itself. The only thing I knew was that it wouldn’t be fast enough.


  Unfortunately, I had no idea what happened next, as my vision went entirely to red.


   


  Lend Me a Hand


  There’s nothing like a cool, refreshing breeze on a Fall night. Crisp and carrying just a hint of the winter weather ahead, but pleasant enough to be outside and still enjoy it. True, I’d never been much of an outdoors type. Anyone with eyes could figure that out by my pasty white skin (even before I was undead). This time of year was nice, though. No bugs, no sweating; just nice and comfortable. I wouldn’t mind staying out there for a while.


  Speaking of which, where the fuck was I anyway?


  My head started to clear, and with it my vision. I looked around. It was still night. That was good; otherwise, my enjoyment of the breeze would’ve been quickly cut off by all the burning and screaming. Things like that tended to put a damper on the day trips as of late. Judging by the horizon, it was the wee hours of the morning, maybe an hour or so until daybreak. Still plenty of time to get indoors. Hey, I could actually see the horizon. Come to think of it, the entire view was pretty damn nice.


  I tried to stand, wobbled a bit before finally doing so, and then realized why the view was so good. I was standing on top of some building. From what I could tell, I was at least twenty stories up, maybe more. Odd that I didn’t remember stepping out for some pre-dawn stargazing.


  There was a slight groan from off to my side. Considering the pitch, I wondered if maybe I hadn’t brought some female companionship along. I walked over, still a little wobbly, and looked down to see Sally.


  Aw, she looked like she was asleep...


  And covered in blood...


  And with her right arm ending in a stump...


  Oh shit!


  The memories of the past...however long ago that was, started to filter into my mind, snapping me out of my daze.


  Oh God, Sally. Please don’t be dead, I thought as I knelt down beside her. Well, okay, she was already dead, but I meant really dead. I reached down and put my hand on her throat to feel for a pulse. After about ten seconds of that, I mentally slapped myself upside the head. Duh! Vampires don’t have pulses, regardless of their condition.


  I needed to think this through. Remember your Boy Scout training, stupid! Oh yeah, I was a boy scout for all of two weeks before I got bored with it. Come on, what does one do when somebody’s hand gets cut off by trained vampire assassins? Okay, pretty sure they don’t have that one listed on WebMD. I got it: a tourniquet!


  I started to pull off my belt so as to staunch Sally’s bleeding stump, when I realized it wasn’t doing so any longer. What had been a geyser of blood just a...however long ago, was now nothing, not even a drizzle. That wasn’t good. No blood meant...No! Best not to think of that.


  I looked closer. The stump wasn’t bleeding because it had started to scab over. Her arm was at least partially trying to heal itself. Corpses didn’t usually do that. Maybe there was still hope. Besides, didn’t she just groan? Or was that the wind? Only one way to find out...


  I thus did the only thing I could think of. If Sally was truly gone, it’s not like it would have made things worse. So I turned her head toward me and gave her a hard slap across the face.


  “Sally, wake up!” (please!)


  Nothing. Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have hit her hard enough to knock her brains out. I tried it again, slightly softer, but still enough to leave a handprint on her face. That time, I got a groan in response. Yes! She was still in there somewhere.


  “Come on, Sally! You can do it. Those fuckers can’t take you down that easily!” I said, feeling wetness welling up in my eyes. She started to come around. Her eyes were still closed, but I could see her trying to mouth something. I leaned in closer.


  “Say that again. I didn’t hear you.”


  A hoarse whisper met my ear, “Hit me again, and I’ll gut you.”


  * * *


  “Are you all right?” I asked as she started to finally come to...and yes, I realized what a dumb question it was, considering her new southpaw status. I figured it was a safer question than, “So, will you be going with a stainless steel hook or one of those nifty new titanium models?”


  “What happened?” she asked while I helped her to a sitting position. She’d need some blood soon, but for now her vampire physiology seemed to be snapping her out of it. Vampires are tough fuckers to keep down if you don’t manage to kill them outright.


  “You were...(God, please give me the strength to not say it)...disarmed.” (Thanks for nothing, God)


  Sure it wasn’t the most sporting thing to say, but it definitely brought Sally all the way out of her funk. Her eyes cleared and she gave me the ugliest of glares.


  She held up the stump of her arm and stared at it, her eyes unreadable. Finally, she said in a small voice, “Shit...”


  “Don’t worry, they can do wonders with prosthetics these...”


  “...it’s gonna take weeks for that to grow back,” she finished.


  “It grows back?”


  “Yeah. It’s going to take a lot longer than usual, though. Fairly sure those assholes were using silver.”


  “Hey, as long as it’ll grow back at all,” I replied, my voice serious. “Most people would consider that a lucky thing.”


  “I guess so.”


  “So don’t worry,” I lightened my tone. “You’ll be back to giving double happy endings at the massage parlor in no time.” Her response was an eye-roll. Yeah, she was going to be fine.


  “So where are we?” she asked, looking around.


  “No idea. Top of some building, it looks like.”


  “Thanks, Scooby Doo. Nice to know you’re around to solve all of life’s mysteries,” she quipped. “How did we get here? Did the assassins just decide to leave us alive?”


  “I don’t think so,” I said, remembering back to the rage I felt when I thought she had been killed.


  “Why?”


  I explained what happened, maybe downplaying that it was her ‘death’ that caused me to Hulk out...no need to inflate her ego any more than it was. I told her how I felt that change come over me again and then everything went red.


  “Scary. Guess there’s more to this Freewill thing than either of us knows.”


  “Not sure I want to know. I’m not big on the whole Jekyll and Hyde thing playing itself out in my head.”


  “Whatever happened, it looks like you did a job on them, though,” she said, indicating my clothes. I looked down and saw they were absolutely soaked with blood.


  “Yours, probably.”


  “Some of it yes, but not all. It’s not yours either,” she replied.


  “Let me guess, you can smell it?”


  “You really need to practice this vampire thing a little more. You’re starting to embarrass me with these stupid questions.”


  “Speaking of stupid things, we need to get out of here,” I replied. “Sun’s going to be coming up soon, and if we’re still here yakking away when it does...well, that’s just going to be pathetic.”


  “Agreed...” and then she mumbled something I didn’t quite catch.


  “What was that?”


  She sighed and responded, “I said, ‘Thanks for saving me’.”


  “I don’t remember even saving myself.”


  “I know, but whatever it was you did, you remembered to take me with you when you did it. That tells me there was still some of you in there driving the school bus.”


  I hadn’t thought of that. That actually made it a little less scary...not much, mind you, but it was enough for now.


  * * *


  We managed to get down to street level without being seen. The hatch leading down from the roof had been locked from the inside, leading me to believe I had somehow Spider-Manned my way up there. Locks aren’t much of a deterrent for a pair of determined vampires, though. Fortunately for us, the stairwell was empty. Two blood-soaked intruders, one of whom had a gaping wound where her hand used to be, were bound to attract a little attention.


  We were able to get our bearings, realizing we were a good mile downtown from the loft. Fortunately, there was a subway entrance less than a block away. We could use it to get into the tunnels, and thus the sewers, so we could make our way back unseen.


  “Do you think it’s safe?” I asked as we hopped the turnstiles (screw you, New York MTA) and made our way toward the dark underground.


  “I don’t think anywhere is particularly safe after last night. But I have a feeling that you gave the Chinese vamps a bloody nose, at the very least. They’re probably lying low right now. As long as we don’t get supremely unlucky and wander directly into them, we should be fine.”


  “Don’t jinx us,” I added.


  “Point taken. Still, the smell down here should be enough to clog even the most sensitive vamp’s nostrils,” she said, turning down a maintenance tunnel.


  “I can see what you mean,” I said, sniffing the aromatic air. “Nothing like the smell of rancid ass to cover your tracks.”


  “Speaking of rancid things, I need to make a little pit stop,” she said, suddenly slowing her pace.


  “What are you talking about?”


  She gestured toward a little nook close by. Inside of it, huddled under a moldy blanket, was a sleeping homeless man. Judging from the ripe smell, he was taking a nap with his good buddy Jim Beam.


  In the darkness, I looked confusingly between Sally and the hobo before I realized that her fangs were extended and her eyes were turning black.


  “Do you really have to?” I asked.


  “Normally, this is a bit beneath my standards. But I’ve had a long day. You can turn around if it makes you uncomfortable.”


  I did. Sometimes, I can almost forget the whole undead predator of the night thing. This, however, was not destined to be one of those times.


  * * *


  When she had finished, she walked past me and started leading the way again.


  “Feeling better?” I asked.


  “Yes and no. It’s going to take me at least a week to wash the taste of him out of my mouth.”


  “Did you really have to kill him?”


  “Sorry to offend your bookish sensibilities, but I was almost wiped out,” she replied. “Another few steps, and I’d have dropped again. I needed to fill up the old gas tank.”


  “Well, judging by the smell of that guy, you definitely went with the high octane.” Damn, did I really just say that? I was definitely starting to get desensitized to this crap. That alone gave me a not-so-fresh feeling inside.


  We continued to walk, Sally leading the way through the dripping tunnels. It seemed she had a purpose in mind.


  “Where are we headed?” I finally asked.


  “The office.”


  “As in the office the assassins already know about? The same office where they left you a gift basket full of severed heads?”


  “The same,” she answered.


  “So you acknowledge you’ve either gone insane, suicidal, or both?”


  “Perhaps a little of the first, but none of the second,” she replied. “I set the security alarms before I left last time. These guys may be good, but I’m willing to bet they’re about as technically adept as cavemen. If they’re waiting for us, we’ll have plenty of warning.”


  “You did clean up those heads before you left, right?”


  “I put them into storage.”


  “Storage!? What for?”


  “Waste not, want not. I’m debating maybe lining the walkway to my office with them. That should keep the complaints down a minimum.”


  “And yet,” I mused, “I actually saved your crazy ass back there.”


  “Exactly. You need someone to live vicariously through.”


  * * *


  After another half hour of traversing filth-ridden tunnels, things started to look familiar. I didn’t spend too much time in the sewers myself, but I had still thought it prudent to know the emergency exits of all our properties nevertheless. We finally came to a ladder that went up to the basement of our destination. Every few feet, Sally would stop and reach out with her senses. So far, we were alone.


  We got up and used a back stairwell to make it to our floor. Thankfully, it was still early enough so the regular businesses that shared the building weren’t open yet.


  “So why exactly are we here?” I asked.


  “There’s a supply closet and a shower in the back. We can get cleaned up and lay low until sundown.”


  “I couldn’t help but notice the words shower and we in that exchange.”


  “Keep dreaming,” she replied. “I’m gonna need to lose a lot more than one hand to go that loopy.”


  The alarms hadn’t been tripped, so Sally let us in and locked the doors behind us. To quote an overused phrase, the place was quiet as a tomb. Once we had made a thorough casing of the joint and come to the conclusion that we were the only ones there, Sally walked into her office and sat down to relax. I followed her so that we could have a talk.


  “After the sun goes down, I’m dropping you off at the safe house with the rest of the coven. Starlight can look after you,” I said with a tone of finality.


  Of course, with Sally I could have added “pretty please with sugar on top” and it wouldn’t have made a bit of difference. She listened to orders every bit as well as Gan did. Must be a female thing. Thusly, she shook her head. “No way. I said I was sticking with you, and I meant it.”


  “You’re done. You’ve had more than enough. Next time, you might not get so lucky. I’ll make sure Gan is okay and then try to end this by myself.”


  “No chance.”


  “I’m serious, lefty,” I said, indicating her stump. “You weren’t a match for them before. You definitely aren’t now.”


  “I know,” she said.


  “You do? Then why are you being so obstinate?”


  “For starters, because I can be.” She began rummaging through the desk with her remaining appendage. “Secondly, because I have a little friend to help equalize things.” She pulled out and placed on her desk the biggest handgun I had ever seen. She smiled at me and said, “Desert Eagle, in case you were wondering.”


  “You plan on being attacked by some vampire rhinos?”


  “If I am, this puppy’ll have me covered. This thing will blow pieces of your buddies all the way back to China. Even better...,” she pulled a spare clip out of another drawer and tossed it to me. I looked it over. The bullet protruding from the top had a shiny gleam to it.


  “Are these...?”


  “Silver bullets? You bet your ass. Cost me a pretty penny to have those babies made.”


  “You?”


  “Okay, it cost the coven,” she admitted.


  “Yeah, about that...I thought you said the coven wasn’t supposed to be armed.”


  “The coven isn’t; I am,” she said with a smile. “Don’t tell me you haven’t figured out by now that I have absolutely no issues with double standards.”


   


  Swords and Sorcerers


  We got ourselves cleaned up and presentable for walking the streets. In an odd bit of vanity, Sally found a pair of gloves and went about stuffing one with newspaper and then fitting it over her stump.


  “That doesn’t even remotely look real,” I pointed out. “Looks like something you’d stick onto a Halloween dummy.”


  “You would know all about dummies, I guess. Besides, it doesn’t need to pass Army inspection. However, there are people around here who see us coming and going all the time. One or two of the nosier ones might notice I had a hand yesterday, don’t have one today - but voila, magically have one again soon enough.”


  I consider myself pretty smart, but Sally, ex-stripper or not, sometimes made me feel a teensy bit inadequate by how she always seemed to be thinking on her feet. Should our relationship ever turn sour, I’d be wise not to underestimate her. Oh, who was I kidding? If our relationship ever even looked like it was heading south, I’d be smart to stake her, leave her ashes in the sunlight, and then burn them when I was finished. Some enemies you just needed to take a nuke it from orbit attitude...it was the only way to be sure.


  Still, Sally and I had all of eternity to plot against each other. For now, I was eager to get back to my apartment. Once I was sure she was fine and that the immediate danger was over, the fate of my roommates began to weigh heavily on my thoughts. I just hoped that Decker didn’t have any plans as to taking his revenge out on them. There was also Gan to consider. If she got hungry enough, she wouldn’t hesitate to notice the two walking refreshment stands sauntering around my apartment.


  Once the sun was just barely down low enough for us to venture out safely, we made our move. There was no point in sitting around waiting to be picked off. We had taken plenty of time to lick our wounds (sadly, Sally wasn’t too keen on me licking anything of hers, though), and that meant the assassins had probably done so as well. A new night meant the combatants would all be ready for action again.


  We stuck to the underground as much as we could, but this time we used the subways themselves so as to stay with the crowds. Rush hour turned out to be a blessing for once; even had we been tracked, there were simply too many people milling about to make a move against us.


  Once we were back in Brooklyn, I had Sally keep an eye out for Nergui and Bang. Her senses weren’t nearly as acute as Gan’s, but they were still better than mine. I wanted as much warning as possible in case we found ourselves walking into a situation. It turns out we did, just not one that I had expected.


  * * *


  We made it to my building, and I let us in. After climbing the stairs, we stopped outside of my door. I could hear voices coming from inside. I turned to Sally. “Smell any vamps?” She shook her head. “Smell any wizards?”


  “I didn’t the first time,” she shrugged.


  Oh well. I guess there are less manly ways to be dispatched than via a twentieth level chain lightning spell, I thought as I unlocked and opened the door.


  “I’m telling you, Glamdring has the better feats,” carried a voice from the living room, Ed’s. What the?


  “Dude, Narsil is the sword of legend. It fucked up Sauron’s shit,” responded Tom’s voice.


  “Yeah, and the piece of crap broke apart doing so,” Ed said as we entered.


  The living room was a bit out of place, as if a mess had been made and then hastily cleaned up; however, otherwise it looked fairly normal. Tom was sitting on the couch, and Ed was lounging in a chair. Neither seemed particularly...dead.


  “What’s up, Bill?” Tom asked, turning to us. “Sally, always a pleasure,” he said with a wink. She couldn’t help herself and eye-rolled him back - must be instinctive for her. “Maybe you can settle a debate. Ed and I are discussing which sword from Lord of the Rings was the most badass. I’m siding with the correct answer: Narsil.”


  “And you’re a fucking retard for doing so,” replied Ed. “Glamdring was Gandalf’s sword...you know, the guy that even the Balrog couldn’t snuff. Besides, think of what its name means...Foe Hammer. Tell me that’s not the most badass thing in the world. Shit, if I ever start a death metal band, that’s what I’m gonna call it: Foe Hammer.”


  “I will admit that could be a pretty good band name, despite your poor judgment of blades. Any thoughts on this, Bill?”


  I was pretty much still stunned by the normalcy (relatively speaking) of it all, but I managed to squeak out, “I always kind of liked Sting.”


  “You are such a fag,” Tom replied in a dry voice before turning back toward Ed.


  “What do you think?” I whispered to Sally.


  “I think I would be less embarrassed for them if we had found them skinned alive.” It was a loaded question, and I should have expected a response like that.


  “Um, guys,” I said, trying to get their attention. Normally, I’d be more than up for a little weapon porn debate, but there was more than one game afoot, and I didn’t want to get caught with my pants down again. “So...what’s going on?”


  “It’s called a conversation,” Ed replied.


  “No, stupid,” I said. “I mean, last night, this morning. You know, what happened today?”


  They both looked at each other with a bit of a confused glance and then back toward me. Tom finally broke the silence. “Did we have a party or something last night?”


  “A party?”


  “Yeah, because I woke up on the floor, feeling like shit. The place was pretty trashed, too.”


  “Same here,” Ed added. “It must have been a good one because I don’t remember anything much past yesterday afternoon.”


  “Alright, enough of this beating around the bush,” Sally said, stepping in front of me. “Is Gan here?”


  “What’s a Gan?” asked Tom.


  “She better not be,” Ed growled. “Bill, I thought you were gonna drop Frankenstein’s daughter off with the coven.”


  “Well...” I started, but Sally cut me off.


  “What about the wizard?”


  “Now I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Ed replied.


  “Oh yeah,” Tom suddenly said. “Thanks for reminding me, Sally. Bill, there’s something I wanted to tell you about Christy.”


  A look of murder appeared in Sally’s eyes. She walked up to Tom and grabbed him by the shirt collar with her good hand. She pulled him to his feet and then some. I noticed his toes were just barely touching the floor as she spat at him, “Let me take a wild guess. She’s a witch...and, oh yeah, you also just happened to spill the beans on Bill while you were getting your rocks off. Am I right?”


  Tom’s face was a mask of both surprise and a little terror, but he still managed to answer, “Wow. Good guess.”


  She dropped him onto the couch like a sack of potatoes.


  There was silence in the room for a moment, and then Ed asked, “Having a bit of a day, are we?”


  Sally turned toward him. She lifted her right arm and pulled off the glove. “You could say that.”


  * * *


  “Holy shit! What happened!?” Ed cried, bolting to his feet.


  Sally sarcastically spat in response, “A friend needed a hand, so I loaned them mine. What do you think happened?”


  “Seriously. Sit down. Does it hurt? Can I get you anything?” Ed continued, showing some genuine concern. I had almost forgotten that just a few days ago, he had been out on a date with her.


  “I’m fine,” she replied, blowing off his entreaties. “Don’t worry. It’ll grow back.”


  “It will?”


  “You can do that?” Tom asked me.


  “If you even think about trying to snip something off me, I will do the same to you,” I warned. I tolerated a lot from them as it were. No way was I planning on letting them lop off a finger just to see what would happen. “Besides, that isn’t important right now.” I caught a glare from Sally. “Of course it’s important! I just meant we have other stuff to discuss right now.”


  “This seems pretty big to me, Bill,” Ed said. “What else do we need to know about?”


  “How does a vampire vs. wizard grudge match sound? The funny thing is, you guys had ringside seats and don’t even know it.”


  Sally and I filled them in, starting with our adventure the previous night. Ed seemed both amazed by the story and a little pissed that he couldn’t remember it. He seemed more upset by that little detail than by the fact that Tom’s girlfriend had screwed with his head. It was a bit twisted, but I guess I could understand that. When Godzilla throws down with Rodan, you want to remember that shit.


  Tom, on the other hand, seemed more concerned with the fact that his girlfriend had actually saved them in the end. Who knows, maybe there was actually something there. I had to temper his questions, though, by continually reminding him that she had put the whammy on us under the pretense of luring me to my death. I wasn’t exactly an expert in these things, but even I knew something like that wasn’t exactly a building block for a healthy relationship.


  “Maybe it was a misunderstanding,” he offered.


  “When someone says, ‘And now you must die, Freewill’, it doesn’t leave it open for much interpretation.”


  “Yeah, I guess so,” he finally admitted. “I’m thinking she and I need to sit down and have a long talk about things.”


  “Talk!?” Sally snapped. “Are you that desperate for a piece of ass that you’re actually considering having a little sit-down over lunch to discuss things with the same psycho witch who tried to kill your best friend last night?”


  “Do you really want to know the answer to that?” Ed asked before turning to me. “And this Decker dude, he was actually dating your wannabe lady friend just to mess with you?”


  “Yep.”


  “That’s cold, man. Bet you wish you had let Gan gut the sucker.”


  “I don’t know,” I replied. “Maybe. But the whole thing is like a slippery slope. What if he had just been some normal guy out on a date?”


  “If pigs had wings, they’d be eagles,” Ed answered.


  “All’s fair in love and war,” was Tom’s response. Damn, my roommates just weren’t being helpful at all. If I listened to their advice, I’d be Jack the Ripper within a week. Who’d have thought Sally’s would have been the voice of sanity amongst us all? Oh well, best not to dwell on it too much now. That way leads to madness.


  “Okay,” I said, trying to get us back on track. “You know what happened to us...sorta. I’m still not sure what went down after Sally got turned into a southpaw. But that’s not important right now. What I’m curious about is what the hell happened to you two?”


  Ed replied, “Like we said. No idea. We woke up with no memory of any of that. Gotta be honest, I’m still not one-hundred percent convinced that you and Sally aren’t screwing with our heads just for the hell of it.” She glared at him, showing him a little fang in the process. “Don’t get me wrong, I believe you. It’s just weird.”


  “Yeah,” Tom agreed. “We woke up, and there was nobody else here. No vampire toddler, no wizards, nothing. Stuff was out of place, but it’s not like back when Jeff trashed the place. Didn’t look like there was a fight or anything. Although, there was one weird thing...”


  “What?”


  “Someone left us a new Playstation.”


  * * *


  Tom’s revelation did give us something to check. The games I had bought were all there, but the bags of clothing for Gan were missing. She had been here after all, although when she left and in what condition were still up for debate. I assumed she hadn’t waited in ambush for Decker and Christy...there would have been blood splattered about, a lot of it probably, if that had happened. I hoped that the reverse didn’t occur - that they had somehow managed to take her out of the equation. My fondness for Gan was limited, but seeing her become a casualty in a war she had nothing to do with wasn’t what I wanted either.


  “So what’s the plan?” Tom finally asked.


  “Gan is priority number one. We need to find her.”


  “Nice to see you care for the little hellion,” quipped Ed.


  “I care more about the damage she can do if she’s not contained. As far as she’s concerned, there are over eighteen million walking snacks in this city.”


  “Let’s not forget that she’s probably pissed to all hell,” Sally added. “Those wizards did a job on her and then casually dismissed her. If that’s not a mindset to put someone with the emotional stability of a preteen into rampage mode, I don’t know what is.”


  “Almost forgot about that. If it were me, I’d probably be hunting those fuckers down right now.”


  “And she could do it, too,” Sally continued. “Don’t forget how easily she found you, Bill.”


  “Gives us a place to start, at least,” I concluded. “Tom, give me Christy’s address. We’ll check there first.”


  “You’re not going to hurt her are you?” he asked after some hesitation.


  “We’ll try not to.” I looked at Sally. “Won’t we? Seriously, Tom, she’s not my favorite person on the planet right now but, when push came to shove, she got you and Ed out of danger. I promise I’ll try to give her the benefit of the doubt.”


  “Maybe I should come, too?” he added.


  “No!” blurted Sally. That wasn’t too surprising. I knew that Tom drove her bugshit with his incessant comments, but this time she was in the right.


  “Sally’s got a point. We’re gonna need to move fast. This isn’t like last time, when we knew where shit was going down,” I said.


  “How about this?” Ed offered. “If you find out in advance where the action will be, you call us in.”


  I wanted to say no, but Sally spoke up first. “You still have that popgun?” she asked, no doubt referring to Ed’s twelve-gauge.


  “You bet.”


  “Then if we have enough warning, you’re in.” I gave her a disbelieving glare, but before I could say anything, she answered my unspoken question. “Don’t give me that look. I’m not an idiot. Backup is backup, and as much as I hate to admit it, they helped just as much against Jeff as I did.” Tom opened his mouth to speak, but Sally help up her hand to his face. “Doesn’t mean I like it, though.”


  I jumped in before this turned into either a hug-fest or a homicide scene. “Ed, while we’re doing that, can you find out Harry Decker’s address?”


  “What if he’s not listed?”


  “Call HR. They’ll have him on file. Besides, Barbara there likes you. Lay on the sweet talk, and I’m sure she’ll give you whatever you want.”


  “Barb the beast?” he replied with a look of horror. Barbara was the HR admin for our office. She was a sweetheart, but not exactly the easiest thing on the eyes.


  “We must all make our sacrifices,” I said with a solemn voice, which earned me a chuckle from Sally and a stare of death from Ed. I just hoped that his look was the deadliest thing I would be facing tonight. None of us had spoken about it, but we still knew the assassins were out there waiting for us.


  Two Mongolian killers, a revenge-bent vampire princess dressed in expensive schoolgirl clothing, and a couple of whacked out magic users trying to fulfill an insane prophecy...


  Damn, it was gonna be a long night.


   


  Working Hard or Hardly Working


  Christy’s apartment was our first stop. That was easy enough. As it turned out, she lived only a mile or so away from my place, a convenient location for Tom’s girlfriend. Too bad she had to go and spoil it by being a backstabbing harpy. Oh well; nobody’s perfect, I guess.


  We easily made it past the front door security for her building. This was one of Sally’s specialties. When you looked like she did, doors were opened for you...literally. We went up to Christy’s floor and walked to her door. I then did the only obvious thing I could think of: I knocked.


  “Step aside, idiot,” Sally said. She gripped the doorknob with her left hand and started turning it. As the tumblers hit their limits, she kept putting on the pressure until the whole apparatus started groaning under the strain.


  “Hold on a second,” I said. “What if she has, I don’t know, wards or stuff?”


  “Wards?”


  “Yeah. You know: circles of protection, explosive runes, that type of shit. I used that crap all the time in my game to keep thieves and the rest of the party away from my gold.”


  “I have no idea what the hell you’re talking about. I don’t speak dork.”


  “Fine. Be my guest.” I made an after-you gesture to her and then backed several steps down the hall. If this thing opened up a fiery gateway to Hell, then at least I’d live long enough to shout, “I told you so!”


  The lock cracked and...*KABOOM!!!* Well, in my mind it did anyway, and let’s face facts: if this were a game being run by my usual Dungeon Master, Dave, Sally would now probably be thoroughly ventilated. Instead, there was nothing. Real world mages are rapidly starting to disappoint me, I thought as the door just swung in.


  Sally pushed it open all the way and then stepped through the doorway. She had no more than put her foot down when suddenly the door flew back at her face as if Conan the Barbarian had just decided to slam it shut. It crashed into her, and she went flying back into the opposite wall as the door clicked itself back shut again. I watched it happen, a smirk of amusement on my face - noting that my opinion of real world witches had risen back up a notch again.


  Sally was dazed, but didn’t seem to be otherwise worse for the wear. Thus, I didn’t see any reason to fight the compulsion to stroll back up to her and say, “Told ya so.”


  * * *


  Turns out that Christy wasn’t home anyway. This didn’t surprise me too much. I had considered it a long shot. If anything was going down tonight, chances are it would be in Manhattan. That was where my coven was headquartered. It was also where the assassins were hunting and all of last night’s shit had gone down. Thus, I wasn’t all too surprised to find us on a train heading back there. During most of the trip, I couldn’t help but notice that Sally kept reaching inside her purse to stroke the enormous handgun within, all the while chanting, “Fucking witches!” It was an effort, but I somehow kept myself from grinning the entire time.


  It turned out our timing was good. We had just gotten out of the subway, close to coven territory, when my cell phone rang. It was Ed.


  “I’ve got Decker’s home address for you.”


  “Good job,” I replied. Ed gave it to me. Decker had an apartment in a building on the Upper West Side. I knew the area: monthly rents higher than most mortgage payments, twenty-four hour door service, and mostly home to executives, high paid professionals, and other assorted yuppie scum. It didn’t surprise me in the least. I don’t care what kind of dark wizard he thought he was, at the end of the day he was just another asshole corporate suit that more or less contributed nothing to society other than making the lives of people like me more difficult.


  “You owe me,” Ed groused.


  “What happened?”


  “I have to take Barbara out to lunch sometime this week.”


  “Aw, but you make such a cute couple.”


  Ed grumbled something back that would have made me blush had I been a good, God-fearing family man.


  Sally, overhearing most of the conversation thanks to her vampire ears, said, “Tell him I’ll make it up to him.”


  “What was that?” Ed asked.


  “Sally said she’ll send flowers to your wedding,” I replied and hung up.


  “That was mean,” she commented. “As I said before, you’re obviously jealous.”


  “Nonsense,” I replied. “I just believe my roommates should stick to dating their own species.”


  “Oh. Then what about you and that girl you’re still pining for?”


  “That’s different.”


  “How so?”


  “What was that you were saying earlier...something about double standards?”


  * * *


  It turns out we didn’t need to go all the way uptown. That was good. Too much smarm there for my personal tastes anyway.


  We were walking toward another subway stop, passing through a section of midtown that was very familiar to me, when Sally suddenly sniffed the air and then stopped. “Gan’s close,” she said and pointed toward the various rooftops. “Up there somewhere.”


  I didn’t really need to look. I knew where we were. Despite my doctor’s note proclaiming my medical condition, I once more found myself back at work. Just great! Of all the places to have a potential showdown, it just had to be at the one where I could get reamed out for it by HR.


  “Any idea where she is specifically?” I asked, mostly knowing what the answer would be.


  “It’s not like using a GPS,” Sally complained. “I can sense that’s she’s close, which probably means she can sense us if she decides to try. If I had to guess, from what she did yesterday I’d say on top of one of these buildings.” Of course, saying something like that in the middle of Manhattan was the equivalent of tracking an animal through the forest when the only clue you had was that it was ‘near a tree’.


  “Okay, then let’s not worry about finding her. She’ll come to us.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I know where Decker is.”


  “How?” she asked.


  “Because we both work right over there,” I said, pointing across the street toward one of the buildings. “Welcome to my job, Sally. Please don’t do anything to get me fired.”


  She just laughed. “Are you kidding? You walk in with me on your arm, and they’ll probably give you a promotion.” Yep, that’s Sally. Humble as ever.


  “I guess we should go up. If Gan is here, that means Decker’s probably in his office. I know where that is.”


  “And what exactly are we going to do once we get there?”


  “No idea. Maybe steal some office supplies?” I caught a glare for that. “Sorry. The good thing is that at this time of night, the place is going to be nearly deserted. Come five-thirty, if you’re standing by the front doors you’re liable to get trampled. The only people who are gonna be there at this hour are workaholics...”


  “And wizards?”


  “Apparently.”


  “So again I ask, what’s the plan?”


  “Make it up as we go along and hope for the best?” I offered.


  “You must have been Napoleon in a former life to come up with that kind of strategy. Oh well, who wants to live forever?”


  “Actually, I wouldn’t mind it,” I replied.


  “You? Every minute that goes by without you getting dusted is utterly amazing to me.”


  * * *


  We took the stairs. Yeah it was a pretty hefty walk up, but we decided the elevators were too risky. On the off chance that Decker somehow knew we were coming, I didn’t want our bold plan to immediately end with “and they went plunging downward, screaming toward their deaths” before we even saw the guy. Fortunately, the stairs weren’t really an issue. Vampire stamina is pretty damn good, after all (despite whatever lies Gan might have said).


  “Once we get in, I’ll go to his office. I want you to walk around and see if you can get rid of any stragglers.”


  “Snapping their necks would be fastest.”


  “Not funny,” I replied. “Unless you come across Carl from the project management office...then it might be a little funny. Just use your feminine wiles. Chances are, most of the people still here are guys. Trust me when I say a little T&A would probably motivate them to fly down the stairs.”


  “Is that all I am to you, just a piece of meat?”


  “Not at all. Without you around, who else would I rely on to piss away the coven’s money?”


  “Flatterer,” she replied and then quieted down again as I pulled my employee ID from my wallet and let us in.


  Nothing and no one greeted us upon entering. I was correct about the ghost-town nature of the place at this time of night. I sent Sally off to the right to do as I had asked, and then I walked straight toward Executive Row, where I knew Decker’s office was. Part of my plan for Sally was to legitimately make sure there were no bystanders around. If the office turned into a battlefield, I didn’t want any non-combatants to worry about. The other part was a contingency in case Decker was waiting for us. If so, he wouldn’t get both myself and Sally with the first salvo. Not the best of plans. Then again, Decker hadn’t exactly shown himself to be a strategic genius either so far. Thus, I hoped our mutual ineptitudes would cancel each other out.


  I got to his office and heard voices coming from within. It seemed he wasn’t alone. It was possible that Christy was with him. Both of them had proven to have limited endurance in battle (although more than enough to take out a vamp), but if they were together that could definitely tip the odds in their favor.


  I put my ear to the door to listen.


  “...can’t put that out there. Yes Stefan, I know those are market rates, but I want some banners thrown in with that print ad.”


  Jesus Christ! All of that buildup in my mind, and the fucker was just on a conference call. Screw that! I opened his door, walked in, and plopped myself into one of the empty seats in front of his desk.


  The party on the other line kept blathering on about print quality issues. Decker, on the other hand, just stared at me, obvious surprise on his face. Finally, never taking his eyes off me, he said, “Sorry, Stefan. I’ll need to call you back tomorrow. The CEO just buzzed me on the other line, have to take it.” He reached over and disconnected the call.


  “Hey, Harry,” I said casually. “Burning the old midnight oil?”


  “Someone here has to get the job done,” he replied with a guarded tone.


  “Judging from last night, that obviously isn’t you.”


  “Seems to be a lot of that going on,” he drolled. “I’m surprised to see you. Those fellows who interrupted our chat looked a little out of your league.”


  “Nothing I couldn’t handle,” I lied.


  “Let me guess: you ran like a little girl?”


  “A lot of that going around, too,” I shot back


  “I suppose you’re here to finish what we started. If so, you should know I’m not prepared for battle. It would be cold-blooded murder.”


  “What’s a little murder amongst friends?” I quipped. “But sadly, no. You’re not gonna believe this. Shit, I don’t believe it. But for the second time in as many days, I’m actually trying to save your life.”


  He started to open his mouth to respond and, of course, that’s when his office window exploded.


   


  A View to Die For


  The shattering glass muffled the soft *THFFT* noise that accompanied the shot, but it was audible to my enhanced undead hearing. Even had it not been, I probably would have still noticed the arrow sticking out of my shoulder. Even had I been too preoccupied to notice the arrow, I would have definitely noticed the silver arrowhead which was even now causing sparks to shoot from the wound in my arm. Goddamned assassins! Oh yeah, and also, “HOLY FUCKING SHIT!”


  I was knocked backwards off the chair by the force of the impact. I was luckier than I had any reason to be. The windows on office buildings are pretty damn tough compared to your normal pane of house glass. I was betting the assassins hadn’t known that when they shot at me. The glass had still given way against the projectile, but the course had been altered just enough so that Harry Decker wasn’t sitting there having a meaningful conversation with a pile of ash.


  After the initial flurry of glass shards washed over him, Decker dove over the desk and crouched down beneath, using it as cover. He wasn’t entirely stupid. He had killed one of Nergui’s buddies. He wasn’t their prime target, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out that they probably wouldn’t bat an eye over turning him into collateral damage.


  “You led them here, vampire!” he hissed at me while I was busy writhing in excruciating pain.


  I gritted my teeth and replied, “Yeah, but you’re the one who pissed them off.” I grabbed the arrow and finally tore it free from my smoldering shoulder. If you’re thinking that doing so probably hurt enough to make me wish I hadn’t been born, you’re correct. Hell, it hurt enough to make me wish that my parents hadn’t been born. No wonder, the fucking thing was barbed. I now had a large, blood-spouting hole gouged into my shoulder that wouldn’t be healing shut anytime soon. Oh yeah, this was going well.


  I was busy trying to get my feet under me - and not cry like a little baby while doing so - when I heard another window shatter. This one was followed by what can best be described as cannon fire...Sally! Oh boy, no way was I not getting a pink-slip after this one.


  But probably best to worry about unemployment later, like maybe when I wasn’t in danger of becoming someone’s hunting trophy. I took advantage of Sally’s cover fire to crawl back into the main office. There was bound to be less chance of arrow-related incidents in there.


  Despite my better judgment, I gestured for Decker to follow. He did, and together we ran to put at least one wall between us and that side of the building.


  “Truce for now?” he suggested.


  “Is there any chance of you pulling a Dr. Evil and stabbing me in the back?”


  “I leave open the possibility,” he replied. Hey, at least he was honest about it.


  “Fair enough,” I answered. “I don’t suppose your protégé is around to provide us with any backup?”


  “She has a cooking class tonight.”


  “Let me guess. Double double, toil and trouble?”


  “French cuisine, actually.”


  I was going to respond with something appropriately pithy, but the whole loss of blood thing was starting to make me a bit light-headed. Fortunately, Sally saved me from my embarrassing lack of one-liners.


  “We need to go. They’re coming.” As if in affirmation to her statement, there was the sound of more glass shattering. Sounded like maybe a floor or two below us.


  “Jeez. What did they do, jump across?” I asked.


  “Duh! It’s faster than the elevator,” she replied. “They’ll be here any minute. I suggest we get going.” She noticed my shoulder. “Can you run?”


  “As long as I don’t try any handstands.”


  “I have a better idea,” Decker said. “Why don’t you two provide a distraction to cover my escape?”


  Before either of us could respond, there was a flash of light that sent me and Sally flying.


  Oh well, he did warn me.


  * * *


  Sally was kind enough to break my fall with her...soft parts. Just in case you were curious, yes they are real, and they feel wonderful. What felt less wonderful was when she rudely shoved me off, but guess I can’t fault her for that.


  “Were we really both stupid enough to turn our backs on him?” she growled as she got to her feet.


  “Yes. But at least we did it as a team,” I said, being a glass-is-half-full kind of guy.


  “Maybe we should just let Nergui finish us off,” she commented.


  “The hell with that! If I’m going down, I’m taking Lord fucking Voldemort with me.” I got to my feet and started for the stairwell. “Time to put on our wizard-stomping boots.”


  “Up?”


  “I’m pretty sure Harry didn’t suddenly grow a pair and go down to meet them head on, so yes. Up it is. At least we can die with a good view.”


  “Speak for yourself. All I have is you to look at,” she replied, opening the exit door and starting up.


  Decker’s footsteps could be heard above us. There weren’t too many floors left in the building, so that meant he was probably headed for the roof. From below us, we could hear muffled Chinese voices coming up quickly. We were definitely the meat in this asshole sandwich.


  “Give me the gun, Sally,” I said. “Just do it, don’t argue!” She paused for just a second, but then handed it to me. My shoulder hurt like a motherfucker, and blood was still pouring out of it, but at least I still had two hands with which to line up and take a shot. Sure, I had never fired a real gun before in my life, but I used to play a lot of Duck Hunt on my old NES. How much harder could it be?


  “Go and catch Decker. I’ll try to slow down Nergui and Bang,” I told her.


  “The safety’s still on, genius,” she said with an eye-roll and then did as she was told. Yeah well, I’m sure I’d have figured that one out sooner or later.


  She went after Mr. Wizard while I backed up to the next landing and stood my ground. I braced my feet and held the hand-cannon out ahead of me. Yeah, I felt like Dirty Harry. “Do you feel lucky, punk?” slipped out of my lips, along with my best mean sneer.


  And that’s when I saw something shiny come flying up the stairs, then turn and head right toward me. Fuck! Nobody told me they had goddamn boomerangs. It managed to slice my outer thigh before I could dive out of the way. It embedded itself into the wall. Some sort of curved throwing blade which was, of course, also made of silver. Christ, how much precious metal did these guys have? It must have taken them forever to get through customs. These guys weren’t just assassins. They were pimps, too.


  But that’s okay...well, except for the new gash on my leg...I had some silver of my own. I stepped back into the stairwell and fired a warning shot down at them. No idea if it hit anything or not as the kickback from the gun caused it to slam up right into my face, knocking me on my ass.


  As the stun of it wore off and the ringing in my ears subsided, I tried to get back up. Damn, think I chipped a tooth. I don’t recall seeing that one happen in Sudden Impact.


  Fine, Wild Bill Hickok I was not. Time for a new plan. I decided to make my stand with Sally after all. It couldn’t get much worse than this, I thought, retreating up the stairs after her.


  * * *


  I was, of course, wrong. I reached the top floor and was about to open the roof access door when it came blasting off its hinges straight into me. It crushed me like a bug against the opposing wall. The breath was forced out of me, and I was pretty sure I heard a few ribs crack in the process. This was definitely not going according to any plan. I had been beaten up, bloodied, and still hadn’t gotten off much offense of my own. As soon as the world stopped spinning, I was going to be mighty pissed.


  The door gave a groan as I pushed it off me. Wait, doors don’t groan. I lifted the broken door and saw the reason why. I chucked it down the stairs (no reason to make Nergui’s mission any easier) and bent down to check on Sally. She was a mess. I had caught the ass end of the force blast, but she had gotten the main course. Her arms were skewed at multiple crazy angles, and judging by the way she was bent over, I’d have guessed her spine might possibly be broken as well. She looked like a dump truck had run her over and then backed up to do it again; however, if she was making noise, then she was still alive. I wasn’t about to let anyone change that, especially not a backstabbing prick like Decker.


  I could feel that rage welling up inside of me again. No! Now was not the time. Who knows what would happen by the time I woke up again, if I woke up again? Sure, things always seemed to work out for Bruce Banner, but I had a sneaking suspicion any alter-ego my subconscious tried to conjure would be somewhat less than trustworthy. I took a few deep breaths and tried to keep a level head, but it was hard going.


  Fortunately for me, though, distractions were plentiful.


  I was snapped back to reality as I heard the door I had tossed down the stairs being shoved aside. A split second later, another of those Mongolian batarangs came flying up the stairs at me. Down was definitely not an option.


  The blade went wide and struck the door frame instead of something more fragile...like myself. Thinking quickly, I wrenched it free (cutting my fingers in the process...oh joy!). I probably couldn’t throw a knife any better than I could shoot, but it gave me more of an arsenal than I had before.


  “Sorry, Sally,” I whispered, picking her up and tossing her over my good shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Hopefully it wouldn’t mess her up much worse than she already was. Besides, leaving her for Nergui to find just wasn’t an option. I wasn’t in particularly good shape myself, but I didn’t think I had far to go. I just hoped I had enough in me for a quick burst of speed.


  I waited.


  And, as expected, I didn’t have to wait for long. Nergui’s voice floated up to me from just one flight below. “It is over, Freewill. Make your death an honorable one.”


  Honor this, fucker, I thought in return. Okay, time to make or break. “Catch me if you can, assholes!” I screamed with insane glee, bursting through the doorway onto the rooftop at the fastest speed I could manage.


  * * *


  I didn’t go straight. I’m not that stupid. Instead, upon stepping out and making a target of myself, I did a little razzle-dazzle and jumped to the left, toward some large air conditioning units. The blast came a split second later. I could feel the air displace as it roared across the roof and toward the doorway just as Nergui and Bang stepped through.


  I’ll give credit where credit is due: those vamps were fast motherfuckers...just not fast enough. They attempted to sidestep the blast and both wound up being only partially successful at it. Nergui was caught fairly full on. He slammed into the right side of the door frame and then was blasted straight through it. A similar blast a few moments ago had nearly turned Sally into a puddle of vampire-colored paint; however, Nergui had three extra centuries of badassery on his side. I imagined he’d probably tumble down a few flights of stairs and then be right up in my shit all over again.


  Bang had caught the periphery of the blast as he tried to leap in my direction. It had sent him spinning out of control, causing him to bounce off the rooftop a couple times before skidding to a halt against an antenna array, bending it in the process. *sigh* It’s not like cell service doesn’t already suck enough in the city as it is. Next time you’re in midtown and you can’t get five bars, I guess you can blame me.


  Still hidden behind the A/C unit, I put Sally down on the rooftop. It would provide her some cover, and if not, I hoped that the various combatants would show at least a little chivalry to the downed lady. Unfortunately, if I just stayed where I was, standing over her like a protective mother bear guarding its cubs, I’d be easy pickings. At best, I needed to take out a few of my many enemies. At the very least, I needed to be a distraction for her.


  I peeked around the corner and saw Decker at the far edge of the roof. He was down on one knee, breathing hard. Much like the night before, the expenditure of power had temporarily drained his batteries.


  “I thought you said you weren’t in any condition to fight!” I yelled at him, still from behind my cover. No use tempting fate in case he had another shot left in him.


  “I lied,” he panted in return - an asshole to the very end. The question was; should I pick him off or try to take out one of the Khan’s lackeys? At the time being they seemed the far greater of the...hell, I had lost count of all the evils by that point.


  I stuffed Sally’s gun in the waistband of my pants. No point in shooting wildly, as I was pretty sure I couldn’t hit the sky if I aimed at it. A small part of me was sure it would go off and blow away my balls, along with a good chunk of my lower body, but fate actually surprised me for once and left me intact, or as intact as I was. Fucking silver weapons. If it weren’t for them, I’d have been all healed up by now and ready for round two; instead, I had a gimpy arm, a bleeding leg, and a chest cavity that felt like a sumo wrestler was sitting on it every time I tried to breathe.


  I hefted the silvered knife. I could probably throw it no better than I could shoot, but in close quarters I wouldn’t need to. I turned left and charged toward where Bang was just now getting to his feet. He had gotten the wind knocked out of him by Decker’s Power Word: Fuck You spell. He reached his feet, and I almost instinctively skidded to a halt. The guy was seriously messed up, and from the look of things, not by any magic hex. Everything was starting to scar over thanks to his quick healing, but the damage was still quite evident. He was missing his right eye and had a good gouge taking out of that side of his face. There were likewise deep tears and scratches across every part of his torso that I could see. Though apparently functional, one of his arms had an odd cant to it, as if it were missing a sizable chunk from the bicep. In short, Bang was pretty banged up.


  I remembered back to the night before, right before blacking out. Had I caused that damage to him? As Decker and Christy had been long gone by then, it seemed the only logical answer. Unless, that is, Nergui had decided to take out his frustrations at my escape on his friend. Fucked up culture or not, though, that didn’t seem to make much sense. In the movies, the bad guys are always shooting their incompetent lackeys, but in real life you don’t snuff the hired help, at least not until the job is done.


  Bang saw me coming and attempted to strike a defensive pose, but it was too late. I flung myself at him and slammed into his midsection. He went down with me on top, and we skidded across the roof a good ten feet before coming to a stop.


  “Having a good time in the city!?” I yelled, slamming my left fist into his jaw. “Here’s a little souvenir for you!” I raised the knife and brought it down toward his chest. It was just about then that the rational voices in my head spoke up and reminded me that I had absolutely no idea what I was doing. They always like to do that during times like these. Well okay, I haven’t exactly had too many times like this. Tussling with a centuries old assassin wasn’t exactly a normal thing, even in my life. Oh well, another thing to add to my resume.


  Bang had other ideas, though. Despite his injuries, he still managed to catch me by the wrist before I could do more than prick his skin with the blade. I put my other hand on top and started bearing down. Vampiric strength is a badass thing; however, it doesn’t mean much if the person you’re fighting has it, too, except multiplied by several times. I couldn’t budge him. In fact, the fucker had the nerve to start smiling at me. He said something glib sounding in that gibberish Chinese of his. I didn’t need to understand him to know I had just been burned.


  “Oh yeah? Your boss is James T. Kirk’s bitch!” I lamely spat back. If he had spoken English...and had a working knowledge of the dorkier aspects of American pop culture...it would have been pretty damn insulting, believe me.


  I heard noises behind me. I turned my head to check and saw that Nergui had once again emerged onto the rooftop. Decker had regained his feet as well and appeared to be steeling himself for another salvo of spells. Good, they were keeping each other occupied for the moment. I was just about to turn back to Bang when movement caught my eye. It was Sally. She was actually trying...and mostly failing...to get back to her feet. Fucking crazy bitch.


  “STAY D...” I started to yell, right before doing the opposite myself. I had stupidly allowed myself to be distracted against a vampire who, unlike me, knew what he was doing. He had gotten his other arm free, and with the added leverage, literally threw me off him. I really needed to enlist in the Army or sign myself up again for self-defense classes. Spending all of eternity being on the receiving end of shit like this did not sound like fun to me.


  Oh, and in case you’re wondering, being thrown through the air isn’t a particularly fun thing either. It is considerably less amusing when it involves a rooftop that happens to be a couple hundred feet above street level. A birds-eye view of what was waiting for you, one short trip at terminal velocity later, would be enough to give anyone a slight case of vertigo. A vampire with a fear of heights would almost be chuckle worthy if I weren’t the one it was happening to.


  I was almost about to count my lucky stars (and believe me, it wouldn’t have been a particularly high count) that Bang’s throw was going to leave me a few feet short of the edge, when I realized I had failed to take into account the bounce factor. Ah yes, momentum. Kind of wished I hadn’t blown off so many physics classes back in college; otherwise, I might have remembered the whole bodies in motion tend to stay in motion thing. Not that it would have done me much good. Knowledge of the laws of physics doesn’t necessarily mean an ability to break them...at least outside of The Matrix (which I was pretty sure I wasn’t in, given the utter lack of leather-clad chicks named Trinity coming to my aid).


  I slammed down and tumbled toward the edge. The knife flew from my grip, and a barely intelligible, but highly audible, “OH SHIT!” escaped from my lips. I didn’t know if a drop from this height would kill me, but it was a fair certainty that it would mess up my day in more ways than one.


  There was only one chance. As my legs slid out over the edge, I slammed my fingers down into the rooftop as hard as my vampire strength would allow and tried to dig in. Some days, I curse having been turned into a vampire; that exact moment was not one of those times. I managed to sink them in just enough to stop myself before the bulk of my weight carried me over. I was going to be picking roofing tar out from beneath my fingernails for a month, but considering the alternative, I’d be happy to do it.


  Unfortunately for me, the alternative was very much still a possibility. I had just barely stopped myself from going over when I looked up to see Bang standing over me. That same asshole smile was still on his face as he reared back to punt my head off.


  * * *


  At the speed of thought, dull anger flooded through me. I had been there before, or at least one of my old Dungeons and Dragons characters had. It had been a difficult campaign, fighting our way through the Accursed Pass of the Blood Mountains. Following a particularly nasty encounter with a pack of Hill Giants, my character was left with a broken leg. In game terms, this meant that the DM saddled me with a bunch of bullshit negative modifiers to all of my scores, including speed. Afterwards, while climbing a cliff face toward our final destination, my character’s injuries had slowed the party down enough so that we lost the element of surprise. The others were pissed at me. Thus, when my ranger finally reached the top of the cliff and was pulling himself up, my friend, Mike, walked his barbarian over to me and said, “Sorry, but you’ve become a burden,” right before kicking me in the face, sending my character plummeting to his death. Bunch of assholes! They all had a good laugh about it and even stopped on the return trip to loot my corpse. It was one of those indignities that one did not so easily forget.


  No fucking way was I letting some shithead named Bang do the same thing to me again. He’d have to find some other sucker to loot a +3 flaming sword from...or something like that, anyway.


  As his foot came straight at my head, I let go of my precarious grip on the rooftop and grabbed his leg with both hands. His foot still slammed into my face, but my mouth, or more precisely my fangs, was waiting for it.


  I bit into the soft leather of his boot. My teeth had no problem going through the material to the flesh inside. Just for the record, at no point did it taste particularly good. I chomped down on his toes and hung on for dear life. Bang started screaming and tried to back up. It was enough for one of my legs to lift over the edge and find purchase to push myself up with.


  Bang lost his balance and fell on his back, but it also freed his other leg to kick out at me. He managed to score a glancing blow, but it was enough to make me let go. Rather than risk a repeat performance, I instead rolled out of his range.


  He howled while cradling his injured foot. It gave me enough time to get back to my feet. We locked eyes as I did so. The smile was gone from his face, but it was spreading on mine. I complemented the gesture by spitting out two of his toes toward him. It’s not like I was planning on swallowing them anyway. Sadly, it was mostly a psych-out maneuver. I had gotten a little of his blood from the ordeal, but it was barely enough for a quick recharge to even my normal levels. I was still way out of my league here. On the upside, though, Bang wouldn’t be competing on Dancing with the Stars anytime soon.


  Or maybe I spoke too soon. He did a quick kip-up and was suddenly on his feet again. A few missing toes wasn’t exactly a mortal wound for someone like him. Even worse, he then drew one of those silver daggers he and his buddies seemed to favor. Guess he got a lot of bang for his buck out of those (I kill me). The grin was still gone from his face, but the look that was there made me wish that it wasn’t. This time, he meant to finish the job.


   


  What’s a Little Murder Amongst Friends


  I knew the stare down was a ruse. I had seen how fast vampires could move. Any second, Bang would be on me quicker than I could blink my eyes. His power, speed, and experience eclipsed mine by many times over, and he was more than aware of it. However, he still hesitated. I had given him more of a fight than he had expected so far, and apparently gave him a lot more than he bargained for the previous night. That was it! I was an X-factor as far as he was concerned. He wasn’t entirely sure what I could do and was thus playing things a bit more cautiously than he might otherwise. Maybe I could use that.


  I tried my best to keep a grin on my face. Best to let him think I wasn’t afraid of him. I was, though, and he could probably see it my eyes...thus I put on the ol’ vamp face. I extended my fangs and claws, then I blackened my eyes (I was starting to get pretty good at this). Bang actually took a small step back. All vampires can do that stuff. It was pretty par for the course. However, something allowed me to take it further. I was the Freewill of vampire legend, after all. Too bad I had absolutely no fucking idea what that meant or how to control it. That moment of extreme anger I’d felt earlier had passed. In its place was weariness from my wounds and a slight desire to piss myself out of the fear of getting my head lopped off; in other words, I had nothing.


  *CLANG* or maybe not. I apparently still had one crazy ass bitch of a guardian angel. A metal grate flew out of nowhere, slamming into the back of Bang’s head. Sally! I turned my head, and sure enough it had been her. Somehow she was still in the game, although just barely. The effort appeared to be all that she had in her. She attempted to give me a thumbs-up with her still very disjointed arms, but instead just fell back down. Still, if she could mount an offense in her fucked-up state, I wasn’t about to let it go to waste.


  I closed in and swung my claws. They sliced a nasty-looking furrow across Bang’s chest. I repeated the action with my other hand, and he let out a grunt of pain. I needed to keep it up. If I tore into him enough, even he would go down...probably. I reared back to do it again, maybe a nice slice out of his throat would give him something to think about.


  But then I just stopped. I didn’t mean to stop. I had every intention of following through on my attack, but my body stopped responding the way I wanted it to. It was curious, but the spreading heat in my midsection gave me my first clue. I looked down to see Bang’s dagger several inches deep in my stomach. Yeah, that would do it.


  Before I could come up with a suitably clever response to being gutted, Bang backhanded me, and I went tumbling away, my blood spraying out in an arch as the knife pulled free. I finally came to a stop face-down on the rooftop. Considering the sizable hole in my stomach, it was not the most comfortable of positions to be in. It was made even less fun due to the butt of the desert eagle digging in dangerously close to where some of my insides were trying to make their way out. Wait a second...I still had the gun! I was a suck shot, but it was better than nothing.


  Unfortunately, I shouldn’t have been worrying about my front, my back, or even the shooting lessons I needed to take. I should have been more worried about my head. I felt rough fingers grab a handful of my hair and jerk me upright to my knees. The hand forced my chin up so that I got a pretty good look at the sky. It was partly cloudy, probably low chance of rain. Sadly, there was high chance of my death. I saw the same dagger that had just been used to fillet me, enter into my view. Bang was slowly lowering it to my throat when a shrill shriek pierced the air.


  * * *


  I had heard a similar scream the night before. It was an almost animalistic battle cry in a high pitch that only a feral cat or a pre-teen girl could manage. Gan! About time she decided to join this party. Pity it was probably too late to do me any good. Oh well, I had been meaning to lose a few pounds one of these days anyway. This was one way to ensure I stopped procrastinating about it. Besides, throughout my life I had suffered from a poor body image, so maybe I wouldn’t miss it all that much anyway.


  I didn’t feel the blade biting into me, though. The hand holding the knife was hesitating. I craned my eyes up as far as they would go, and I could just barely make out Bang’s head. It was turned toward the direction of the scream. He hadn’t been expecting Gan.


  No time to waste! I fumbled with my right hand for the gun, but my grip was slippery with blood. The first time I tried to pull it out, I rammed it straight into my wound instead. FUCK! Talk about a wake-up call! I needed to remember in the future not to bring cold steel into contact with my intestinal tract.


  On the second try, I got the weapon free. Without thinking, I lifted it up and pointed it back over my shoulder to where I thought Bang was standing. I pulled the trigger (Bang, meet a bigger *bang*), and for a second there thought I had blown my own head off, so loud was the explosion. Now I know why people wear ear plugs when they go shooting. The kickback from the gun tore it from my fingers (and almost dislocated my shoulder). It went clattering away, still smoking from the shot I had made - not that I could hear the clattering. In fact, it was probably going to be a while before I could hear anything.


  I flopped down again face-first onto the roof, the wound in my stomach again sending fresh waves of pain through me. Wait! I was free. Bang had let me go. Guess the shot had surprised him. Hey, maybe I even managed to wing him. I rolled over onto my back to check and saw him standing there above me, knife still in hand, but minus most of his head.


  Whoa. Hope there weren’t any low flying aircraft passing overhead when I pulled the trigger, was all I had time to think before his body burst into flame and a shower of Bang dust fell upon me. Ewww, some of him got into my mouth. I was going to be investing heavily in Listerine after this one.


  Still, dental hygiene was a concern for later. At that moment, I needed to concentrate on not dying from my injuries. I tried to stand, doubled over in pain for a few moments, and then managed to right myself. I put my hand over my stomach to try and staunch the blood flow. It was still going pretty good, although most of my other injuries had at least slowed to a minor drip.


  I looked around. Still no sign of Gan. Wait! There was a small blur on the rooftop next over. It was moving fast, but I caught a glimpse of a flower pattern. There was no mistaking one of the overpriced dresses Sally had purchased the other day. If she hadn’t been moving like the wind and screeching like a banshee, she might have looked cute in it...for an ancient little hell-beast, that is.


  Gan reached the edge of the roof, maybe some five floors lower than the one we were on, and kept going. She leapt the distance between the two and then fell out of my sight. What the hell? I lurched over to the edge and looked down. Wow, she was actually scaling the side of the building, using her claws to gain purchase, and moving pretty damn fast at it, too. She’d be up at our level within the space of moments. Good, I could use a little backup...even if I had to promise to marry her to get it.


  Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure I had a few moments. A muffled sound caught my attention, and I turned around to check it out. I saw Decker down on the ground, the hilt of one of Nergui’s daggers sticking out of his leg. He was rolling around, screaming (I think, my hearing still wasn’t quite back to full yet), and more or less being pretty obvious about the fact that he was out of the fight. Oh crap. Where the hell did that gun fly off to?


  Nergui said something to the downed Decker, which I didn’t quite catch. He then turned and looked in my direction. A look of surprise crossed his face, as he no doubt noticed the fine dusting of Bang coating the area. He closed his eyes for a moment, appeared to mouth something, and then he opened them, meeting my gaze. He gave a respectful nod and started to walk slowly in my direction. He appeared to have taken a pretty good pounding from Decker and was noticeably limping; however, he didn’t seem to be in any great hurry either. No wonder. I didn’t really have too many places left to run.


  Still, there was no point in making it easy on the guy. I held onto my still bleeding stomach and hobbled over to where Sally was. She had again somehow managed to make it to her feet. She nodded as I approached and started to say something, but I gave her a shove, which put her back down where she had been.


  I leaned in and said in a low but firm voice, “Stay down and out of the way. He’s after me. The moment you have an opening, you get to the stairwell and get the hell out of here. For once, do as I say, please!”


  She looked as if she were about to mouth off, but then she averted her gaze and gave me a single nod of her head. I was half-amazed. Personally, I had given her about a ninety-five percent chance of telling me to go fuck myself. Maybe I should play the lottery when this is all over.


  That would have to wait, though. For right then, I had a game of Russian roulette to finish...or was that Mongolian roulette? Whatever the case, in this version of the game five of the chambers held bullets and only one kept me from losing my head. Oh well, in the words of Han Solo, “Never tell me the odds.”


  Sally stayed down and scuttled out of sight. As for me, I ran - or at least tried to. If Nergui wanted me, he’d have to catch me first. Fuck that whole stand there and take it like a man crap. I’m more of a he who fights and runs away guy anyway. Unfortunately, the running part may have been a bit of a stretch. It was more like a gimp trot. Sorry, but I’d like to see anyone take a pig-sticker to the gut and then try running the Boston Marathon.


  Fortunately, most rooftops of office buildings aren’t the wide open expanses you might expect. There were plenty of obstacles, my plan being to keep them between myself and Nergui for as long as it took Sally to get out of there. Nergui, no dummy, saw what I was trying to do and put a little more oomph into his limp.


  “Do you really wish to die this way?” he called to me. Hey, I could hear again. Good to know my vampire healing wasn’t entirely on the fritz today.


  “Actually, I’m trying to avoid dying this way.”


  “You only delay your fate by seconds,” he said, coming around an air vent I had just moved behind.


  “That’s a few more moments to figure out how to kick your ass,” I replied without much conviction. As it were, I wasn’t exactly breaking the four-minute mile, and I could already feel myself starting to slow down. Too much blood loss was starting to take its toll. Another few minutes, and I’d be done for; however, even those few extra minutes were denied me.


  * * *


  Something heavy thudded into my leg. In my current condition, it was more than enough to trip me up. Down I went. I looked around for what had hit me and saw Nergui’s dagger. However, it hadn’t come from Nergui. If it had, it would have buried itself six inches into the back of my neck. No, this was a sloppy throw. What had hit me was the hilt, not the blade. I looked to my right. Fuck! In my insistence to run away from Nergui, I didn’t notice my path had taken me close to Decker. He was still on the ground, one hand over where Nergui’s knife had been just a few moments ago. He gave me a smile and flipped me the bird with his free hand. What a dick! Unfortunately for him, though, I wasn’t the only one who had seen what happened.


  I turned my head and saw that Gan had finally made it onto the rooftop. She screamed something in her native tongue. No idea what it was, but it sounded decisively unfriendly. She looked between myself and Decker, then launched herself in his direction. It wasn’t quite the assist I had been hoping for. I guess she was still a little pissed from him barbecuing her the night before. That tended to cloud a person’s judgment.


  Unfortunately, I didn’t see what happened next, as rough hands grabbed me by the back of my shirt and hauled me to my feet. “For kidnapping the princess, you must die. But I give you the honor of dying like a man, Freewill,” said Nergui’s voice in my ear.


  “Wait! Kidnapping? I...” I didn’t get a chance to finish as I was flung face-first into the side of one of the large, steel...yeah, definitely steel, ouch!...A/C units I had been previously using for cover.


  *CRUNCH!* Oh well, I thought woozily, slumping to the ground, It’s not like I was all that pretty to begin with. Time for a good, long nap? Yeah, that sounded dandy. Sadly, I was again rudely hauled back to my feet.


  “Nap time over already?” I muttered. I managed to crack my eyes open to see Nergui’s face looking back at me. Unlike Bang, there was no grin or snide Chinese comment. He didn’t look particularly happy about this at all. It was just business for him. I could almost respect that, if his business hadn’t involved bringing my head back to the Khan as a trophy.


  “Your...” Before he could finish that thought, I was dropped back down again. I was starting to dislike the feeling of the rooftop against my bruised and battered body.


  Hold on, what just happened? I shook my head to clear it. It helped, a little at least. When I looked up, I saw that Nergui was busy trying to dislodge something from his back...that something being Sally: stump, broken bones, and all. That bitch! Guess she decided that I could take my orders and shove it after all. On the other hand, maybe I shouldn’t be too hard on her, as she had done more to save my ass in the past ten minutes than I really deserved. If we lived through this, she could keep the black Amex. She had earned it.


  She hung on with all she had, but it wasn’t enough. Nergui grabbed her arms and started to pry her off. That was when Sally crossed the line from crazy to batshit fucking insane. Before he could completely shake her off, she raised her head, extended her fangs, and bit down into the side of his neck. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. She had told me what would happen if a normal (as in: not me) vampire did something like that, and yet she was still doing it...to save me.


  Blood immediately started spurting from his neck, and still she bit down harder. The look on Nergui’s face was a combination of shock and pain. He couldn’t believe what she was doing either. I used the moment to pull myself back to my feet. If she could take enough blood out of him, he could potentially weaken to the point where he might be beatable...emphasis on might.


  * * *


  As I got to my feet, I saw flashes of light from the corner of my eye. At first, I thought it might have just been me, seeing as I was on the verge of passing out and all. Then I realized that it must have been Decker. He was putting up a fight against Gan, but there definitely didn’t seem to be as much behind it as there had been earlier. Too bad, so sad for him. I’d be sure to send flowers to his funeral or maybe just piss on his grave, depending on which mood struck me at the time.


  My immediate priority, though, was still Nergui and the Sally-shaped growth that was still digging at his neck. She was definitely taking a toll on him. That was Sally, alright. She could drain the will to live from any man, one way or the other. Nergui wasn’t quite out of it yet, but he wasn’t moving quite as spryly as he had been. Unfortunately, that was when Sally stopped.


  She raised her head from his neck and looked at me. She gave me a sheepish smile and then projectile vomited a large gout of blood. If you’ve seen The Exorcist, you have a good idea of how this went. Gross is definitely one word for it. Unfortunately for her, it didn’t end there. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and suddenly she fell from Nergui’s back. She landed on the ground and started violently convulsing, more blood spraying from her mouth. I wished I could do something to help her, but there was nothing I could think of. No, that wasn’t right. I could make sure she hadn’t taken on this kind of suffering in vain. I could finish off Nergui and end this...for her.


  Nergui was still too stunned from Sally’s attack to notice me again. He was holding his hands to his neck, trying to staunch the massive flow of blood. It gave me a chance.


  I didn’t have a lot left, but I summoned what I could. I rushed forward, and just as his eyes were again turning toward me, I nailed him with a double-fisted upper cut. It was a clean, solid hit, and Nergui went flying. If luck was with me, the fucker would have a nice dislocated jaw to show for it.


  It wasn’t.


  He flew a good fifteen feet through the air and landed in a heap...right next to the knife that Decker had thrown at me just moments earlier. You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!


  Nergui’s hand closed on the hilt. He slowly rolled to his feet as I looked for cover against what I knew was coming. Unfortunately, I was spent. Whatever I had summoned for that hit had truly been all that I had left to give. My body felt like it was encased in Jell-O...and not in a good ‘wrestling with topless chicks’ kind of way either.


  The next few seconds were like a slow motion scene from a movie. Several things happened at once, and it was like time slowed down for a heartbeat or two to let it all unfold. I heard Gan’s voice scream out, “BILL!” as Nergui steadied himself. I turned my head and saw her toss Decker to the side like a piece of garbage. I glanced back to find that Nergui had flipped the knife so that the blade was in his hand. He started to pull his arm back. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a tiny flower patterned blur moving almost faster than I would have thought possible. Nergui’s arm snapped forward, and I saw the blade leave his hand. His aim was true. I saw where it was headed, but for some reason my body refused to respond with much more than a few twitches in the direction I was trying to will it toward. Stupid body!


  Then, just like that, time suddenly snapped back to its normal speed. The blade closed in on my heart just as that flowery blur leapt in front of me. There was a dull thud, and then Gan’s tiny body slammed into me with more than enough force to take me off my feet. I went down, and she landed on top of me.


  “Princess! No!” I heard Nergui’s voice scream right before he trailed back off into his native language. Whatever he was saying sounded frantic, but I could no more understand it than if he had been trying to communicate in clicks and whistles.


  “Thanks for the save, Gan. Now get off me,” I said in a weak voice. She didn’t move. That’s when I finally understood what had happened.


  I gently rolled her off me and managed to get to a sitting position. What I saw confirmed my fears: the silver blade was stuck up to its hilt in Gan’s chest. She wasn’t moving.


  “Why!?” yelled Nergui. He ran to her other side and dropped to his knees. “Why would she do that?”


  “Oh, Gan,” I exhaled, gently stroking her cheek. “What have you done?”


  Nergui slapped my hand away. “Do not touch her, kidnapper!”


  “Are you fucking for real!?” I snapped back with more strength than I thought I had left. “Does it look like I kidnapped her? Would she take a knife for me if I had kidnapped her!?”


  “But my master said...”


  “Your master was wrong! Think about it. Gan came here after me. I didn’t ask her to.”


  “But why? She had everything...” he said, anguish in his voice.


  “Apparently not,” I replied, and then decided it was best to sugar coat the next part and leave my opinions out of it. “Gan got it in her mind that she wanted me as her mate.” He gave me a dubious look in return. “Yeah, I thought it was weird, too...err, I mean she came all this way, and I’m obviously not worthy of her.”


  He was silent for a moment as this sank in. Finally, he appeared to come to a decision as he looked me in the eye. “I...I am...” he seemed to struggle with the word, “sorry, Freewill. Had I known, I would have acted...different.”


  “Even though the Khan ordered otherwise?” I asked, not bothering to cover the doubt in my voice.


  “The Khan is wise, but he does not know all.”


  I was tempted to point out that, from what Gan had told me, the Khan knew all about this part. It was beginning to become obvious that he put out the hit on me in a fit of asshole anger. But then again, I also didn’t see the point in mentioning such to Nergui, as it was doubtful it would help the situation any.


  “I had pledged to bring back your head to him,” he continued with downcast eyes. “However, because of my foolishness, I shall only be returning with the body of his daughter and my worthless life as penance.”


  There was a moment of silence that passed between us as this started to sink in. But then my subconscious decided to speak up again, as it often did. For once, it actually had something useful to say.


  “Body?” I suddenly spoke up as the thought hit me. He raised his eyebrows at that. “Nergui, why do we still even have a body? Shouldn’t she be ash by now?”


  His eyes widened in surprise. We both looked at Gan, and then back at each other. Then we smelled it...the silver! Smoke had started wafting from the wound in her chest. Jesus Christ, we were a pack of idiots!


  “Pull it out!” I yelled, but Nergui was way ahead of me. He grabbed the blade of the knife and yanked it from Gan’s body. There was a spurt of sparks, followed by a spray of blood, and then, just barely audible, the barest of gasps from her mouth. She was still with us.


  It should have been obvious, had we not been morons. If you kill a vampire, you get dust, end of story; anything less meant the deed wasn’t done. Nergui’s aim hadn’t been quite as good as I had thought. He had somehow just barely missed her heart. Sally’s attack had done its job after all.


  “How do we help her?” I asked, not really knowing much outside of maybe hoping she healed from the wound. Sadly, the silvered blade meant that her recovery would be slowed down considerably.


  Again, though, Nergui was more prepared than I. He reached to his side and unclipped what appeared to be a water-skin. He uncorked it and tilted it over Gan’s lips. A familiar red liquid poured forth from it into her mouth. Even unconscious, she instinctively started swallowing gulps of it.


  “This will help,” he said, administering the blood. After a few good swallows from Gan, he pulled the skin away. He reached into a pocket and produced a small glass vial. It looked vaguely familiar. He poured the viscous contents into the water-skin, gave it a shake to mix, and then proceeded to feed more of it to Gan.


  “Isn’t that...?”


  Nergui nodded in response. “It will allow her to sleep and heal.”


  “It will also keep her from running off if she starts feeling better,” I pointed out. Nergui gave me a knowing smile and nodded again. He wasn’t stupid. “What now?” I asked, just in case we were getting back to that ‘trying to kill me’ part again. One can never be too paranoid with these things.


  “I will return with the princess, and we will let the Khan know the truth,” he replied. I was tempted to point out that the fat fuck already knew the truth and that this whole thing was just one gigantic hissy fit from him, but I refrained. That would probably be kicking the hornets’ nest. “I am certain that once the truth is made known to all, the great Khan will show mercy and rescind his order,” he finished. As I said, Nergui wasn’t stupid. I saw what he was getting at. If the findings of the investigation were made fairly public knowledge, then the Khan would have no choice but to call off the dogs. Nobody would give a damn about him killing a vampire of my age, but they might take some exception to killing the legendary Freewill just for shits and giggles.


  “Will Gan be okay?”


  “She is his daughter,” was his answer, and probably the only one he needed to give. Gan was the Khan’s family, and hundreds of years old or not, people tended to tolerate a lot of crap from family.


  “I guess the only thing left to do is clean up here and make sure we both don’t drop dead in the process.”


  He nodded and then winced as he put his hand to his still oozing neck. “Your friend surprised me. She must care a great deal about you to have done this.”


  Oh shit! I almost forgot about Sally in the aftermath of what happened to Gan. I pulled myself weakly to my feet and limped over to check on her. She was still in the same spot. She was curled into a fetal ball and shaking, a few retching noises still escaping from her lips. In short, she didn’t look particularly well. I needed to get her out of here and back to where she could be properly cared for.


  I picked her up in my arms and looked back. Nergui had done the same for Gan. As I started slowly walking toward the stairwell, I heard a low murmur coming from Sally. I was amazed that she was still conscious, if just barely. I bent my head to hers and asked her to repeat herself.


  “Remember,” she wheezed, “when I said that being near you was the safest place to be?”


  “Yes.”


  “Need to rethink that,” she whispered with a slight smile, and then was quiet again.


  I started to chuckle when I suddenly remembered how she had gotten her original injuries...for this evening, at least. I looked around, scanning the rooftop...nothing.


  “Where’s Decker?” I asked Nergui.


  “Decker?”


  “The wizard,” I clarified.


  “Did the princess not dispatch him?”


  “I thought so...” I trailed off. Then where the hell was he? Did wizards turn to dust like vampires? No, probably not. No convenient buckets of water around either. What a world!


  That’s when I noticed it. There was a thin trail of blood leading into the stairwell entrance. It appeared to go downward. Son of a bitch! “I don’t believe it. After all that...” but Nergui held up a hand to silence me from saying more.


  “Hush.” He appeared to be listening to something. “We must go now,” he said, walking past me and starting down the stairs.


  His hearing was much more sensitive than mine. For a moment, I didn’t notice anything, and then...sirens. The cops. How could they have...Decker! I would have bet anything on it. Not only had the fucker betrayed me, attacked us, and then done his best to trip me up when I was running from Nergui, but now he had run downstairs and called the police on us, too. Goddamn, what a prick!


   


  The Epic Epilogue


  The battle had ended on a sour note. Fortunately, the vampire community’s contributions to the NYPD would help ensure that things weren’t traced back to us. Decker probably knew that, too, not to mention I’m fairly sure he wanted the wizarding world exposed to the general public about as much as we wanted vampires to show up on the six o’clock news. Still, it had been one last kick in the balls from him before the asshole got away.


  On the upside, at least the battle was over. Sally and Gan had survived the ordeal, albeit barely. As for myself, I was happy to report I’d live to get back into trouble for another day. What I didn’t know then was that another day wasn’t as far off on the horizon as I assumed.


  After we escaped from...well, my job I guess, we quickly made our way underground. I’m sure we looked quite the sight to any onlookers. But between the weirdness of our appearance and the fact that we were all mostly covered in blood and grime, I wasn’t too worried about any positive IDs anytime soon. After traveling a few blocks through the sewer tunnels, we split up. Nergui told me that he wanted to waste no time getting back. He was going to immediately work on making arrangements for himself and Gan to head home to Asia. Can’t say I was all too sorry to see him and his still unconscious bundle of ‘joy’ depart from my life.


  That done, my main concern turned to Sally. Vampire strength or not, I was at the end of my endurance. She was starting to feel pretty heavy by the time I made it back to coven territory. I more or less just barely managed to stumble back to the loft, but make it back I did, and I only dropped Sally once...maybe twice, along the way.


  There was plenty of refrigerated blood in the larder underneath the loft, and I managed to get two pints of it down Sally’s throat. It was touch and go for a few minutes there, but somehow she managed to keep it down without yakking all over me. I mean, yeah I had gotten plenty of gore on me during the previous few hours, but that would have just been nasty.


  At last, I put her in one of the loft’s two bedrooms and gave a call to the safe house in Brooklyn. The ‘All Clear’ was given, and the remaining members of the coven were soon on their way back. Thank God for that, because I was done.


  I must have finally passed out because when I opened my eyes again, I saw that several members of the coven were milling about the room. I checked on Sally and found Starlight in the room with her. She had taken charge with regards to Sally’s care. Seeing that she was in good hands, I gave my roommates a quick call to let them know I was still amongst the living, or undead, or however you want to put it. I then grabbed the spare bedroom and let blissful unconsciousness take me away again.


  I was out for a good twelve hours. Sally was down for eighteen before she started to stir. Her attitude took another four or so to wake up, but when it did, I knew she was going to be fine. As her wounds, outside of her missing hand, hadn’t been caused by silver weapons, her cuts were already closed and her bones were starting to mend. It was still going to be a while before she was doing much more than attempting to sit upright. Regardless, before the night was through she was already barking out orders again and taking charge.


  Right before dawn, my roommate, Ed, showed up. He claimed it was to give me a ride back home, and I wasn’t about to argue with that. Unlike Sally’s, my wounds were taking their sweet time to heal, and I was still pretty banged up. I had no qualms about bypassing an hour-long subway ride. Still, I’m not a complete idiot. He was partially there for me, but he was also checking in on Sally. Oh well, if he insisted on living dangerously, who was I to argue?


  * * *


  The next day passed well enough. At the very least, no assassins, wizards, or love-struck preteen psychos showed up to darken our doorstep. By the late afternoon, I felt more or less myself again. I was probably going to hold off on any duels to the death for a couple days; however, I felt good enough to bundle myself up in layers of day clothes and head back to Manhattan to check on things. I was still coven leader, at least on paper. Considering the events of the past several days, it was probably a good idea to not be a stranger. The coven would need to be rebuilt, and that was a duty I couldn’t shirk, no matter how much I wanted to.


  I arrived at the loft just as the sun was setting and found a few coven vamps hanging around, but no Sally. They told me she had returned to the office. I was just thinking it was a good sign for her health when my cell phone rang. Speaking of the devil, it was her.


  “Where the hell have you been?” she barked. “I’ve been trying to reach you for the past hour.” There was still a wheezy quality to her voice, but she sounded a lot stronger than she had the previous night.


  “Good to hear you’re feeling better,” I replied.


  “I’m just dandy,” she growled. “Get your ass over here as soon as you can,” she said and then hung up.


  “Love you, too,” I said cheerfully into the now dead line. Yep, good to be back to normal, I thought as I headed to the door.


  The office wasn’t far. It took me no more than fifteen minutes to get there. The place was still a disaster. Vampires were scurrying back and forth, straightening things up. At least I saw that the desks that usually controlled the hotline were unmanned. I had no doubt that Sally would have it up and running again in no time, but it was nice to know that the vulnerable of the city could have at least a minor reprieve from being served up as the daily special.


  The only area of the floor that appeared to be back to normal was...you guessed it...Sally’s office. What a surprise. Even less of a surprise, I saw that Starlight was back to manning the desk outside of it. I sighed as I approached. “Hey, Star. I see Sally got you again.”


  “Hi, Bill,” she replied. I noticed that she was showing distinctly less skittishness toward me than she normally did. After the last few days, I was probably the least of the evils she had been dealing with. That was good. I didn’t mind it at all.


  “Do I need to send you on another coffee break?” I asked with an even voice.


  She actually met my gaze to answer, “No. I volunteered this time. Lets me keep an eye on her.” She hooked a thumb toward Sally’s door. I smiled at that. Having a mother hen looking out for her was probably driving Sally nuts.


  I excused myself and let myself into Sally’s office unannounced. Leadership has its perks, after all. Her normal super comfy executive chair was pushed off to the side. Sally sat behind her desk in a wheelchair, an IV of blood attached and flowing into her arm. She did not look amused.


  “Starlight?” I asked, indicating the setup.


  “Who else? She wouldn’t stop badgering me until I let her strap me in to this contraption.”


  “Looks good on you. Matches your eyes,” I quipped.


  She held up the stump of her right arm toward me. It looked much better than it previously had. I could have sworn I already saw tiny little finger nubs starting to grow from it. “You probably can’t tell,” she said, “but I’m giving you the ghost finger.”


  “Good to see your stunning personality wasn’t amputated.”


  “Quite true, but enough of my sunny disposition,” she said, putting on a serious tone. “We have a problem...more specifically, you have a problem.”


  “What a surprise,” I commented. “What now?”


  “Got a call from Boston about an hour ago. It was about Gan and Nergui.”


  “Oh, don’t tell me she escaped again.”


  “Worse. They made it back.”


  “Why is that worse?”


  She shook her head. “They made it back to nothing. The Khan’s camp was completely destroyed.”


  “Are they okay?”


  “Yeah. There are plenty of nomadic covens in that region. They hooked up with a few of them.”


  “So what the hell happened?” I demanded


  “No idea. It was all over by the time they got back. Sounds like whatever was fighting them won.” Shit! I had completely forgotten about the alma or whatever they were. I pulled out my cell phone and started typing a message. She saw me and asked, “What are you doing?”


  “I’m texting Ed. You just reminded me of something we were supposed to look into.”


  “Tell him I said ‘Hi’.”


  “Tell him yourself,” I said, putting my phone away again. “So Gan’s fine?”


  “Yep.”


  “That’s good.”


  “For them, yes. For you...” she trailed off in a low voice.


  “Me what?”


  “The word from Boston is that they’re blaming you for this.”


  “WHAT!?”


  “The Khan sent three of his warriors to retrieve Gan from you.”


  “I’m pretty well aware of that.”


  “So...” she continued in a slow voice, “since they were here and not there, the Khan’s forces were depleted.”


  “Oh,” I replied, comprehension sinking in. “But it was just three guys.”


  “Three of the Khan’s best warriors,” she corrected. “While they were in China doing their duty, everything was hunky-dory. Once they left, not so much. You can do the math.”


  “So what’s the bottom line?” I asked, feeling my good mood instantly evaporate.


  “Just rumblings and rumors so far, from what I can hear.”


  “Let me guess...more assassins are coming. A lot more.”


  “No. It’s worse.”


  I put my hand up to rub my temples and sighed, “Define ‘worse’.”


  “They’re expecting you to fix things.”


  * * *


  I got off the subway and walked toward home, the beginnings of a migraine starting to form. Fix things? How the fuck was I supposed to fix things? I didn’t even know what things there were to fix. Sally said she’d keep me posted as more news became available, but I was sorely tempted to toss my cell phone down a sewer and change my home number. I doubted any further news would be very much in my favor.


  I didn’t know the half of it.


  I arrived at my apartment and let myself in. I immediately froze in the doorway at the scene that greeted me. Tom was sitting on the couch. That in and of itself wasn’t too shocking. The fact that he had his face glued to a witch, who had just days before kidnapped us all, was the thing that had me just a wee bit disconcerted.


  I stood in the doorway for a moment while they continued to play tongue-hockey, oblivious of me. Finally, I cleared my throat. They both stopped what they were doing and looked in my direction. Christy’s face held a fairly shocked expression. Tom’s looked like a mouse that had gotten caught with the cheese.


  “Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt you,” I said in a frigid voice.


  “It’s cool, dude,” replied Tom easily. “We talked things out.”


  “Talked things out,” I repeated to myself. I closed the door and walked over to our kitchen nook. I had a feeling I was going to need to drink something a lot stronger than blood before the night was out. “And what exactly did you two love birds talk out?”


  “Christy’s sorry about what happened. Right, hon?” he said. She nodded vigorously in reply. “We decided to try to work things out, but first rule going forward is the apartment is off limits.”


  “Off limits?” I queried, waving my hands in their general direction.


  “Well, not for this,” he explained.


  “Oh. So what you’re saying is that she’ll only try to kill me again when I’m not here. Is that right, Christy?”


  She gave me a sheepish smile in return and opened her mouth to speak, but I held my hand up. “Give me a second. I have a feeling I’m gonna need a drink for this.” I opened the fridge and grabbed a pint of chilled blood.


  While I was contemplating adding a shot or three of Jack Daniels to it, Tom tried to change the subject, “Oh yeah, almost forgot. You got a call while you were out.”


  “From who?”


  “Caller ID said it was your job.”


  “Great,” I replied. What now?


  For a while there, I had been afraid that the whole battle at my workplace would be traced back and dumped squarely onto my lap; however, a few quick phone calls to some of my programming buddies the day before had confirmed that the damage was being blamed on nameless vandals, possibly corporate sabotage. Hell, they hadn’t even closed the place for any longer than it took to replace the broken windows. I never thought I would be so glad that the vampire nation kept the cops in their back pocket.


  Still, what would they be calling for now? I put down my drink and pressed play on the machine. Whatever it was, I was almost hoping that it would put me in an even worse mood for the reaming I was about to give Tom and his little succubus.


  Bill, it’s Jim. Call me when you get this. Just got word from HR. The VP of Marketing filed a harassment complaint against you. What the hell is that about? Call me. *beep*


  I couldn’t even process that for a second. I just stood there, stunned. The motherfucker complained about me to HR!?


  I heard Christy say, “I should probably go.”


  For once, even Tom had a clue. “Yeah, that might be best,” he said, getting up to walk her to the door. She beat a hasty retreat. Probably for the best, but apparently not for the last, considering the state I had caught her and my roommate in.


  Once he had shown her out, he walked up to me, but I again held up my hand. “If you even imply the words sexual harassment...” I let the threat hang in the air.


  I was interrupted from the tirade I felt building up by Ed walking out of his bedroom. “I heard you come in,” he mentioned. If he heard that, he no doubt heard what else had gone on. He wisely mentioned none of it. “Here,” he said, handing me a piece of paper.


  “What’s this?” I asked without looking down at it.


  “I looked up alma for you.”


  I looked down at the paper. It was a printout of a webpage. “Is this Wikipedia?”


  “Yep, came right up in Google. Not exactly the heavy research I was expecting.”


  I scanned the entry. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”


  “Nope.”


  “What is it?” Tom asked.


  “Alma,” said Ed. “is the Mongolian name for Bigfoot.”


  “No fucking way!”


  Ed shrugged. “That’s pretty much what I thought.”


  “You’re telling me that the vampires are in a war against Sasquatch?” I replied in a stunned voice. I then took a few minutes to fill them in on what Sally had just told me.


  “Sounds like the vampires are in a losing war against Sasquatch,” Ed commented when I was done.


  I nodded. “Yeah, and apparently they’re expecting me to be their General Custer.”


  “That is fucking cool!” Tom exclaimed, but then quickly added, “I don’t mean the thing with you, Bill. But seriously, vampires versus bigfoot? I’d pay to see that shit.”


  “Don’t forget the wizards,” I pointed out with a sigh. Jesus Christ, how did I find myself in this position? I put my head down on the counter.


  “Maybe we should give you a few moments,” said Ed, leading Tom toward the living room.


  “Why bother?” I said, standing up straight. I picked up the phone and started dialing.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Calling work. It’s still early. Jim might still be around. Who knows, maybe he’ll have something else to say to brighten my day.” That last part came out as a growl as my temper began to fray. I had gone through far too much in the past couple days for life to suddenly decide that it needed to take a mega-dump on me. I barely even noticed when a familiar female voice answered the phone.


  “Hopskotchgames. Jim Floskie’s office.”


  “Is Jim in?” I asked, rubbing my temple with my free hand.


  “Bill?” replied Sheila’s voice. “Sorry, he already left for the night.”


  “Figures,” I commented without much gusto. “I’ll call back tomorrow.”


  “He’s out. Taking a personal day.”


  “That’s just great,” I sighed.


  “Sorry,” she said in an understanding voice. “Hey, I heard what happened.”


  “You did? Let me guess, the whole office knows,” I replied, starting to feel a dull throb of anger in the back of my head.


  “Don’t worry about it. Nothing’s going to happen to you.”


  “Really?”


  “I doubt it,” she replied and then lightened her tone a bit. “So what did you do, hit on him in the men’s room?”


  “Of course not!”


  “I’m just kidding. I know that,” she said with a laugh. “Besides, I’m sure most people here will stick up for you. Harry doesn’t exactly have too many fans.”


  “No?”


  “You haven’t been around here much lately; I have. Trust me on this. He’s not exactly Mr. Popularity.”


  “You seemed to be getting along with him,” I ventured.


  “Oh, please,” she said dismissively. “I was just letting him buy me a drink after work. Truth be told,” she lowered her voice to a whisper, “I kind of think he’s a bit of an asshole, actually. In fact, I might even tell HR that he’s probably just doing this because he’s pissed off at you about the other night. You should have heard the stuff he was ranting about after you left. It was weird.”


  “I bet,” I muttered. “I meant...what about you? Were you mad at me, too?”


  “For what?”


  “For...ruining...I mean, for the other night?”


  “Not at all. I’ll admit that it was a little odd (a little?), but I know how it is. I have a nephew. We’ve done some weird things together. I thought it was kind of sweet that you were spending time with your family. As for the rest of it, I might even owe you a bit of thanks.”


  “Thanks?”


  “If you hadn’t shown up, I’m pretty sure Harry would have tried weaseling his way up to my apartment.” She gave another chuckle. “So in a way, I guess you were my knight in shining armor.”


  “Really?”


  “You keep asking that. Yes, really.”


  “Thank you,” I replied, a bit dumbfounded, but nevertheless feeling the first traces of brightness shining into my otherwise not-so-hot day. “I really appreciate that.”


  “No problem, Bill. Anytime,” she said, the warmth never leaving her voice.


  “Sheila...” I had meant to say ‘goodbye’. Maybe it was her tone, or maybe the past few days had just left me too tired to psyche myself out. Whatever the reason, my mouth decided it had a mind of its own, and what came out instead was, “what do you think about maybe grabbing a cup of coffee with me sometime?”


  There was a pause on the other end, which was just as well because time suddenly stopped for me. Holy shit, did I actually just say that? I rewound my mental tape...yes, I did. I wasn’t even thinking about it. It just kind of slipped out. Great! Now, not only did I have the Draculas, Sasquatch, an asshole wizard, and an HR department to deal with. I could also add being shot down to my ever growing list of mental baggage. What the fuck was I thinking?


  “Sure. It’ll be fun,” came back the reply.


  My mind went completely blank. Who was I talking to? What were they agreeing with? I had no idea. It was like my brain decided to do a core dump and was still rebooting itself. I looked up, unable to say a word. I saw Tom and Ed staring back at me. They both had their mouths agape. Finally, Ed started miming the words “thank you” and “hang up” to me. Oh...oh yeah.


  “That’s great, Sheila. Thanks. We’ll...set something up.” Okay, I needed to end this before I ventured back into social retard territory.


  “Sounds good.”


  “I’ll talk to you...soon!” I said and then quickly hung up the phone before my tongue could spit out anything stupid sounding.


  There was a stillness in the room for a moment, then I numbly walked over to the living room and plopped myself down on the couch.


  Finally, Ed broke the silence. He had a big grin on his face. “Congratulations, man. You actually did it.”


  “I did, didn’t I?” I said, it starting to sink in. “I can’t believe it.”


  “You can’t?” asked Tom. “I thought I was going to have to listen to you pine for her until I died of old age.”


  “Oh yeah, speaking of which, it looks like you owe me twenty bucks,” Ed replied to him.


  “For once, I’m happy to pay up,” Tom said, walking over to the kitchen to grab a beer. “Who would have thought it? Today, Bill, you are finally a man.”


  We all chucked at that, me more so at the irony of the statement. Then Ed said, “Seriously, I’m proud of you.” He clapped me on the shoulder and then got up. He started to walk toward his room before turning back toward me. “Bit of advice, though?”


  “What?” I asked, the grin still on my face.


  “Maybe next time, wait until after your sexual harassment case is finished before asking out a co-worker.”


  “Asshole,” I replied with a smile.


  I couldn’t believe it. Here I was, a mountain of supernatural evil about to come down on my head like an avalanche, and the only thing I could think about was that I had finally taken a step forward with the girl of my dreams. It wasn’t much. Heck, I wasn’t even sure it would be considered a date. Still, it was more progress than I had made in all the time I had known her. It was a victory, no matter how small.


  I decided to put my feet up and enjoy it. In a short while, Bigfoot could crash through the wall followed by the Loch Ness Monster and Zontar the Thing from Venus, for all I cared. Not for right now, though. For at least the next five minutes, all was right with my world. I could live with that.


  THE END


   


  The Mourning Woods


  The Tome of Bill


  Part 3
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  Tis better To Have Loved and Lost


  “What do you mean she quit!?” The question came out...well okay, it came out far less harshly than I had intended. I really meant to scream a massive string of obscenities into the phone. Sadly, even I had to admit that yelling, “What the fuck are you talking about you balding, little middle management douche of a shit!?” probably wouldn’t have been particularly diplomatic, especially considering that I was speaking to my boss.


  “I know it’s abrupt,” replied the voice of Jim, my manager at HopskotchGames, “and believe me, I’m as upset as any of you, but we’ll just have to handle our own paperwork for a while. Don’t worry; I’ll start interviewing for a replacement next week.”


  My roommate and coworker, Ed, hit the mute button. We were seated in his bedroom/office, as we usually were for the weekly conference call. He knew me well enough to know when a tirade was incoming, one that it was probably best to spare Jim from - particularly if we wanted to avoid the unemployment line.


  Jim’s voice continued to drone, moving on to whatever topic of “importance” was next on the agenda. I didn’t hear a single word he said. For all I knew, he could have been telling us that he had just won the lottery and was currently getting a blowjob from a thousand-dollar hooker.


  “Calm down,” Ed said preemptively.


  “Paperwork?” I spat, ignoring him. “He thinks I’m worried about paperwork? The only woman I’ve ever loved has just walked out of my life and he’s concerned that he has to print his own fucking PowerPoints.”


  “Being just a tad melodramatic, aren’t we?”


  “No. I mean, I know we’ve only been dating for a few months, but...”


  “Dating?” he interrupted. “You’ve gone out for coffee maybe three...”


  “Four!”


  “Fine, four times. And didn’t you say it was Dutch each time?”


  I glowered at my friend, letting my fangs extend menacingly. He just stared right back, nonplussed. I’m a vampire - an immortal terror of the night - and I couldn’t even get the humans I share an apartment with to tremble in fear. My god, life is just not fair.


  “Are you done pouting?” Ed asked.


  “This is not pouting. It’s supposed to be threatening.”


  “You might want to practice that in the mirror some more,” he stood up and stretched. “Anyway, as I was saying, you’re overreacting just a bit.”


  “Like you would know?”


  “As a matter of fact, I do. Growing up, my older sister used to force me to watch Disney movies with her. Trust me; four non-dates do not a fairytale romance make.”


  “There was more to it than that and you know it. Sheila and I...”


  “Had nonstop mind-blowing sex?”


  “Well no...”


  “Played multiple games of tongue-hockey?”


  “Not exactly.”


  “Spent every waking moment together?”


  “Okay, I get the point!”


  “Christ, did you ever even hold her fucking hand?”


  “Well, once I brushed up against...”


  “Exactly,” he stated. “You pined for her for years and that’s it. I had a more intimate relationship with my grandmother.”


  “Thanks for the visual, dude.”


  “Do you guys have any questions?” the voice from the speakerphone asked.


  “Huh?” Ed and I both replied in unison. Oh, yeah, we had forgotten all about Jim. Hopefully, he hadn’t been saying anything important.


  Ed quickly un-muted the phone and said, “Nope. I think we’re good.”


  “Awesome,” Jim replied. “Then I’ll let you guys get back to work. Keep me updated on your projects.”


  “We will,” I answered, having no idea what he was talking about. A moment later, the call was cut off from his end. Oh, well, I could always tease the info out of him later with a carefully worded email. Besides, Jim was so far from the top of my priority list right then that he barely even existed.


  “Goddammit!” I cried and brought my fist down. The cheap folding table that served as our “conference room” immediately buckled, sending the phone clattering to the floor. Crap. Sometimes I forgot that our furnishings weren’t built to withstand vampire-level abuse.


  “I can see that you’re having a moment, Bill,” Ed replied nonchalantly, stepping over the debris. “Coffee?”


  “Sure. Blood and cream, if you don’t mind.”


  “No prob. Regular or Baileys?”


  “The latter. It’s gonna be one of those days.”


  He nodded and walked from the room, leaving me alone with my rapidly darkening thoughts.


  I tell you, when life decides to kick you in the balls, it sometimes wears metal cleats. It seemed like that had been my existence for the past year, one big haymaker to the nuts after another. Oddly enough, that timeframe coincided just about perfectly with when I was turned into a vampire.


  Don’t get me wrong, I’m not about to get all weepy and angst filled. I’ll leave that shit to Anne Rice. No, the reality of being a vampire isn't about sitting around for millennia, writing shitty poetry while you pine for your lost mortal existence. It’s actually far more like being stuck in high school again, except this time it's for all eternity. This is fine if you happen to be one of the jocks. It’s not nearly as much fun if you’re in the vamp equivalent of the nerd herd. In short, the world of the undead is mostly run by assholes. The main problem was that, instead of growing up, they never matured past that stage and just ended up becoming bigger assholes as the centuries flew by.


  They’re not the only ones, either. In the past year, I’ve learned that there's an entire supernatural underworld that exists just outside of plain sight. Magic, monsters, and whatnot were all real...and almost all of them were dicks too. I know people say that absolute power corrupts, but they don’t know the half of it.


  It hasn’t been all bad, though. I have good friends and powerful allies. I’m the leader of my own coven of vampires. Heck, I’m even told that amongst the undead I’m special - and not in a short bus kind of way either. Still, it’s been a rough road. Most days, the plusses have been just barely enough to keep me from opening up the curtains and embracing the sunshine. That’s where she came in.


  Sheila is...err, was...an administrative assistant at my job. I first met her about four years prior, on the very day I first interviewed there. How I actually managed to get hired, I have no idea. I spotted her when I entered the office and it was as if everything else blanked out for me. To this day, I’m surprised that my paychecks are actually made out to William Ryder, as I’m fairly sure whatever I wrote on the job application was an incomprehensible scribble.


  Unfortunately, whatever powers dictate the concept of “love at first sight” were likewise also assholes (big surprise, huh?). It hadn’t been mutual. Therefore, I spent the next few years of my mortal life barely being able to say “hi” to her. All the while, she hardly acknowledged my existence.


  Amazingly enough, my rebirth as one of the undead was actually the catalyst that helped propel our “relationship” out of the rut it was in (and probably would have stayed). No, I didn’t tell her that I’m a vampire. No bullshit Twilight love story for me. Generally speaking, announcing the existence of vampires to humans is considered a no-no, at least if one didn’t want to find themself on the business end of a wooden stake. Sure, my roomies, Tom and Ed, knew about it. A few of my other friends did too. I mean hey, even Bruce Wayne has a few people who know that he’s Batman.


  Anyway, through a series of events that ended with me getting my ass thoroughly kicked (by vampire assassins and a douchebag wizard/marketing VP), I momentarily forgot about my many insecurities and wound up asking Sheila out for coffee. Sure, it wasn’t much, but it was practically earth-shattering progress compared to what I had managed before then. Imagine my surprise when she actually said “yes.” It was amazing. At my darkest hour, she was there like a beacon of hope.


  But now, she was gone, and I couldn’t help but feel that it was my fault.


  * * *


  Our fourth (and apparently last) non-date had been just a few weeks prior. On a Friday night, we had met at a café in the Village section of New York City. Normally this would be a little out of the way for me. For starters, I live in Brooklyn. Since I’m a vampire, things like working in an office during the day tend to be difficult. It’s generally pretty hard to get any work done when a stray beam of sunlight could turn you into a smoldering pile of ash. Fortunately, thanks to my doctor friend, Dave, I was able to work from home. He wrote a bullshit medical excuse that allowed me to telecommute permanently from my apartment. That being said, my coven was headquartered in SoHo and I’d usually wind up there on the weekends anyway...


  Oh, who am I kidding? Fuck the coven! I would walk barefoot across the Sahara to spend five minutes with Sheila. If she had told me to meet her at the top of the Empire State Building at sunrise, I’d have been there in a heartbeat (metaphorically speaking).


  I had let her lead the conversation, as I usually did. Even though I’d gotten past that first hurdle of actually asking her out, I didn’t trust myself to say too many sentences in a row without stammering like a retard. Still, as our coffee encounters continued, I was pleased to find myself becoming more comfortable in her presence.


  That night the conversation had turned, as they often do with twenty-something-year-olds, to our hopes and dreams for the future. I sputtered something to the effect of enjoying what I did and hoping that the world didn’t stop needing programmers anytime soon. It was a lie, but it was better than going off on some rant about being surrounded for all eternity by a bunch of immortals that looked and acted like spoiled underwear models.


  After I had finished, she stared at me for a few seconds. Sheila has the most stunning eyes, a soft grey color. I don’t think I could ever get tired of looking into them. After a brief pause, she replied, “I’m glad you’re happy. I don’t think there’re too many things better than earning a living off of something you enjoy (oh, I could think of a few). For me, though...”


  “What?”


  “Well I think it’s pretty obvious I’m not exactly in my dream job.”


  “Has Jim been cracking the whip?”


  “No,” she replied dismissively. “Don’t get me wrong, I like working for him. I just want...I don’t know...something more.”


  “That’s no surprise. Besides, what you do is just a stepping stone to something bigger.”


  “Maybe,” she trailed off for a moment. “I just don’t know if I have what it takes for whatever that something might be.”


  I laughed at that. She narrowed her eyes at me in response, causing me almost to choke on my latte. I quickly added, “Sorry, I’m not laughing at you. It’s just funny.”


  “What is?”


  “You do all this stuff for Jim, me, and the rest of the team. You put together the presentations, you handle all the HR crap, and you update all of our project schedules...hell, that’s not even half of it. You keep the department running. Without you, we’d all fall flat on our faces.”


  “I doubt that.”


  “Are you kidding?” I asked incredulously. “Remember when you took those sick days last year.”


  “It was a bad flu season.”


  “If you think you had it bad, you should have seen us. Jim was practically a basket case without you. Ed and I weren’t much better off either. Nothing got done that week. I mean it. Nothing! So, no offense, but to hear you question yourself is a little silly.”


  “Really?”


  “Really,” I echoed, meaning every word of it. She threw a smile back at me that made me want to run through the hills singing The Sound of Music. I gave my head a quick shake so I wouldn’t get lost in the moment. Nothing more jarring than to be talking about work when suddenly the bozo across from you starts screaming, “GOD, I LOVE YOU!”


  Instead, I somehow managed to continue with the conversation at hand. “I’ve seen you work. You get things done where the rest of us wouldn’t have Clue One. They couldn’t replace you if they tried.”


  “You think so?”


  “I know so.”


  “Thank you, Bill.”


  “No thanks necessary. It’s the truth and deep down, I think you know it.”


  She looked thoughtful for a moment. In retrospect, I wouldn’t have been surprised if Future Bill had picked that exact moment to appear from out of a time machine and beat the ever-living shit out of me. If I had any part in her decision to move on, it’s there that those seeds were sown.


  Finally she answered, “Maybe you’re right. I guess I just needed to hear it from somebody else. I have all these ideas, all these things I want to do, but sometimes it’s hard to believe in myself. When I lie awake at night, I have all these doubts about whether I really can do better.”


  “My mother always says,” I replied, pushing her further down the path that was shortly going to lead her out of my life, “sometimes we’re afraid to believe in ourselves until somebody else does it first.” Well, okay, I don’t recall my mom ever saying that. At the time, though, I was trying to sound supportive. Sue me for making up shit on the spot. “Just for the record, I believe in you. I believe you can do better.”


  “Seriously?” she gave me a dubious eye just in case I was joking.


  But, I wasn’t. Sure, I might’ve been a little biased. Emotions can do that to a person. Hell, if she ever said, “Bill, your roommates annoy me. Can you please kill them?” I would probably gleefully walk home and go on a bloodthirsty massacre.


  Still, there was (love struck) sincerity in my voice when I answered, “You know what I see when I look at you? (Besides the most gorgeous creature to ever walk the face of this planet?) I see someone with the talent to do anything she puts her mind to. I have no doubt that you could move mountains if you decided to.”


  Again, she looked thoughtful. Her eyes got a faraway look for a few moments. Oh, if only she would get that look when she thought about me. For that, I’d gladly suffer an eternity of the minions of darkness using my nuts as croquet balls. Hell, I’d even tolerate Sally, my vampire partner in crime, being the one swinging the mallet. Fortunately, Sheila spoke again before that particular imagery could further solidify.


  Her eyes regained their focus, and maybe it was just me, but I could have sworn I saw a glimmer of determination in them that wasn’t there before. She nodded her head once and said, “Maybe your mom’s right. Either way you’ve given me a lot to think about.”


  The rest of our little pseudo-date was spent talking about considerably less heavy topics, or at least I think it was. My brain had given its all just to get those thoughts out. I had no idea what I said or did, other than making puppy dog eyes at her until we went our separate ways. Sadly, I didn’t have a clue as to how separate they were about to become.


  It figured. I’d survived multiple brushes with death in the past several months, most of them at the hands of creatures far more lethal than I. Wouldn’t it figure that at the end of the day I would be my own worst enemy? God, I am such an asshole.


   


  Late For My Own Funeral


  The thing I’ve always loved about programming is that it’s purely logical. While having a passion for the job helps, at times one can just shut down their emotions and type away, android-like, to get the job done. Pity I wasn’t very good at doing that. Fortunately for me, though, I had a few spare keyboards in my closet. I needed them.


  The next few hours found me trying to do my job and mostly failing. I’d be typing away when suddenly something like, “FUCK FUCK FUCK!” would come screaming out of my mouth, followed by me turning my keyboard into a mashed pile of plastic. Oh, well, at least they’re cheaper than monitors.


  Ed, for the most part, left me to my misery. He realized I needed a little “me time” to cool off. As late afternoon approached, my sharp vampire ears picked up his voice from out in the living room. I couldn’t hear both sides of the conversation, but from what I could tell, he had phoned my other roommate, Tom, to let him know that it was probably not a good time to invite his girlfriend over. Ed doesn’t usually like to show it, but he can be a hell of a good guy when he wants to be.


  Sadly, the truth was, there really wasn’t such a thing as a good time for Tom to bring Christy over. See, she’s a witch, a real one. That in of itself didn’t bother me. It was the fact that she wanted me dead that put a damper on our relationship. She and her mentor, Harry Decker - the aforementioned VP/wizard from my company - had this loony theory that I was the harbinger of doom for wizard-kind. They, along with all the vampires I know, refer to me as the “Freewill.” Apparently, I’m this rare breed of vampire that can do things the others can’t. As such, there were all sorts of bizarre myths and legends surrounding me. Harry and Christy believed in one in particular that involved my existence somehow heralding the return of these other legendary creatures called “Icons.” Supposedly, if these Icons showed up, they’d destroy all the magic users...yadda yadda, and other assorted bullshit.


  Personally, I could’ve care less about any of that. All I knew was that Christy was the fucking Wicked Witch of the East Coast. That girl has some scary mojo about her and she wasn’t afraid to use it against me. Tom, my oldest and dearest friend, but also a fucking idiot, decided that the best way to handle this was to make her pinky-swear not to kill me in our apartment.


  Needless to say, because of those little details, my relationship with Christy was a bit strained. Pity, because she was kind of cute. What? Sharks are deadly too. Doesn’t mean they’re not fun to look at in the aquarium.


  Speaking of things that were both pretty and deadly, I was interrupted from eavesdropping by the ringing of my own cell phone. I didn’t need to look at the caller ID to know who it was. The specific ringtone, the theme from Halloween, gave it away.


  I answered with a sigh. “Hello, Sally.” It was unusual for her to bother me in the middle of the week. Typically, she was happy to let me live my life (not that I had much of one). While I was gone, she was left in charge of the coven. Hell, even when I was there it was pretty obvious that she was calling most of the shots. She preferred the former, though, because without me around she was free to cause whatever mischief she pleased, with absolutely no checks to her power. For the most part, she was a competent (if scary) person to leave in charge. However, occasionally her psychotic side got the better of her and she would do something that made me want to shove her out into the sunlight. I really hoped that whatever she was calling me about wasn’t one of those situations.


  “Aw, what’s the matter, Bill?” she replied with her typical snide tone, “You don’t sound like your normal chipper self.”


  “I’m having a bit of a day,” I said, using my free hand to massage my temples. Talking to Sally had a habit of bringing on the migraines.


  “Well that’s good, because you’re going to have a bit of a night too.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “What I mean is that I think your ‘penance’ is about to be paid.”


  Oh, crap. “How so?”


  “Boston called. They said we should expect company.”


  “Who?”


  “They didn’t elaborate.”


  That wasn’t good. Boston was the center of vampire-related activity on the East Coast. They didn’t often get involved in the day to day operations of the covens under their jurisdiction, but when they did, you could be sure shit was about to hit the fan. In my case, I was pretty sure I had a pile hanging over my head big enough to smother an elephant.


  “Did they say...?”


  “No, they didn’t,” she interrupted. “Colin sounded pretty agitated over the phone, though. I think you’d probably best get your dumpy ass over here as soon as sundown hits.”


  Colin was the vampire currently in charge of the Northeast. It was a temporary position; however, since his boss, James, was missing, it was looking more and more likely that his would be a permanent promotion. Pity, as Colin was a little suck-up of a weasel. If he could have, he would have gladly glued his lips to the asses of the elder vamps who made up the First Coven, the vampire ruling body more affectionately known as the “Draculas.”


  Feeling a sheen of perspiration break out on my forehead, I answered in the only manner I knew how. “Oh, shit!”


  “Said with your usual eloquence,” Sally quipped. “So are you coming?”


  “Do I have a choice?” Silence on the other end. “Sorry, stupid question. Yeah, I guess so. They can only kill me once, after all.”


  “Not really.” As usual she was doing her best to make me feel worse. “See you in a few.”


  I hung up. This did not bode well for me. Three months ago, some serious shit had gone down. It had all started as a joke. Sally had shipped me to China; supposedly at James’s behest (I didn't say it was a funny joke). When Gan, a three-hundred-year-old spoiled vampire brat, decided she was in love with me, her father was displeased. Unfortunately for me, her father was the Khan, a member of the Draculas. Even less fortunate, his way of voicing displeasure was to send a trio of his best assassins to cut off my head. Not only had they failed, but the whole mission had turned out to be a fatal mistake on his part.


  Unbeknownst to me at the time, he and his people were attacked while this debacle was going on. His forces depleted, the Khan’s coven was overrun with nary a sign of any survivors. The rest of the Draculas subsequently pinned the blame on me. Word had come down from them that I was expected to make things right. The only problem was they didn’t specify how. I had thus spent those three months constantly looking over my shoulder.


  At last, it seemed I was finally going to get my answer. Oh, well, at least I would know and according to GI Joe, that’s half the battle right there. Pity the rest of it would probably be slightly less fun.


   


  Anticipation is a Killer


  Both of my roommates, bless their still-beating hearts, insisted on coming along after I filled them in on the news. Part of it was their friendship to me, of which I was grateful. As for the rest, well I wasn’t entirely stupid. I knew morbid curiosity when I saw it.


  While I was in China, James had absentmindedly dropped the name Alma to describe their enemies. An internet search had revealed that Alma was the Mongolian name for Bigfoot. To say that my friends, Tom especially, were excited about the prospect of a vampire/Sasquatch showdown would’ve been an understatement. Hell, if I weren’t the one in danger of becoming a casualty of this grudge match, the eternal geek in me would have been pretty darn stoked about it too.


  Still, their willingness to stand by my side was welcome. Unfortunately, as I explained to them, I couldn’t bring them to my meeting with Sally. Normally vampires and humans mix about as well as people and nacho platters. As the leader of Village Coven (It’s been almost a year and that name still sounds stupid!), I had decreed that my friends were off-limits. Even Sally had to agree with that one, as they had helped us both out on more than one occasion. Unfortunately, whoever was coming to see us wasn’t a part of my coven and thus weren’t beholden to my rules. If they were parched from their journey, then my roommates would make handy refreshments. I couldn’t let that happen.


  Thus, to all our chagrin, I had to turn them down and take a solo trip on the N-train toward Manhattan. Well okay, I wasn’t entirely alone. I had dozens of potentially horrific demises running through my head to keep me company. Lots of fun, I tell you.


  * * *


  The center of my undead “empire” is a place we simply refer to as the office. My coven rents out a few floors in a building close to NYU. We have lots of places both in and under SoHo (sewers may stink, but they tend to be free of pesky things like sunlight). Albeit currently a lot of that space is empty. A while back, half of my coven ended up permanently dead thanks to a combo of the Khan’s assassins and this little spat we had with another coven from Queens. Since then, despite Sally’s constant nagging, I’d been hemming and hawing my way out of replenishing our ranks.


  I’m sorry, but I have a conscience about these things. For starters, I had no desire to refill my coven with the current types that dominated it. When I first “joined” the ranks of the undead, Village Coven was entirely populated by two types: uber-hot, but entirely vacuous, females, and pretty-boy douchebags. Sally was the lone exception. She was as hot as they come, but could think circles around the rest. Hell, I’m not exactly an idiot myself, and I’d still think twice before going against her in a battle of wits.


  As for recruiting people more like me, well that had its own problems. I had little doubt I’d be able to find a small army of comic book geeks who would gladly join the ranks of us night stalkers. But, did the city really need a population of dorks suddenly thinking they’re superheroes? Trust me, I’ve been there. Vampire powers or not, it doesn’t work out well.


  I pushed all those thoughts out of my mind as I arrived at the office. As much fun as it might be to imagine myself as the leader of a group of vampiric X-Men, it wasn’t the time for such distractions.


  I took the stairs. I might not be much to look at, but being a vampire has its advantages for anyone, regardless of whether they look like they’re allergic to exercise equipment. As usual, the stairwell was empty so I was able to run up to our floor at a pace that would have left an Olympic sprinter wheezing. Just for the record, not all parts of being a vampire suck.


  Also, as was typical, I felt a shudder of revulsion pass through me as I walked through the doors. The desks up front were manned and going full force. Rather than let the coven hunt for prey openly, Sally had instituted a half-assed suicide hotline to lure in victims. It kept the coven’s larders full while ensuring that most of the humans we harvested were those who wouldn’t be missed. Sorry, her words, not mine. Personally, I found the whole thing to be so evil that Satan himself would probably step back and say, “Whoa!”


  At that moment, though, I had other things with which to occupy my mind. I strode past the rows of desks and went straight toward the back corner where Sally had commandeered an over-sized executive suite. She definitely didn’t believe in suffering for the cause.


  Seated at a desk outside of her office, was Starlight. She was a strikingly beautiful African-American woman. Though in her forties, she was eternally stuck in the body of a twenty-one-year-old fashion model, but what a body it was. Unfortunately for her, Starlight was a genuine sweetheart, just not an overly bright one. Both of these traits meant she was easy prey for manipulation, and Sally was a grade-A manipulator. She had continually coerced Starlight into acting as her personal secretary...so much so, that I had given up trying to do anything about it. There were far worse fates.


  “Hey, Bill,” she said, seeing me approach. “You can go right in, Sally’s expecting you.”


  I smirked. Technically speaking, I was in charge. I could go wherever and whenever I pleased...at least as far as the rest of the coven were concerned. To them I was this fearsome predator, a beast of legend even amongst vampire-kind. They all afforded me respect that far outweighed what I deserved. Sally, however, knew the truth, and though she kept up appearances for the others, I had to tread more lightly around her.


  “Thanks, Star.” I walked in, shutting the door behind me.


  I half expected the room to be full of hooded figures hissing at me to kneel while they proceeded to dole out my punishment.


  Instead, I found myself alone with Sally...and she was naked.


  Well, okay, she was only naked in my mind. But then, she always was. In actually she was seated behind her desk (fully clothed, sadly) where she dismissively motioned for me to sit while she continued chatting on the phone.


  “Wednesday? Sorry, mornings don’t work for me,” she said casually into the receiver. “How about the evening? That’ll work. No, it doesn’t have to be here. We can do this over drinks. Great. I can’t wait to see the layout. You, too. Talk to you soon,” she finished in a chipper tone before hanging up.


  She turned to me as I just sat there looking at her expectantly. “Sorry about that. The Village Voice is running a story on the hotline and wanted to know if I was available for an interview.”


  “I’m so happy for you,” I replied coldly.


  “I know, isn’t it great?”


  “Oh, yeah, killing off the city’s poor and defenseless...real great.”


  “You have no head for business, you know that?” she sniffed.


  “I could care less as long as I get to keep mine.” I looked around. “So what’s going on?”


  “You’re early, I guess. Nobody’s here yet.”


  “Great. I love getting extra time to stew in my juices right before being executed.”


  “They’re not going to execute you...at least I don’t think they’re going to.”


  “How reassuring.”


  “Listen,” she leaned over the desk toward me. Her new angle afforded me a generous view of her ample cleavage. Noticing where my eyes were headed, she quickly added, “They don’t talk back...especially not to you. Eyes up here while you still have them.”


  “Sorry.”


  “Bullshit,” she replied offhandedly. “As I was saying, I doubt execution is on their minds.”


  “I got one of the Draculas killed.”


  “Supposedly got one of the Draculas killed,” she corrected. “There’s been no proof, at least none that I’ve heard of. The Khan is missing until proven otherwise. Besides, you didn’t do it on purpose. Stupidity is not as serious a crime as treachery.”


  “Thanks...sorta.”


  “What I mean is, the Draculas aren’t known for dicking around. If they had wanted you dead, that would have been it. You would have been dusted before we ever got a chance to talk about it. Trust me. These guys are big on making examples of people.”


  “Maybe because of this Freewill crap, they...”


  “It wouldn’t matter. Legends or not, if they wanted you dead that would be it. Think about it. The Khan’s people gave you tons of ‘chosen one’ bullshit, right?”


  “True.”


  “And yet it still didn’t stop him from ordering your death just because his little bitch of a daughter decided she wanted to elope with you.”


  I winced a little at the memory of Gan. I had no doubt there was still unfinished business there, at least as far as she was concerned. “Gan aside, I think I get what you’re saying. Prophecies or not, the Draculas are the big dogs in the room.”


  “Yep, and they’ll piss all over you without a second thought.”


  “I’ve noticed.”


  “Which means,” she went on, “that they have something else in mind.”


  I couldn’t help but visibly shudder at the implication. It might be something else other than death, but I had little doubt it would prove to be equally unpleasant.


   


  Unexpected Company


  Sally and I bantered back and forth for about an hour, at the end of which I didn’t feel any better. She had a ton of useful skills, but her pep talks left a lot to be desired. She was in the middle of trying to give me an update on the hotline when she suddenly stopped mid-sentence. She raised her head and sniffed the air.


  “No way,” she gasped.


  Since Sally’s older, her senses were more finely attuned than mine. I had barely enough time to spurt out a quick, “What?” before the door to her office was pushed open from the outside. In strode a very familiar face - one I had been convinced I would never see again.


  “Holy shit, James!” I said, rising to my feet.


  “Dr. Death,” he replied with a quick grin, using my old coven name - the one I’d been given by our old leader, Jeff AKA Night Razor. If James was pissed over what had gone down in China, he was doing a good job of hiding it so far.


  I didn’t know what to think. On the one hand, James had my eternal gratitude. He was the reason I was still walking around, as opposed to lining the bottom of an ashtray. The flipside was that he was over six hundred years old. That put him at a power level that far eclipsed mine. If he suddenly decided that a little revenge was in order, my options would be limited to whining and taking it like a bitch.


  For the moment, though, he didn’t seem interested in bouncing me off solid objects. He met Sally as she came around her desk and gave her a quick hug.


  “A pleasure as always, Sally.”


  “It’s great to see you,” she replied with a genuine smile. Sally had been James’s confidant during my early days, which had eventually led to my rise as coven master. “We all thought you were...”


  “Dead? Yes I know,” he finished for her.


  “Guess that explains why Colin was so pissy on the phone,” she said.


  “Ah yes. My overly ambitious assistant. Well, he may yet get what he desires,” he cryptically stated. As far as I was aware, Colin wanted James’s job, i.e. jurisdiction over all of the Northeastern covens. However, now that James was back that would mean things would return to the way they should be. Wouldn’t it?


  I didn’t get a chance to ask, though, as he then said, “We have much to discuss. But, perhaps we should find more suitable surroundings. Sally, my dear, would you happen to know if that café I favor is still open? I could very much go for one of their marvelous espressos.”


  * * *


  To say that I felt a little surreal would be an understatement. It felt like déjà vu. Less than a year earlier, I had been seated at that very same café with the very same company and the conversation, though of a different nature, had been of the same gist: namely my fate. At the time, I had gradually come to learn that both of them had been in favor of my continued existence - despite my initial reluctance to believe Sally. Since then, I had come to trust...well okay, mostly trust, her. James was now the X-factor, though. Something nasty had gone down in Asia and I was the one he was most likely to blame.


  Still, it was hard to feel too condemned sitting there watching him down his third espresso.


  “Absolutely fantastic,” he sighed. “While the selection of tea in China, forgive my pun, is absolutely superior to what can be found here, they simply don’t have anything that can hold a candle to this.” He held up his cup. “Alas, it was one point on which my sire and I could never see eye to eye.”


  “You mean the Khan?” I asked, testing the waters.


  “Yes,” he replied, his eyes somewhat distant.


  “How is he?” Sally asked conversationally. She could afford to be casual. It wasn’t her ass on the line. Bitch!


  “Sadly, I shall never get a chance to convince him otherwise.” He placed his cup down on the table. “The Khan fell in battle with our enemies.”


  “The Alma?” I blurted out.


  “They go by many names,” he replied. “Some of which are not to be used lightly. Names carry power, even collective ones.”


  “Uh okay,” I said, having no idea what he meant. “Listen, James, I’m really sorry about what happened. I had no clue Gan...” He held up a hand to cut me off before I could start rambling.


  “Be at ease, my friend. I don’t blame you for what occurred. Gansetseg may be impulsive, but she gets it from her bloodline. My sire over-reacted, and I even told him such. The Khan, however, was not one to be swayed once his mind was made up.”


  “But still...”


  “But still, nothing. Our enemies attacked us en masse. Nergui’s presence would not have made much of a difference,” he said, referring to the chief assassin the Khan had sent. “They had a specific goal in mind: to get our attention. In killing a member of the Draculas, they have most certainly gotten it.”


  “Goddamn, the war against the feet,” Sally sighed.


  I looked up. I had heard that phrase before, months back. Sally had been specifically coy about it at the time. “What about it?” I asked.


  “Ah yes,” James replied. “It’s a vulgar simplification that many of our stateside brethren use.”


  “Maybe, but it fits,” she said and then turned to me. “In case you haven’t figured it out yet, Bill, and since you’re a little slow on the uptake, I’ll assume that’s the case...”


  “Get to the point, Sally,” I snarled.


  “Bigfoot, or Bigfeet if you prefer the plural. I don’t know much, I am a city girl after all, but I know we’ve been locked in a cold war with them for like forever.”


  “Forever is not too far from the truth,” James added.


  “Okay, let’s back up for a second,” I said. “I figured out the Bigfoot part already. Ed googled Alma and that’s what popped up. But you’ll forgive me if I say that makes no fucking sense.”


  “Oh, please,” Sally gave me one of her trademarked eye-rolls. “Like you have any clue as to what makes sense.”


  “Maybe not,” I shot back, “but I do know that vampires versus Bigfoot...” I sputtered to a halt as James shot me a warning glance. I turned my head to see our waitress approaching. Thinking quick, I added, “would be a hell of a movie to see on the SyFy channel. I hear Roger Corman is producing it.”


  * * *


  Once our waitress had walked away, taking with her an order for yet another espresso, I continued. “I’m not following. Why the hell are vampires in a war against a bunch of giant smelly apes?”


  “Like you’re one to talk about hygiene,” Sally quipped.


  “Children, please,” James said, once again echoing the conversation from nearly a year ago. “I’m sorry, Dr. Death, but you are greatly over-simplifying matters. Were these Bigfeet, as you seem insistent on calling them, merely apes then there wouldn’t be an issue. You don’t see us warring against the mountain gorillas of Uganda, now do you?”


  “No,” I replied. “Or at least not that I’ve heard of.”


  “Trust me, we’re not. The creatures you are referring to are far more than giant primates. They are ancient forest spirits and their somewhat brutish forms are simply how they choose to physically manifest themselves.”


  “So they’re like ghosts?”


  “Not quite,” he explained patiently. He thought about it for a moment before continuing. “They’re more akin to human stories about brownies, pixies, or gnomes...just a tad larger.”


  “And meaner too,” I replied, remembering how one had chucked a bowling ball sized rock at me with enough force to almost crush my ribcage.


  “Quite so. Even the least of their kind possesses the physical strength of a vampire several times your age.”


  I considered this. I had seen James in action. The guy was practically Superman compared to me. The Khan had been older, thus it stood to reason he was even stronger than James. That being said, the Khan hadn’t exactly been a prime physical specimen. Hell, that was being generous. The guy was a big fat fuckhead of a vampire, probably tipping the scales at five hundred easily. I looked like a Calvin Klein model next to him. Ancient vampire powers or not, I just couldn’t envision him moving with the same grace or speed I had seen James use. Still, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t have been a formidable foe. For all I know, he could’ve been the King Kong Bundy of the undead world. If these monsters could take him down, then what kind of chance would I stand against them?


  The thought of the Khan reminded me that I was probably being a rude asshole. Damn, the whole vampire lifestyle must’ve been getting to me. Enough with the self-pity. At the very least, I could be considerate toward James. This guy was his vampire dad, so to speak.


  “My condolences,” I said.


  “Eh?” he grunted, taking another sip of espresso. Across from him, I could see Sally rolling her eyes again.


  I wasn’t a heartless bitch like her, so I continued, “I’m sorry about the Khan. He was your sire after all. How are you holding up?”


  To my surprise, he actually chuckled in response. “Thank you, Dr. Death. You’re the first person actually to ask me that. I have to admit, though, once you reach my age, feelings such as regret, remorse, or grief just don’t have the same punch as they used to. Ogedei Khan’s passing is regrettable. He was a piece of living history. Regardless, my dealings with him have been limited as of the past few centuries and truthfully we were never really close to begin with.”


  “What about Gan?” Sally asked. I knew for a fact that she despised Gan. No doubt, she was asking because she knew the topic would make me squirm. Sally and I had an interesting relationship to say the least. No matter how close we might or might not be, she always took perverse pleasure in annoying the shit out of me.


  “Suffice to say, I think Gansetseg will get over it quickly,” James replied. “She’s been in her father’s shadow for three hundred years. Whatever grief she might feel has been eclipsed by the opportunity it opens up. When last I saw her, she was consolidating her father’s power base beneath her, and being brutally efficient about it as well. Oh, by the way, she sends her love.” He directed that last part to me, a smirk working its way into the corners of his mouth.


  I sighed in response and then glared daggers at Sally, practically daring her to make some sort of asshole comment. She threw me a saucy grin in return and then changed the subject. “So where have you been? Didn’t this all go down three months ago? That’s a long time to play dead.”


  “Nothing escapes you, does it, my dear Sally?” he commented. “A fair question. After the Khan’s coven fell, I found myself trapped behind enemy lines. For weeks, I was forced into the position of guerilla, pun notwithstanding. I’d bury myself in the desert sands during the day, and then do my best to avenge my fallen brothers during the night. Eventually I made contact with Gansetseg’s forces and was able to get back to friendly territory.”


  “And that brings you back here?” I asked.


  “Not quite. As with any war, there is diplomacy involved. I was summoned to Europe to meet with the remaining Draculas and discuss options. Open warfare is in neither of our species’ best interests. The world has changed so much since the last time we clashed.”


  I listened in rapt interest. This was starting to get good. I was always up for a good monster versus monster yarn. Unfortunately, Sally had to play story cock-blocker.


  “What about the Draculas?” she asked. “With the Khan dead, there’re only twelve of them. They have any replacements in mind?” The tone of her voice implied that she knew something I didn’t. Not that it was surprising. Sally seemed to be at the center of the vampire gossip circles. She was all ears. She collected information like...well, like my roommate, Tom, collected toys. The only difference was that her holdings were often worth something.


  “As I said, nothing escapes you,” James replied. “What I am about to say is not public information, but I am told I am up for consideration as a new member of the First Coven.”


  “WAY TO GO, JAMES!” I shouted and held up my hand for a high-five.


  “So much for not making it public,” Sally sniffed. This time even James sighed. Seeing their reaction, I lowered my arm.


  “Your enthusiasm aside,” he said dryly, “it’s not as cut and dry as that. There are other candidates being considered as well. With the specter of war that’s currently hanging over us, this little competition comes at an ill-advised time. If I didn’t think it would constitute an insult of the highest degree, I would gladly back out of consideration.”


  “Competition?” I asked. “What, do you all have like thirty days to see who can rack up the highest body count?”


  “Nothing quite so simple, I’m afraid. Ultimately, the Draculas will make the final decision. However, as is often the case with multiple hopefuls, it would not be uncommon for a few of them to drop out of the running permanently.”


  “I see.”


  “Therein lies the problem. The Draculas hold vampires of my age to a high standard, but even they are forced to admit that trying to avert a bloody conflict while continually looking over my shoulder is a daunting task. That, Dr. Death, is what brings me here tonight.”


  Oh, crap. I had gotten so caught up in James’s drama that I had completely forgotten that I was also in the Draculas’ crosshairs. That did not bode well. I remembered back to my time in Asia. Gan had been sputtering off some nonsense about how the Freewills of old used to lead the vampire armies against their enemies. Fuck! I could barely keep my D&D party from getting ambushed. I was about as far from being West Point material as they get.


  Seeing the panicky look that was starting to appear on my face, Sally did as expected. She sat back, took a long pull from her coffee, and smirked. Bitch! One of these days I was going to...oh, who was I kidding? Chances are I’d have some Sasquatch wiping me off the heel of its foot before I had a chance to even think of something appropriately Sally-worthy.


  Instead, I decided to ignore her. I turned to James and said, “I know the Draculas are pissed at me for what happened to the Khan, but they’re making a massive mistake if they think that making me a general in some half-assed army of darkness is going to...”


  I was interrupted by him spewing espresso at me. Ewww. He choked for a moment and then dissolved into laughter. Glad to know I was so amusing.


  Finally, after a few moments, he got himself under control. “Oh, that was rich,” he said. “I do thank you for the laugh. It’s been a while. I’m sorry, but the thought of you standing at the head of our forces...well, don’t take this the wrong way...”


  “General Patton you are not,” Sally finished for him.


  “Quite true, my dear. Alas, that was never the Draculas’ intention. They can be ruthless leaders, but they aren’t insane. Your status as the reborn Freewill grants you certain liberties, not the least of which is that our ruling coven would prefer not sending you forth a lamb to the slaughter.”


  Their mockery of my abilities aside, I breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, that’s good to...”


  “I’m not finished,” James interrupted, wiping his chin with a napkin. “Your status as a Freewill comes with certain downsides as well. I heard from Gansetseg about your altercation with the wizard. If they’re aware of your existence, it’s reasonable to assume other factions of the supernatural world are as well, including the Alma.”


  “Is that why they attacked when I was over there?”


  “No. Otherwise, you would have been a prime target. I believe that to be just a coincidence. Still, it is prudent to assume they are aware of you by now. This is where you come in.”


  “I’m all ears,” I replied with a complete lack of enthusiasm.


  “The Alma are a caste based society. They place great weight upon one’s station in life. Their chieftains are given all the trappings of royalty. So too are the rankings of enemies given great consideration. The slaying of the Khan was a great moment for them. Much honor has been heaped upon those responsible.”


  “Yeah, but I’m just a...”


  “We know,” Sally quipped.


  James ignored her and continued, “The Alma are a very spiritual race as well. Great heroes and others who their legends speak of are afforded the same honors as their highborn. Once again, so too with enemies.”


  “I’m not even remotely following you.”


  “The First Coven has reached out to the Alma in an attempt to avert a war. The Alma in turn have shown themselves to at least be open to discussion. However, due to their victory against the Khan, they see themselves as having the upper hand. They’re willing to talk, but they insist on setting the rules for this engagement. Their first demand was that these talks take place in person between the upper echelons of both sides.”


  “I see where this is going,” Sally chimed in. “The Draculas, not being stupid, aren’t about to waltz right into the lion’s den.”


  “An over-simplification, but essentially true,” James confirmed. “Being that Dr. Death is the long lost Freewill of vampire legend...”


  “Oh, no fucking way!” I yelled, standing up. As they stared at me, I noticed the eyes of the other patrons in the café likewise turning in my direction. Thinking quickly, I added, “Ten bucks for a cup of coffee? Wow this place is expensive.” Several piteous glances came my way, but soon enough people turned back toward their own business.


  “Way to work the crowd, Bill,” Sally commented, sipping her drink.


  I sat back down and lowered my voice before continuing, “So let me see if I’m hearing this right. The fucking ape-men consider me to be on par with our leadership, correct? So, being that the Draculas see me as important...yet still oh-so-expendable, I get to go sit down with these monsters and hope they don’t eat my fucking face. Does that sound about right?”


  “Said with your usual eloquence, but in a nutshell, yes,” James replied.


  “You do realize that growing up I couldn’t even convince my neighbors to keep their dogs from shitting on our lawn. I don’t know what kind of treaty you’re expecting me to negotiate.”


  “Believe me, I am all too familiar with your somewhat unique way of communicating,” he said. “You won’t be going in alone. This isn’t a one on one affair. You’ll be there as a figurehead at most.”


  “You should be used to that,” Sally said out of the corner of her mouth.


  “This will be more of a summit than anything else. There will be negotiators there with you, as well as bodyguards. I wouldn’t be surprised if other factions wished to make themselves present as well. In short, you will be there to preside over our side, but ultimately others will be doing the work.”


  “And if I refuse?” I asked, knowing full well that wasn’t really an option.


  “If you refuse, then I daresay the Draculas will find some other sort of duty for you. It’s a fair bet that whatever they choose will make this seem like a vacation in paradise, comparatively speaking.”


   


  Ringside Seats


  The check came and suddenly I found two sets of eyes looking at me expectantly.


  “What?” I asked.


  “Coven hospitality,” James replied, a grin on his face. “It’s tradition.”


  I turned toward Sally who gave me her best innocent expression before replying, “Don’t look at me.”


  “You handle the coven’s finances,” I protested.


  “True, but I left my purse back at the office.”


  Grumbling, I pulled out my wallet to cover the tab. Vampires are immortal, arrogant, and powerful...I made a mental note to add cheap to that description.


  “Some of us still have to work for a living,” I griped.


  “Then win the lottery,” she cooed. “Oh, wait...you get to work with me, you already did.” Bitch!


  Trying desperately to keep myself from stabbing her with a fork, I changed the topic back to business. “So what next?” I asked James.


  “For now, just wait,” he replied. “The details are still being hashed out, participants are still being considered, all of that.”


  “Do I get any say in all of this?”


  “Of course. You are perfectly welcome to bring along your own contingent. They’ll be figureheads much like yourself, but as the honored Freewill you’ll be expected to have your own band of supporters.”


  “Awesome,” I said and then quickly added, “I nominate Sally as my first choice.”


  “WHAT!?” she cried.


  “You heard me,” I replied with a sly grin. “You got me into this whole mess. If I’m destined to get corn-holed by Sasquatch, you get to be next on deck, partner.”


  Ultimately, that was true on many levels. Sally had gotten me into just about every mess I had found myself in these past several months. She was the one responsible for my becoming a vampire. Through her machinations, I became the leader of Village Coven. Finally, she was the primary reason I had wound up in Asia to begin with. All roads led back to Sally. It was about time I got a chance to “repay” her.


  “But, what about the coven?” she stammered.


  “Starlight can watch over things for a few days. It’ll be good practice for her.”


  “James...” Sally said, turning to him.


  He, however, just chuckled in response. “I’m sorry, my dear. But, alas, it is his choice. He is officially the coven leader. There is certain protocol to be followed here.”


  In response, she glared flaming, poison-tipped daggers at me. Oh, well, when one plays with fire one does tend occasionally to wind up with burnt fingertips.


  “Now, if we’re all finished here,” James said, ignoring the swordfight Sally and I were waging with our expressions, “I have a car waiting. I need to get back to Boston and continue working on things from my end. You’ll be contacted with details soon enough.”


  “Thanks, James,” I replied, albeit there wasn’t much gratitude in my voice.


  “Just one last question,” Sally said. “Why’d you come all the way down here? I mean, if you were giving Bill a death sentence, that would be one thing (thanks, Sally), but you could have said all of this over the phone.”


  “True enough,” he countered, and then added, “But then I wouldn’t have been treated to such a wonderful evening of discourse.”


  “In other words, you came for the espresso,” I said.


  “Of course. One must have one’s priorities straight.”


  * * *


  I departed before Sally could corner me. I had no desire to be chewed a new asshole. Also, it let me leave on a smug note. If we had started talking about things, I probably would have let slip that my desire for her to come along was only half motivated by asshole pettiness. The truth was that, when push came to shove, she was one hell of a person to have watching your back. Sure, she practically jumped on every chance to piss me off, but over the past year, she had more than made up for it. I didn’t need to be reminded that she had almost gotten killed defending me against the Khan’s assassins. She had even lost a hand in battle with them. Sure, it had grown back, but it was the thought that counted.


  If there was the possibility of shit going down during this peace conference (and let’s face facts: I’ve seen enough episodes of Star Trek to know these never go smoothly), then I wanted her there beside me. I had called Sally my partner as a dig to her, but the truth was I believed it. The only downside was that I was going to have to listen to her bitch about it all...and she would, probably to the point where I would start looking forward to whatever horrific death was waiting around the corner.


  Speaking of bitching, I returned to my apartment to find my roommates engaged in their typical type of conversation.


  “There’s no way the Galactica could take out a Star Destroyer, end of conversation,” came Ed’s voice as I walked in the door.


  Right on cue, Tom replied with, “Two counterpoints, dude: nukes and FTL drive. They jump in, blast the shit out of the Empire, and jump out before Darth Vader is even aware that he’s now floating in the cold vacuum of space.”


  Before I could add my opinion (the Enterprise E’s quantum torpedoes would fuck up anyone’s shit), they both turned toward me.


  “Since you’re here,” Ed asked, “is it safe to assume that the words ‘immediate execution’ didn’t come up?”


  “Thankfully, no. In fact, it wasn’t so bad. I thought they were sending some vampire goon squad. Instead, I wound up spending the night sipping espressos with James.”


  “Ozymandias?” Tom asked, referring to the pseudonym James used back when my coven was still run by Jeff.


  “The one and the same.”


  “I thought he was missing in Mongolia,” Ed said.


  “Not anymore. He’s back and apparently up for a big promotion too.”


  “Awesome,” Tom replied. “It never hurts to have friends in high places.” If anyone knew about that concept, it was him. He worked over in Manhattan’s financial district. As he was fond of telling us, it was a game of kissing ass and gaining favor with the higher-ups. “You just pucker up, apply some super glue, and latch on,” he once said.


  Ed continued, “I’m assuming he didn’t drive in just to tell you about his new executive parking spot.”


  “You assume correctly.”


  “Spill, dude,” Tom said.


  So I did. I spent the next half-hour telling them about how I was supposed to be the vampire nation’s new peace envoy and how my status as the Freewill of vampire legend afforded me this high “honor.”


  “And if you just happen to get snuffed in the process,” Ed surmised, “these Draculas can just sit back and say ‘too bad, so sad.’”


  “That’s about the size of it.”


  “I think that settles things,” he said. “You’ve been putting it off for too long.”


  It took me a second, but then I got his drift. “No way. It’s too dangerous. Who the hell knows what’ll happen?”


  “What’ll happen is it’ll save your life if those Sasquatches decide to make you their sacrificial lamb.”


  “We don’t even know if it’s controllable,” I protested. “It only happened those two times. For all I know it was just a fluke.”


  Ed gave me his most condescending look, the one he reserved for when he thought I was acting like a stupid child, but I held my ground. I wasn’t quite ready for what he was suggesting.


  See, being a Freewill came with a few other perks above and beyond what a normal vampire could do. For starters, there’s the ability for which it was named: the power to resist the mind control of another vamp. Strong vampires can control weaker vamps and even humans with enough concentration. I was glad for that ability. Nothing worse than some asshole giving you a compulsion and having no choice but to follow it through, no matter how demeaning it might be.


  Of somewhat more practical use was the ability somehow to leech another vampire’s strength. Most vampires aren’t able to drink another vamp’s blood. Something about it is incompatible with their systems, violently so. In our tussle with the Khan’s assassins, I had seen Sally take a bite out of one of them. The effort had saved me, but reduced her to a retching basket case for the next several hours. It’s different with me, though. Not only can I drink vampire blood, but doing so temporarily turbo-charges me with their power. I could go from zero to hero with just a swallow. The more powerful the vampire, the more power I absorb. The only downside to this was that I had to get in close enough for a bite, something that most weren’t exactly keen on letting me do.


  Unfortunately, though, that’s almost the extent of my knowledge. I’m the first of my kind in over half a millennium, so the records weren’t exactly up to date as to what else I could do. There’s more, though, and some of it was frightening as all hell. Twice, during my ordeal from a few months back, I lost control. The first time I recovered quickly. The second time, Sally had been near death. The rage I felt had pushed me over the edge. I don’t know what happened next except that something about me changed and I was suddenly able to take on two vampires whose power both eclipsed mine by many times over. Take your pick of either Bruce Banner or Dr. Jekyll, but either way I had something similar in me. The only question was what? Since then, I hadn’t been in any utterly enraging situations, nor had I given in to my friends’ insistence that this was something that needed to be tested. I had nothing against a power boost, but not at the risk of waking up to find myself ankle deep in the blood of my buddies.


  “Not worth the risk,” I stated adamantly.


  “But...”


  “No! Not going to happen. It’s one thing for you two to continually stab, slice, and set me on fire to chart my powers, but this is just too dangerous. We’ve all seen enough movies to know that the ‘we’ll stick you in a cage while you transform’ scene always ends badly.”


  Ed considered this. “I get what you’re saying, Bill. But still, this whole scenario has a bad vibe to it. If things turn to shit, you’re going to need every advantage you can get.”


  “That’s why I’m bringing Sally. She’ll be there to watch my backside.”


  “But who’s going to watch hers?”


  “Us,” Tom chimed in. Ed and I stopped speaking and turned to him questioningly. “We’ll be there watching her ass, amongst other things,” he said.


  “Hold on just a sec...”


  “Didn’t you just tell us that you were allowed to bring a contingent of supporters?” he asked. “Well who else is going to support your sorry self better than us?”


  “No fucking way...”


  “My point exactly,” he stated. “No fucking way are we missing a possible vampire/bigfoot death match. Not happening. Even if you weren’t my bud, I’d still be sneaking along just to see that shit.”


  “He does have a point,” Ed said. “A couple of them actually, which is probably a new record for him.”


  “It’s settled then!” cried Tom jubilantly.


  I tried protesting some more, but I could tell my words were falling on deaf ears. I couldn’t help but think, Great! Now, not only do I get to die, I get to do it with my friends cheering me on.


   


  Friends Don’t Let Friends Drink and Dissect


  The first half of the weekend was surprisingly pleasant. I went over to the coven, as usual; however, Sally was nowhere to be seen. She was apparently still miffed at me. Oh, well, she’d come around. I knew, deep down, she would eventually see things my way. We were partners, after all...perhaps for all of eternity. She’d never admit it of course, but when push came to shove I had (almost) no doubt she’d be there backing me up.


  Still, it was nice to spend some time looking at the eye candy of the coven without her harping in my ear about something or other. Being king is only good so long as you don’t have a bitchy prime minister continually spoiling your fun.


  Sunday was game day. No, not that game. I had little interest in whoever was going to be kicking the Giants’ asses on that or any other weekend. No, I meant my weekly Dungeons & Dragons game. I left the coven while it was still dark to head toward scenic Newark, New Jersey. The game didn’t start until late morning, but heading over while the sun was shining wasn’t a particularly smart move for one such as me. Fortunately, I knew my game master, Dave, would already be up and waiting.


  Dave was a third-year medical resident. He was also one of the few humans, outside of my roommates, who knew that I was a vampire. His plan was to go into pure research after he finished with his residency. It wasn’t for any altruistic reason such as helping mankind. No, it was because he pretty much hated everyone he saw on a day to day basis. Probably a good call, as I think it’s safe to say that most of us prefer to put our lives in the hands of people who don’t openly despise us.


  I had told Dave my secret because I needed his help to become a permanent telecommuter. In return, he had been almost giddy as a schoolgirl. He saw me as his ace in the hole. In return for his help, I agreed to give him tissue samples to use in his research. His plan was eventually to come up with some sort of miracle drug, based off of vampire DNA, that would set him up for life.


  We had to keep things on the down low, of course. Letting humans in on the secret of our existence was generally frowned upon. It wasn’t too hard to assume that human experimentation on vampires was probably an even more massive no-no...one that, if discovered, would most likely result in me, Dave, and everyone we knew being wiped off the face of the Earth with extreme prejudice.


  That concept in of itself made me nervous enough. That Dave had begun to exhibit signs of turning into a mad scientist was likewise starting to worry me. I had little doubt he conducted his research while giggling manically to himself. Still, he was my friend...no matter how nutty he was becoming.


  Little did I know, he was preparing to ratchet up the crazy, although I should have suspected. Let’s face facts: when I step into a shit-storm, it rains down upon me with all the fury that Mother Nature has at her disposal.


  I knocked on his door just as the first rays of sunlight were beginning to peek over the horizon. As expected, he was waiting for me.


  “Come on in. I have a few new tests this morning.”


  I just stood there looking back at him. “Hi, Dave.”


  “Sorry. Hi, Bill. How are you this fine morning?”


  “I’m fine. How are you?”


  “Wonderful. Now get the fuck in here before I kill your character.” Yep, that’s Dave, straight to the point and not afraid to use threats to get there.


  During my short tenure as a vampire, I had been poked, prodded, lanced, and burned so many times; I almost didn’t notice it anymore...almost being the operative word. That’s a bit of bullshit from Hollywood. You see, in most movies Dracula will just stand there, being pelted by bullets and laughing as his cold dead flesh absorbs the damage. Unfortunately, while real vampires may technically be just as dead, there’s nothing wrong with our nerve endings. Somehow, those work the exact same way as they always did. Therefore, while I could definitely absorb a hail of gunfire, that didn’t mean I wouldn’t wind up huddled in a fetal ball, crying. Apparently, when we get turned into vampires our bodies don’t get the memo to stop transmitting the ouchies to our brains.


  Sadly, when asked if this was something he could look into during his research, Dave responded with, “Suck it up like a man.” Some days I think I need to find friends who are more human and less asshole.


  I followed him in and shut the door behind me. Fortunately, his place was vampire safe during the day. The guy kept his apartment as dark as a cave. It was perfect for both gaming and not bursting aflame. Being that we still had a few hours before the rest of the party arrived, I followed him to the back room where he kept a makeshift lab.


  “How’s the research going?”


  “Same as usual,” he sighed. “Until I get some corporate backing, I’m stuck using whatever shit I can purloin from hospital storage.”


  I laughed. “You’re like Dr. Evil...if he shopped at Walmart.”


  “Tell me about it. I’ve been working on this stuff for the better part of a year. Figured I’d have some breakthroughs by now.”


  “Still nothing?”


  “Almost. I mean I’ve isolated some bizarre protein strands in your blood, but I’m fucked if I know what they do. Originally I figured it was some sort of virus in your system...”


  “Like in Blade?”


  “Yeah, but no such luck.”


  “Oh, well, you tried,” I said, turning back toward his living room. I can’t say I would be too sorry to see this end. I couldn’t help but feel like a lab rat around Dave as of late.


  “Not so fast. (Damn!) It doesn’t mean I’m giving up. I think it’s time to refocus my efforts.”


  “Define ‘refocus.’”


  “I need to take this back to square one, watch what happens during the vampire turning process.”


  That caught my attention, and not in a good way either. Yeah, Dave was definitely starting to get a Dr. Frankenstein vibe to him.


  “I really hope you’re not suggesting I bite someone, just so you can watch them go from living to undead. That’d be kind of fucked up.”


  He shot me a withering glare. Apparently, he had been taking lessons from Ed. “Do I look like I want to go to jail? Let’s be serious here for a second. I want a nice comfy research grant, not to wind up some convict’s bitch.”


  “Then how...”


  “Did you learn nothing in college? When science wants to test something, we turn to our four-legged friends.” With that, he pointed out a little tank sitting off in a corner of the room. Inside was a bunch of white mice.


  “You want me to put mice in my mouth?”


  Dave chuckled in response. “If I was going to do that, it would be to post the pictures to Facebook. No, while the thought of you chewing on rodents is amusing, I’d prefer to obtain a venom sample so I can test it under controlled conditions.”


  “Venom?”


  “For lack of a better word, yeah. Since I can’t seem to isolate a virus, it stands to reason there’s something else in a vampire bite that causes the change. It might be saliva, but I’d be willing to bet it has to do with those nasty canines you’re sporting.”


  I rolled my eyes (guess Sally was starting to rub off on me). “Did you ever think that maybe it’s beyond knowing...supernatural and all that crap? Maybe it’s just magic.”


  Dave gave me a look that suggested his opinion of me was rapidly being downgraded. “In the Middle Ages, people thought the sun was magic. Hell, if you showed your cell phone to certain tribes in the Amazon today, they’d either worship you or burn you at the stake. Magic is just a bullshit term for stuff we haven’t figured out yet. I, for one, intend to figure it out.”


  “Okay fine, I’ll humor you. So how are we going to do this?”


  “The same way they milk snakes.”


  “Dude, I know you work long hours and don’t have much time for a social life, but no way are you milking me.”


  “Would probably be the most action you’ve gotten in a while,” Dave sniffed. “But let’s not be stupid here.” He grabbed a cup from a shelf. The top was covered in a plastic membrane. “Here, bite this.”


  To say I was somewhat less than impressed would be an understatement. “You do realize how batshit insane this is, right? I mean outside of the stupidity of milking me for venom, you’re planning on using it to make vampire mice? Seriously, tell me that’s not a low-budget horror movie in the making.”


  “I have it covered,” he insisted. “I have welders’ gloves for any handling that needs to be done. The tank is reinforced Plexiglas, and it’s sitting right next to the window. All I have to do is open the blinds.”


  “And if one should escape?”


  “I bought three dozen mousetraps and a pound of raw, bloody, chop meat.”


  I blinked in surprise at that last one. “Well, okay that is pretty fucking clever.”


  “Thank you. Now bite,” he commanded, handing me the glass.


  I sighed. Oh, well, in for a penny. I extended my fangs then also blackened my eyes - hey, might as well make a show of it - and did as asked. About a minute later, he said that was good enough and took back the glass. I don’t know if it was venom or just my drool, but there was definitely something collected inside of it.


  “Just one more thing.” He placed it to the side and began rummaging in a nearby desk.


  “Let me guess, more blood samples,” I groused, starting to roll up my sleeve.


  “Not quite.” He turned back to me holding a pair of garden shears. “Take off your shoe.”


  “Why?”


  “I need a more extensive tissue sample so I can continue testing your regenerative abilities.”


  “More extensive?”


  “I figure one of your little toes should work. I’d ask for a finger, but I know you do a lot of typing.”


  I held up my hands and started backing away. “Whoa there, Hoss!”


  “Oh, don’t be such a baby. It should grow back before you even leave here today. Didn’t you say that other vampire’s entire hand grew back?”


  “Sally.”


  “Whatever. It’s not like I’m asking to cut off your dick. It’s just a little toe. Evolution-wise, they’re not even necessary anymore.”


  “I don’t care. I’m not letting you prune my digits, no matter much unnecessary they are.”


  “Pity. I was planning on dropping a vorpal weapon into the game. Doesn’t Kelvin use a saber?” he asked, referring to my character.


  “Not gonna work.” That lasted all of two seconds before I blurted out, “What kind of plusses are we talking about?” Damn my weakness for treasure.


  “Four at the least.”


  “I don’t know...”


  “Oh, and did I mention that the lovely Princess Sheila was looking for a royal concubine? You did save her from those giants after all.”


  “That’s low, dude.”


  “I’m not above bribery. So about that shoe...”


  “No. No fucking way. Not going to happen. I don’t care if you throw in the armor of the elder gods too. There is absolutely nothing you can say to convince me.”


  * * *


  Ten minutes later, there was a knock on Dave’s door. It was the cops. Guess his neighbors got a little freaked out by all the screaming. What a surprise. It’s amazing just how many nerve endings are contained in one little toe.


   


  Diplomatic Immunity


  Outside of a citation for disturbing the peace, the rest of the game was fun...especially my ill-gotten gains. I could tell the rest of the party were miffed that I seemed to be the golden boy this week, but oh, well. I didn’t see them offering up any digits in the name of science.


  Dave was right, too. By the time I got home and took off my shoe (stuffed full of blood-soaked bandages), my foot was whole again. One wouldn’t have known that just a few hours earlier, in a fit of apparent insanity, I had voluntarily let my so-called friend dismember me. Why did I have a feeling all of that was going to come back and bite me in the ass? Oh, well, I’m sure that’s a horror to contend with for another day.


  Little did I know that other horrors were even now awaiting me...and it was just the first day of the goddamn week.


  * * *


  I was sitting on our living room couch, still marveling at the fact that I had ten toes again, when our front door opened. Tom walked in, but before I could voice a greeting, his girlfriend, Christy, entered in tow. Wonderful. Just how I like to end my weekend - in the company of my would-be killer.


  I started humming the refrain from Rob Zombie’s Dragula, specifically the part about burning through the witches. I found myself doing that a lot lately while in Christy’s presence. For some reason it was soothing. Go figure.


  Tom took her coat and put it in the closest. Great, that meant she would be staying for a while. I was just getting ready to stand, intent on retreating to the relative safety of my bedroom, when she walked over and sat down next to me. That was surprising. Christy and I had a bit of an unspoken rule about not being in the same room together for extended periods of time.


  Thus, I was caught even more off guard when she said, “Hey, Bill. How’s it going?”


  I did nothing but blink for a few seconds, most likely looking like a moron. She and I had said maybe ten words to each other in the past few months and most of them were inarticulate grunts of begrudging acknowledgement.


  I opened my mouth, not really sure what would come out...although expecting something like, “Hey, yourself. Eaten either Hansel or Gretel lately?”


  Before I could say anything, though, Tom jumped in. “Want a beer, Christy? How about you, Bill?” he asked, rummaging through our fridge.


  “No thanks, hon,” she cheerfully called back.


  “I’ll take one,” I said. I had a nagging feeling I’d need it.


  “So,” she started. “Tom told me about the peace conference.”


  What? Christ, I really needed to stop telling him everything. The guy had a big fucking mouth, especially when it came to women. He’s one of those people for whom it does not take a lot of effort to fuck their brains out.


  My eyes narrowed at Christy, but I answered pleasantly, “Excuse me for one second.” With that, I grabbed the TV remote, turned, and chucked it at Tom; hitting him square in the side.


  “Ow!” he yelled while I turned back to Christy.


  “Now what was that?”


  She replied as if I hadn’t just assaulted her boyfriend with a hunk of plastic. “Tom filled me in on the conference. I talked it over with my coven (witches have covens too...the assholes stole the idea from us vampires) and they think we should go too.”


  I’m glad Tom hadn’t retrieved my beer yet because I would surely have choked on it at that moment. “What?”


  “Well, at least Harry does,” she said. Harry Decker was the leader of Christy’s coven, the VP of marketing at my company, and a complete nutcase. He was a firm believer in some dumbass prophecy proclaiming my existence heralded the end of wizard and witch kind. Thus, through faulty circular logic, he concluded that if I were to die, then this magic apocalypse wouldn’t occur. He had come pretty close to making good on the threat too. At the end of things, though, I managed to live and he wound up with a bloody nose. Since then - outside of a petty attempt to get me into trouble with our HR department - he had been lying low; however, I knew it was only a matter of time before he became a thorn in my side again. Guess it was springtime, because it looked as if that flower was blooming.


  “Really?” I arched an eyebrow at her, Mr. Spock style.


  “Yes,” she replied conversationally as if we were discussing shades of paint rather than vampires and Sasquatches.


  “Why?”


  “Because this has potential repercussions for us all. If this goes badly, it could have a ripple effect for all of the races: Fae and demonic alike.”


  “You’re shitting me right? Fae?”


  “Fairy kind,” she explained.


  “I always suspected there was a bit of fairy in Bill,” Tom commented, walking over and handing me a beer.


  “Don’t make me look for the remote,” I warned. He sat and I addressed Christy again. “So let me get this straight. This meeting between the vampires and a pack of shit-flinging monkeys has dire consequences? As a result, your coven, a group who doesn’t exactly have my best interests in mind, wants to tag along?”


  “I already told you, the prophecy is nothing personal.”


  “Sorry. I tend to take being killed somewhat personally.”


  “That aside, the Forest Folk are not to be...


  “Forest Folk?” Tom and I asked in unison.


  “Yes, the creatures you’ve upset with your...”


  “Hold on there. I haven’t upset shit. Your kindly ‘Forest Folk’ were the ones who tried to put a kindly forest rock through my sternum.”


  “Regardless of what happened, open warfare is simply not an option here.”


  “Be that as it may,” I said, “you’re still not invited to...wherever the hell it is.”


  “That’s not for you to say. My master has already reached out to your people in Boston.”


  My eyes opened wide. Holy shit! Not only was this bitch hell-bent on frying my ass, but now she was going over my head too. Talk about sticking it in and breaking it off.


  “You talked with Boston?” She nodded in response. “The same Boston that’s aware of what you guys did while Gan was over here?” Another nod. “And they didn’t freak out, threaten you with death, any of that stuff?”


  “No. They were quite cordial, actually. This one vampire my master talked to -Colin, I think his name was - he didn’t seem to like you very much.”


  Motherfucker! I put my face into my hands while I absorbed all of this.


  “Really?” Tom asked. “I would’ve thought the vampires wouldn’t be too big on you guys.”


  “My people aren’t at war with the vampires, just...”


  “Me,” I finished.


  “Pretty much,” she confirmed. “Besides, we reached out to them diplomatically. There are protocols around these types of things.”


  “Jesus Christ, does everyone know these protocols except me?”


  “Yeah, it does seem you’re always the last to find out about these things,” Tom said, echoing my sentiment. “Maybe you should get Sally to keep you in the loop a bit more.”


  I shrugged in return and took an extra-long pull on my beer. The way this was going, I might need a chaser of significantly higher proof.


  While I did so, Tom said to Christy, “Cool. I guess we get to take a vacation together on the supernatural world’s dime.”


  “It’s not really a vacation, dear,” she chided. “We’re going to be in different parties and we’ll be traveling there separately. Technically speaking, we shouldn’t even fraternize during it.”


  “Not at all?” he asked, a mock-frown on his face.


  “Well, I guess we could sneak away for a little...”


  “I don’t need the details,” I interrupted.


  “Oh, yeah, speaking of details,” Tom asked, “Did the vamps tell you where this was all going down?”


  “No,” she replied. “That’s still being worked out. We should know in a week. They said once that’s decided they’re flying in a special envoy to work with Bill.”


  “They are?” I asked, looking up.


  “Let me guess,” Tom surmised. “They didn’t tell you that part either.”


   


  Hell’s Hair Salon


  By Wednesday, I couldn’t take it any more. I couldn’t get anyone in Boston to return my calls. James was apparently busy and Colin was being a prick. I hadn’t heard anything from Sally either. Between that, the stress of not knowing, and the added agitation of being certain that the love of my life had left for parts unknown, I was getting absolutely nothing done at work. Fortunately, my boss was too busy trying to figure out his own paperwork to bug me much. Gotta love downtime.


  After the sun had set, I decided to head over to the coven. Maybe someone there could fill me in a bit more about this ancient war with Bigfoot. At the very least, the women of the coven were distracting eye candy. A little T&A wasn’t exactly a bad way to kill a few hours. Hey, I never claimed I wasn’t shallow.


  I made my way first to the loft. It was located right in the middle of SoHo. Back when I was alive, you couldn’t have paid me to hang out there. There’s only so much vacuous smarm I can take without retching. As luck would have it, though, I just so happened to be in charge of a group of vampires who were headquartered there. Yeah, life sometimes has a funny way of telling you to go fuck yourself. Anyway, the loft was where it all started for me, it being the place where I was turned. It just so happened to also be one of the coven’s more popular hangouts. Sally in particular had a fondness for it, often using it as her home when not at the office. If she was lying low, there was a good chance it would be at the loft.


  Alas, no such luck. I found a few coven members milling about a dead body, a not uncommon sight. Seeing no sign of Sally, and not really wanting to know much more about the circumstances around their kill (I lost enough sleep as it was), I decided to try the office instead.


  Much to my surprise, Starlight, still in her conscripted role as secretary, told me that Sally was in. I started toward her office, but Star held up her hand. She hooked a thumb and pointed it toward the back. Upon my questioning glance, she smiled sheepishly and made it a point to get back to typing.


  Okay, whatever that meant. I turned toward the rear of the floor. There was a changing area, complete with full shower facilities at the back. It was a handy thing to have for vampires. Unlike me, a good deal of the coven preferred their food alive and squirming. Being what we are, that ensured things tended to get messy. Stain resistant carpets, French drains, and places to clean up were necessities for any facility owned and operated by vamps.


  Perhaps Sally had just returned from a hunt. She definitely had no problems with taking live prey. Considering how she looked: petite, blonde, and absolutely gorgeous, she didn’t often have much problem attracting her next meal. On the upside, if she was in the back room that meant I had a chance of sneaking a peek at her in the shower. It would probably get me slugged (and Sally could pack a hell of a punch for her size), but it would be worth it...no question there.


  As I got closer, my sensitive vampire ears began to pick up sounds from ahead. There was definitely water running, although it sounded more like one of the sinks. That wasn’t what caught my ear, though. I picked up heavy, content breathing complimented by the occasional sigh of pleasure. I stopped walking but continued to listen. Sure eavesdropping was rude, but fuck that shit. Being the head of a vampire coven meant never having to apologize.


  The sighs continued. It sounded like...holy shit! Was she getting it on with someone? Here, I was struck by a moral dilemma (something rare in the vampire community). On the one hand, Sally was allowed her privacy. She was my partner in the coven. Hell, she had saved my ass on more than one occasion. She deserved it. On the flipside, when was I going to get another chance to see her getting plowed? Oh, yeah, that decided it.


  But still, I hesitated. Something didn’t feel right about this. After a moment, I pulled out my cell phone and turned the camera on. Now it felt right.


  Holding it in front of me, I hit “record” and walked through the door.


  “Don’t mind me,” I cheerfully called out. “Just keep on doing what you’re...” What the hell was she doing?


  Sally, wearing a silk robe, was seated in a chair. Her bare feet were immersed in a portable foot bath. As for the rest of her, the chair was inclined and her head was leaning back in one of the sinks. A somewhat effeminate looking man, one I had never seen before, was busy washing her hair.


  Upon hearing my voice, she opened her eyes and raised her head. She looked at me, then at my phone, cocking an eyebrow in the process. “Nice try, Bill,” she commented, leaning back again.


  “What the...” I stammered. The man gave me the once over, sniffed, and then went back to rinsing her hair. “Who is this?”


  Without moving, Sally gave another sigh of contentment and replied, “Bill, meet Alfonzo. Alfonzo, Bill.”


  “Alfonzo?”


  “He’s my stylist,” she explained as if that answered anything.


  “Stylist? You can’t just bring a person...” I stepped forward and took a breath. I smelled shampoo, conditioner, Sally’s expensive perfume (damn she smelled nice. Not that I would ever tell her that), and something else. My senses weren’t as acute as an older vampire’s were, but at Sally’s insistence, I had been practicing. For a moment, I was confused, but then I realized what it was. Alfonzo wasn’t human.


  “What the hell did you do?” I snapped.


  Alfonzo, thinking I was speaking to him, replied in a nasally accent, “I am accentuating her highlights in preparation for...” I tuned out the rest. Jeez, I hate to stereotype, but this guy sounded just like I would imagine an overpriced SoHo stylist. We’re talking a grade-A, bad Inspector Clouseau imitation here.


  “Not you,” I replied. “In fact, would you mind giving Sally and me a moment?”


  “Impossible!” he spat in a prissy tone. “The color must be managed down to ze’ precise...”


  “GET OUT!!” I commanded. Compulsion was another thing Sally had been bugging me to practice. I hadn’t thought much of it before then, as I hadn’t met too many vampires younger than myself. Still, I immediately saw how it could come in handy.


  Though my compulsion wasn’t nearly the strength of some others, it had the desired effect. Alfonzo’s eyes glazed over. He straightened up and, without another word, marched from the room, shutting the door behind him.


  “Finally got that figured out?” Sally asked conversationally from where she still reclined.


  “Thanks to you,” I replied. “Now if you’d be so kind, can you please explain Alfonzo?”


  She raised her head to meet my gaze. “I already told you. He’s my stylist. He’s been doing my hair for years. Oh, the things that man can do to a scalp,” she said dreamily.


  “Fascinating, I’m sure. And has Alfonzo always been a vampire?”


  “No.”


  “So you turned him?”


  “Yep. That’s typically how it works.”


  “WHY?” I snapped.


  She looked at me innocently before answering, “I’ve been stressed and Alfonzo’s salon has been all booked up.”


  “So you turned him into a vampire?”


  “Seemed like a good idea at the time. We’re still short on members and he does great work. You really should let him give you a manicure. Your nails are looking a little ratty. He is heaven with a file...”


  “I don’t need a manicure. And who the fuck gave you permission to recruit new members?”


  She just arched her eyebrows at me. In front of the others, I was in charge. Behind the scenes, though, she was on equal terms with me...maybe even slightly more than equal. Her look told me she wasn’t about to be intimidated.


  Trying another tactic, I changed my tone. “Besides, weren’t you the one who told me that only the coven master could recruit? That there were rituals that needed to be respected?”


  She appeared to consider this for a moment before blithely answering, “Yeah, but you said it yourself...those rituals are stupid.”


  Damn, she had me there. There were formal rites that were supposed to be performed when one was accepted into a coven, but they were idiotic, not much better than a fraternity initiation. I had told her as much on more than one occasion, not considering that she would probably use my words against me. I should’ve known better. Sally was a rattlesnake in a size-four dress and three-inch heels.


  “Besides,” she continued. “I thought you wanted to branch out from the typical muscle heads that Jeff used to recruit.”


  Again, she had me. Jeff had been a spoiled, pretty-boy, douchebag asshole. As such, all the other males in the coven had likewise been of similar caliber. They and I had proven to be a bad mix. Thanks to the Khan’s assassins; however, there were now far fewer of them to contend with. That aside, though, I had been putting off active recruitment for the coven because...well, it just seemed like such a fucking evil thing to do. Sure there were plenty of goth weirdos who would jump at the chance to be moody for all of eternity, but I had envisioned a coven populated by a more normal, well-adjusted crowd. The problem is; how do you approach someone like that with the offer of “Hey, can I kill you so you can join my army of the undead?” Apparently, Sally wasn’t concerned with minor details such as this.


  “Yes,” I said. “But that didn’t mean you had free rein to make someone your eternal slave just because they happen to do a passable job of covering up your roots.”


  “I’ll have you know I’m a natural blonde.”


  “Yeah, and I look like Johnny Depp,” I countered.


  “You might look more like him if you let Alfonzo give you a makeover.”


  “I’ll pass on the Queer Eye for the Straight Guy treatment for now. I think we have more pressing matters to discuss.”


  “Fine. Pull up a chair, but can you let Alfonzo back in first?”


  “Why?” I asked.


  “Because if I wind up with streaks in my hair, you aren’t going to live long enough to let a Sasquatch kill you.”


   


  The Dude with the Crazy Eyes


  I don’t know why I ever bothered talking to Sally. It almost never made me feel better. Well okay, the sight of her cleavage often made me feel better, but it was superficial compared to the pounding migraines I usually ended up with.


  Case in point, as the coven’s newest recruit continued to minister to her hair - with more care than I’ve seen parents show to a newborn - Sally blithely told me about how she pretty much knew everything I had come over to talk about. Somehow, I wasn’t surprised.


  “You know about the special envoy they’re sending?”


  “Of course,” she replied. “I keep tabs with Boston.”


  “And you didn’t tell me because...”


  “As I said, I’ve been stressed. It slipped my mind.”


  “Well, did you know we’re going to be having company, as in company that just so happens to use magic and wants me dead?”


  “Yep, heard that too. Pity they’re going to be under a flag of truce, otherwise I’d say it’d be a good opportunity to make them disappear.” She said this last part conversationally, her eyes closing as Alfonzo continued to work her scalp. “Oh, and before you ask, yes I know that your roommates are coming too.”


  “Boston knows about that?” I asked. Were the assholes spying on me now?


  “No, but let’s face facts, they follow you everywhere. It’s like you live with two lost puppies. Speaking of which, remind Ed to bring his shotgun...just to be on the safe side.”


  “I’ll remind him to bring a box of condoms and some penicillin too...just to be on the safe side.”


  She sniffed at the dig. Some months back, Ed had asked her out. She had agreed, much to my surprise. They hadn’t gone on a second date, but I suspected that had a little to do with the fact that I completely freaked out upon learning of the first one. Since then, they had both asked about each other a few times, leading me to believe there was probably some unfinished business between them. Truth be told, I wasn’t jealous of them developing a relationship. Well okay, I wasn’t that jealous. Don’t get me wrong. If given the opportunity, I’d happily bang Sally. You just don’t say “no” to a piece of ass that fine. Nevertheless, I had my sights set elsewhere. I was more against their relationship out of fear for Ed. Sally is the femme fatale that James Bond has nightmares about. If the mood struck her, she could use Ed, break him, and then treat him like a Happy Meal without a second thought.


  “Just make sure Tom leaves at least some of his stupidity at home,” she added.


  “As if that’s even possible,” I replied with a grin.


  * * *


  I found myself back at the loft on Saturday. Boston had informed Sally that preparations were nearly complete. Our “guest” would be arriving that night to fill us in on the details. As we were also informed that the information we were about to be imparted with was for our ears only (ours? I guess knowledge of Sally as my silent partner wasn’t as silent as I thought), we decided to meet at the loft. It was easy enough to tell the rest of the coven to find somewhere else to be for the night. Sally also didn’t want to meet at the office and run the risk of having to shut down her precious hotline. God forbid the city be allowed one night where its people weren’t being harvested like cattle.


  I arrived early and had to listen to her go on and on about the fabulous job Alfonzo had done with her hair. The changes were pretty subtle - some layering and a little extra body added (did I actually just think that?). That being said, some people pulled off subtle far better than others. Sally’s one of them; however, letting her know that wouldn’t be any fun.


  “So what did he do?” I asked innocently. “Clean out any excess lice and rat droppings?”


  A few minutes later, she was distracted from trying to break into the bathroom - where I was hiding - to answer the door. Saved by the bell. And yes, it was totally worth it.


  As she disengaged the multiple heavy-duty locks, I slipped out and assumed a casual position on the couch. I was fairly sure the elder vampires already had a relatively low opinion of me. I saw no reason to exacerbate it further by letting them see Sally and me acting like ten-year-olds.


  She slipped me a sour smile and then opened the door. While she did so, I indulged in a little fantasy involving a sword swinging through the open doorway and decapitating her before she had a chance to make even a single snarky remark.


  Alas, no such luck on that happening. Instead, a voice said, “Hello, my name is Alex. I believe you are expecting me.” (*sigh* what is it with the formality? Do vampires above a certain age become allergic to contractions?)


  Sally stepped aside and made a welcoming gesture. As our guest walked past, I could see her sizing him up and not entirely in a sisterly manner either if you get my drift. She looked up from his ass just in time to meet my questioning gaze. Realizing she had been caught, she quickly turned to close the door.


  As usual with the vampire world, the person who stood before me was nothing like I expected. This guy was supposed to be a specialist, hand-picked by the Draculas. As such, I was expecting some Nosferatu-looking dude in a severe black and white suit. Sure, I had never actually seen a vamp who looked like that, but still, this guy had flown in from Europe. I had figured that maybe over in the old country they still respected tradition...or at least the tradition established by multiple Christopher Lee movies.


  The newcomer was a few inches shorter than me, but his shortcomings ended there (figures). He was broad shouldered and obviously had a strong build beneath the unassuming leather jacket he wore. Jeans, a t-shirt, and a laptop bag rounded out his look. Hell, the dude looked like he could have just driven over from some construction site in Jersey. Apparently, the Draculas weren’t big on giving their minions a hefty expense account for wardrobe purposes.


  Moving on to the rest of him: he had wavy dark blonde hair, and a smooth complexion; however, what stood out most of all were his eyes. An intense gaze met my own, one that was augmented by the fact that two different colored eyes peered out of his head: one a bright green, the other brown. Hell, I thought Huskies were the only ones like that.


  Thus, instead of saying something non-idiotic like, “Hi,” I instead asked, “Contacts?”


  “Excuse me?” he answered in a slightly accented voice.


  “Your eyes,” I said. Hey, in for a penny of stupidity... “Are you wearing colored contacts?”


  I heard Sally sigh. No doubt, I was breaking some established protocol for visiting dignitaries. However, being that our guest looked like he had just gotten off a motorcycle, I figured I was justified for not dropping to one knee and looking for a ring to kiss.


  If Alex was insulted by my question, he didn’t show it. “You have a unique way of introducing yourself,” he replied in a bemused voice. He held out a hand and repeated his initial greeting. “My name is Alex. I am here as a representative of the First Coven to assist you, and this is my natural eye color. Any other questions?”


  I smiled back, half amazed. Though I had met only a small subset, my dealings with the vampire world had led me to believe it was mostly populated with self-absorbed, humor-deficient assholes. Thus, to meet a vamp who obviously had some rank behind him (the Draculas were rumored to be very picky about who they hung out with) yet wasn’t immediately oozing with douchebag vibes was a pleasant surprise. I reached out my hand and shook his.


  “I’m Bill. Pleased to meet you, Alex.”


  “Likewise, Freewill,” he said, indicating my status as a vampire freak. “And I presume you are Sally,” he said, turning toward her. “I was told you were quite stunning, but I dare say the reports did not do you justice.”


  To my surprise, she actually blushed (quite the feat for someone lacking a pulse). Damn, Alex was a playa.


  He gave her an appraising look. “I hope you did not go through a lot of trouble to make yourself so presentable just for my arrival.”


  “Oh this? I just threw on something real quick,” she replied as if she hadn’t spent the greater part of the week under Alfonzo’s care. Now it was my turn to eye-roll.


  I had to admit that Alex was one smooth character. No wonder the Draculas employed his services as a diplomat. He had disarmed both Sally and me within seconds, the former accomplishment being something I had yet to master.


  “We all have a lot to discuss, so we should get started right away...as soon as I make use of the facilities, if I may.”


  “Sure,” I replied. “Make yourself at home.”


  I pointed him toward the bathroom. He stopped at the doorway, no doubt noticing the numerous dents in the door and newly splintered wood in the frame. He turned back and gave us a questioning look.


  “Oh, don’t mind that,” I said. “I was combing my hair earlier and Sally had a burrito for lunch. When you gotta go...”


  He gave a sheepish smile in reply and then entered.


  As the door clicked shut, I yelled to him, “There’s some air freshener in the cabinet if you need...OUCH!” Damn, Sally can hit hard when she wants to.


  * * *


  Alex returned to find us sitting on the couch waiting for him, me still rubbing my arm. The phrase “hits like a girl” definitely did not apply to the saucy little blonde in the room.


  Ignoring whatever had occurred during his brief foray in the restroom, Alex sat in a chair opposite us and opened his bag. He pulled out a ruggedized laptop and proceeded to boot it up. Apparently, ancient scrolls written on parchment made from human flesh was passé these days. Nobody believed in setting the proper mood anymore.


  “Care for a glass of blood before we get started?” I asked, trying to be cordial. My thoughts regarding the Draculas aside, if this guy held favor with them, then that probably meant he wasn’t exactly a spring chicken. The older the vampire, the stronger. I didn’t see any need to get on this guy’s bad side and discover just how quickly he could kick my ass.


  “No thank you,” he replied, typing on the keyboard. “I had a light snack on the way over.”


  I didn’t ask him to elaborate. Knowing vampires, I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised to read about some missing cabbie in the morning paper. Friendly or not, I needed to remind myself that Alex was probably a top notch killer. It was probably best not to get too enamored of him, especially since his primary job was to prep me on how to be the Draculas’ fall guy.


  Seeing that the small talk was rapidly fizzling out, I proceeded to just sit there and wait. Sally too was unusually quiet. Our normal banter aside, it was starting to sink in just how serious this was...or more precisely just how deep the shit we were both standing in was.


  After a few more moments of uncomfortable silence, Alex pulled his eyes away from the screen. “Before we begin,” he started, “I should point out a few nuances of your situation. Both of you are far too young to have had any serious dealings with the First Coven.” I opened my mouth to say something, but he held up a hand. “I am aware, Freewill, of your dealings with the Khan. Suffice to say, that circumstance was anything but typical.”


  “Thank God,” I muttered.


  A look very close to amusement passed through Alex’s freaky eyes, then he continued. “The first thing I shall say is that you should both consider it an honor. It is almost unheard of for the First to have dealings with any of our kind less than a century in age. The First are not particularly tolerant of children.” He put a heavy emphasis on that last part.


  Thinking back to Gan, my mouth decided to have a mind of its own. “I don’t blame the Draculas. Kids these days,” I said with a laugh, only to realize I was the only one in the room grinning. Alex had a look of mild disapproval on his face, while Sally’s eyes were wide open in shock.


  “Yes, about that,” said Alex. “I should warn you that the First are not particularly fond of that nickname. Their agents have been given authority to make liberal examples of offenders.”


  “You’re one of their agents aren’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Way to go, Bill,” Sally quipped quietly.


  Again, Alex smiled. “I think, considering the circumstances, we can forgo the formalities of this offense for the time being. However, you should know that the First are not particularly known for their forgiveness.”


  “Point taken.”


  “Good. Now is it correct that the Wanderer filled you in on some of the details as to why you have been chosen?”


  “The Wanderer?” Sally asked.


  “James,” I replied to her. As I had learned in China, the dude had a lot of nicknames. He apparently got around. I then said to Alex, “Yeah, he brought us up to speed on the whys. I’m to be their proxy to this event because...THEY’RE A BUNCH OF PUSSIES AND I’M OBVIOUSLY FUCKING EXPENDABLE!” Well okay, that’s what I thought. I really finished with, “because I’m the Freewill and thus considered to be highly honored.”


  “Essentially correct. The Grendel demand that...”


  “Grendel?”


  “Yes,” he replied. “Our adversaries at the table...”


  “You call them the Grendel?”


  “They have lots of names.”


  “So I’m learning,” I said. “Isn’t ‘Grendel’ a little insulting, considering how Beowulf kicked its ass?”


  “Very astute of you,” Alex replied with a hint of approval. “Yes, it is. Therefore we don’t call them that in their presence.”


  “Cool. So Beowulf was a vampire?”


  “Not quite. He was one of the Shining Ones.”


  Seeing our confused looks, he added, “Sorry. I sometimes forget that name has fallen out of usage. I believe you refer to them as Icons.”


  There was that word again. Apparently many of the famous monster slayers of old were actually these so-called Icons. From what I had been led to believe, they were actually a bunch of egomaniacs. Even so, somehow their belief in their own badassery actually made it so. They were able to empower themselves with faith, a form of magic that’s not too compatible with vampires or other supernatural creatures, wizards included.


  These guys got around back in the day, and by that I mean kicked everyone’s asses. According to the wizards, supposedly my birth meant they were returning too. Hoo boy, shit was definitely going to start getting real...assuming of course I managed not to get my head ripped off by a pack of apes with lots of names - each stupider than the last.


   


  Yes, This is One of Those Exposition Chapters


  “Are you still paying attention?” Alex asked.


  “Of course,” I lied. He had been droning on about politics and places at the table for over an hour. He lost me about halfway through, going on about the supposed high honor that was bestowed upon me by Bigfoot.


  “Then you understand the significance of signing this treaty anew?”


  “Well...”


  “Anew?” asked Sally. “I keep hearing that. So what happened to the old treaty?”


  “Yeah...what she said,” I unhelpfully added.


  “Very well,” Alex replied. “I suppose a little history is in order. Although keep in mind what I am about to share with you...”


  “...is First Coven business, for our ears only, blah blah blah.”


  He stopped and just looked at me for a moment. Again, a smile broke out on his face. “You certainly are a refreshing individual compared to those I usually deal with.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Pity most of the elders would not see it in that light. It could get you killed one day.”


  “I’m more concerned about not getting killed by the Alma, Sasquatch, or fucking Forest Folk in the here and now.” I should’ve been watching my tone more, but Alex’s easygoing attitude was a bit disarming, so I found myself speaking more and more freely.


  “Either way you look at it, Bill’s not exactly building a huge friend list,” Sally chimed in. Guess she was feeling the same about him.


  “Very well. Probably a wise attitude, to be concerned with the present,” Alex replied. “As for your question, Sally, our original treaty with the Grendel stretches back over five thousand years.”


  “Holy shit!” I said. “We’re talking cradle of civilization here aren’t we?”


  “Very much so. The rise of man triggered the first great war with the Grendel.”


  “Why?”


  “Well, this was a long time ago and records are a little sketchy, but from what we know it was all about encroachment. As human civilization grew, it also expanded. The Grendel, being nature spirits, took offense to this. They considered it an affront, that mankind had begun to defile the lands with their continued expansion.”


  “Kind of like druids in D&D?” I asked. As expected, that drew an eye-roll from Sally. Alex, however, just looked at me with a confused expression. Jeez, was I the only vampire on the planet who was into role playing? “It’s a game,” I explained.


  “I see,” he replied in a tone that suggested quite the opposite. “Alas, what we are talking about here is no game. Insulted and feeling threatened, the Grendel launched an all-out war against humanity.”


  “So where do the vampires come into this?”


  “An excellent question. Before humanity’s rise, we were different than we are now...or so I am told. In fact, we were not entirely dissimilar to the Grendel at the time. However, something happened. Whether accidental or not, I do not know. What I do know is that we somehow became tied to the human race. Our spirits coexisted with and amongst theirs. It was the beginning of our kind as we know it today.”


  “I think I see,” replied Sally. “So when the apes began killing off our supply of junk food we took offense.”


  “It goes deeper than that,” he explained. “In linking ourselves with humanity, as they thrived, so did we. We had no choice but to enter the fray against the Grendel. If human civilization had perished, we would have followed. Thus, for a time, we fought side by side with humankind as brothers.”


  “So what happened?”


  “Mesopotamia became a blood bath. At first, the Grendel were both stronger and more numerous. However, humanity spread quickly and learned even faster. They mastered tools and weapons. They built impregnable city states. In time, some mastered the use of magic as well. With our strength added to theirs, the sides became evenly matched.”


  “And?” Sally and I both asked, now entirely engrossed.


  “And it continued that way for a millennium until eventually all sides grew weary of the constant slaughter.”


  “All sides?”


  “Yes, for by then nearly all aspects of both the natural and unnatural world had been drawn into the fray on one side or the other. It was truly the first world war. Even human history, which is a dreadfully forgetful thing, remembers bits and pieces of it: the great flood, the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, stories of the nephilim, et cetera.”


  “So they worked it out?”


  “In a manner of speaking, yes. There was a great summit between the powers of the world, not unlike that which we are preparing for now. After nearly a year of deliberation and debate between the parties, the Humbaba Accord was signed.”


  “Humbaba?” I chuckled. “Sounds like some bizarre sexual position.”


  “Not that you would know,” Sally countered.


  “Bite me.”


  “Not even if I was up to date on my shots.”


  “Eh hem!” Alex cleared his throat, distracting us from our banter. “Thank you. Humbaba was the name of the Grendel leader at the time. It was he who originally proposed the terms of the treaty.”


  “So what were these terms?”


  “The entire treaty was several dozen scrolls in length. The main gist of it, though, was a dividing line. The Grendel would get the forests while our kind would stay within the confines of the cities. Humanity would be allowed to continue to build their civilization as long as certain areas of spiritual significance to the Grendel were considered off limits.”


  “So in other words,” I offered, “Vampires became the cool urban types, while the Bigfeet became the rubes.”


  “I am not sure I would put it quite that way, but essentially correct. The treaty was signed in blood, and aside from occasional isolated skirmishes, it has been respected ever since.”


  “So what changed?”


  “Humanity,” Alex sighed. “They have forgotten the lessons of the past. Creatures such as ourselves have been forced to step back and fade into the realm of superstition.”


  “So? It’s not like Bigfoot is exactly considered real either.”


  “That is not their concern. Perception is irrelevant. All that matters to the Grendel are that in the past few hundred years humanity’s forward march has gotten ever more aggressive. Forests are being cut down. Fields are paved over. The jungles are being burned away.”


  “Which has what to do with us?”


  “It has everything to do with us. We dwell within and amongst humanity. As they expand, so do we. Though relegated to the shadows, we have continued to thrive as humanity has grown. The Grendel are aware of mankind’s short memory, and have been mostly tolerant of them. We, however, are immortal. They consider the fact that we allow humanity to grow unchecked to be a blatant disregard for the Accord. Ever since the Industrial Revolution began, there have been rumblings that some amongst the Grendel are actively accusing us of being in abeyance of the treaty.”


  “Oh.”


  “‘Oh’ does not even remotely cover it,” replied Alex. “The attack on the Khan was not just the latest in a series of clashes between us. It was meant to convey a message. By striking out at one of our ruling council, they have declared the treaty null and void. Open warfare could be declared at any time.”


  “And if that happens?” I ventured, already having a sneaking suspicion that the answer would not be good.


  “If that happens then the veil will be lifted. All of humanity’s darkest nightmares will be revealed as reality. The world will become a battleground.”


   


  Vacation Daze


  I just couldn’t help but have doubts about Alex’s sense of impending doom. Even if what he said was true and Sasquatches suddenly came charging out of the woods en masse, I had a hard time imagining the plot from Rise of the Planet of the Apes becoming a reality. I voiced as much to him.


  “You are correct at the most basic level,” he admitted. “The world has changed a great deal in five thousand years. Humanity’s capacity for destruction has grown exponentially. Many humans would die, but if it were only the Grendel waging war then perhaps things would not be as dire as I make them out to be.”


  “Well then...”


  “But it is not only the Grendel,” he interrupted. “The old alliances are still in place. If the Grendel declare war, then it is possible that other factions could once again join in the fray. Believe me when I say there are powers far beyond what you could possibly comprehend out there. Some would be eager to make the world remember their existence.”


  “Such as?”


  “I very much doubt the citizens of this city would be too appreciative if Marduk and Tiamat were to suddenly do battle in Times Square.”


  I did a mental calculation of both their stats from the latest edition of the Monster Manual. Hmmm, not cool.


  “Not to mention,” Sally added. “How long do you think it would be before the humans brought out the big firecrackers?”


  “Nukes?” I asked.


  “Bingo.”


  Alex nodded somberly. “Yes, there is that to take into consideration too.”


  “How the hell did we get from Bigfoot attacking vampires to Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome?” I asked skeptically.


  “I will admit,” said Alex, “that is most likely a worst case scenario. But still, it is in all our best interests to get up to the Northwest Territories and make sure that it never gets a chance to escalate to that point. If we do not, then our alternatives are...”


  “Wait a second. Did you say ‘Northwest Territories’?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where the fuck is that?”


  “Isn’t it in Canada?” Sally asked.


  “Yes,” Alex replied. “Northern Canada, to be precise.”


  “Why the fuck are they having peace talks in Canada of all places? Couldn’t they pick somewhere more...relevant?”


  “It is relevant to the Grendel,” explained Alex. “Ever since the First Coven reached out to discuss parley with our ancient enemies, the Grendel have been in active competition for a place to host the event.”


  “Competition?”


  “The Grendel are a very spiritual race, thus they demanded the talks happen at a place that holds significance for them. However, they are also a caste-driven society that places heavy significance on both birth as well as strength of arms. Not only are the Territories home to one of the larger populations of the Grendel on this continent, but it is also the location of the Woods of Mourning, an ancestral burial ground that holds the remains of many of their fallen warriors. I don’t know exactly what transpired, but the chieftain of that area came out victorious. The honor is his to...”


  I started to chuckle.


  “Don’t do it, Bill,” Sally warned.


  “If I may ask...” Alex started.


  “Morning wood!” I let out, cackling. “Oh, that’s great. I bet their ancestors got a rise out of that one.”


  “I am afraid I do not...”


  “I’ll be sure not to let any boners slip during the peace conference,” I continued, still laughing.


  Alex turned to Sally, a confused look on his face. She replied, “Don’t ask. Just assume Bill is a retard. It’s easier that way.”


  Still looking confused, he simply replied, “If you say so.”


  Yeah, I think it's safe to say he was starting to have doubts about sending me.


  * * *


  It was only later, after Alex departed for his hotel, that I realized what deep shit I was in.


  I asked Sally, “Didn’t he say that the last treaty took a year to hammer out?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Oh, fuck.”


  “What now?”


  “I only have two weeks of vacation,” I complained.


  Sally, being the ever understanding one, replied, “After all of that, the thing you’re most worried about is unpaid time off? We are so screwed.”


  * * *


  “Canada?” Ed asked. “This is a peace conference to decide the fate of the world...and they’re having it in Canada?”


  “Pretty much what I said.”


  “Why can’t they ever do these things someplace nice, like the Bahamas?” Tom asked from his place on the couch.


  “Well, just off the top of my head, I’d guess sunny, ninety-degree beaches aren’t conducive to giant monkeys covered head to toe in foul smelling fur...or vampires for that matter.”


  “Guess I should start doing my research,” Tom said.


  “Research?”


  “Yep,” he replied. “Time to start eating Canadian bacon, drinking Molson, and finishing all of my sentences with ‘eh.’”


  That caused a chuckle amongst us.


  After it had passed, Ed said to me, “Idiotic or not, Tom does have a point about research.”


  “I’m all for a few beers.”


  “Not that,” he replied. “Well okay, not just that. I’m thinking we’d better start boning up on Bigfoot.”


  I started laughing again. When he questioned me, I told them about the whole Woods of Mourning thing. Soon we were all cracking up.


  Finally, Tom said, “Well then, this should be easy.”


  “How so?”


  “With Sally around, I don’t think pitching a tent will be a problem.”


  I laughed my agreement, but then replied, “Just don’t let her hear you say that. She might just break it off and feed it to Bigfoot.”


  * * *


  “What the fuck are you doing?” Ed asked me two days later. He had barged into my bedroom/office to ask a question and found me staring at my monitor.


  “Dude, try knocking first!”


  “Please tell me you weren’t jerking off to...what is that anyway?”


  “Research,” I replied distractedly, unable to take my eyes from the screen.


  “What the hell kind of research is this?”


  “Well, I decided to look up some info on Sasquatch.”


  “Sasquatch porn?”


  “Sasquatch erotica,” I corrected.


  “That’s just wrong on so many levels.”


  “I agree. But when dealing with an unknown enemy, one should study them from all angles.”


  “I’m not sure some of those angles are even possible.”


  “Tell me about it. I guess Bigfoot likes them nubile. What did you want anyway?”


  “For the life of me I can’t remember,” Ed stated. He sighed and then turned to leave. “Just wash your hands when you’re done, you fucking perv.”


  “Will do. Hey, want me to email you the link?”


  “Okay, sure,” he replied, closing the door behind him.


  * * *


  Soon after I had finished my...err...research, my cell rang. Hearing the tone, I immediately picked it up.


  “S’up, Sally?”


  “Hey, Bill.”


  Hearing a bit of an edge in her voice...well okay, more of an edge than usual, I asked, “What’s the matter?”


  “Alex just sent me our travel arrangements.”


  “It was only a matter of time. Did he take care of Tom and Ed, like I asked?”


  “Oh, yeah.”


  “Cool. Then when’s our flight?”


  “About that...”


  “Don’t tell me I’m booked freight again, Sally. I swear to God, if that’s the case I’m going to...”


  “No, it’s not that.”


  “Okay then what is it?”


  “There is no flight.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “You heard me,” she replied. “There’s no flight. We’re not flying.”


  “Then how are we getting there, magic?”


  “Car.”


  “Hold on a second,” I replied, quickly calling up MapQuest on my PC. “You do realize that it’s over two thousand fucking miles away, right?”


  “Don’t yell at me. Yes, I know that.”


  “Then can you explain to me why the hell we're driving across almost an entire fucking continent to get there?”


  “Complain to the Bigfeet. It was their idea.”


  “Why?”


  “According to Alex, since they’re hosting this thing, they get to set some of the ground rules. Apparently, not only do they hate civilization, but they can’t stand technology either. They consider it an affront against nature or some other bullshit. Stupid, shit-flinging assholes.”


  “Let me guess, airplanes are a great big affront to both nature and convenience, right?”


  “Pretty much.”


  “That makes no fucking sense. What do they think cars are, horses disguised with wheel wells?”


  “That was their concession to us. We’re allowed to drive in. However, flying would constitute a great offense to their chief, blah blah blah.”


  I sighed and began to rub my temples. One would think that a positive side effect of being a vampire would be no more stress headaches. One would be wrong in that assumption.


  “You do remember I don’t have a car, right?” I asked.


  “Of course. Kind of hard to forget your shortcomings.”


  I ignored the dig and continued, “And I doubt Ed’s piece of shit will make it even halfway to Canada.”


  “Also true.”


  “Then how are we supposed to get there?”


  “I’m told they’re taking care of that.”


  “Why doesn’t that make me feel any better? Oh, well, I guess it won’t be too bad. I doubt the Draculas would make their special envoy travel in anything less than style.”


  “Alex isn’t going with us.”


  “What!?”


  “He said he’ll meet us there. He has to leave early to get some of the preparations made.”


  “The fucker’s flying, isn’t he?”


  “He didn’t say, but if I were a betting woman...”


  “Which you are.”


  “Well, I will admit to enjoying a good game of roulette...Russian or otherwise. But yeah, we’re getting fucked here and not in a fun way.”


  “Are you surprised?”


  “With you around? No, not really.”


  “Well hey, it could be worse.”


  “I’m going to be stuck in a car with your idiot friend for a week,” she replied, no doubt referring to Tom. “Pray tell, how could it be worse?”


  “They could be sending us up via dog sled.”


  “Bill, I hate to point it out to you, but the last several hundred miles of the journey aren’t exactly going to be jam packed with gas stations. We might just wind up getting there by dog sled.”


  I sighed into the phone. This just kept getting better and better.


   


  Driving in Style


  Fortunately for Ed and me, we have no lives. Thus, in addition to sick days, we both had about three years’ worth of unused vacation time accrued - almost two months in total. That being said, most employers tend not to be too understanding when you call them up last minute and tell them you need to disappear for the next several weeks. Jim wasn’t an exception. He pretty much flipped out, although it wasn’t exactly surprising. When two members of your team both decide that they need an extended vacation at the same time, it probably only means one of a few things: we were quitting; we were affirming our long denied love for one another and running off to a state that supported gay marriage; or we were setting off for a massive peace conference between vampires, Bigfoot, and whatever other weirdness the supernatural world had in store. Yeah, most employers don’t assume that last one. Considering the fact that my crush on his former assistant was supposedly well known within the company, Jim was probably giving himself a near aneurysm over the assumption that we were probably jumping ship.


  In an attempt to keep him from stroking out, we both offered to bring our laptops and at least attempt to get a little work done whenever we were within either WiFi or 3G range. Programming was really the furthest thing from my mind going into this cluster fuck, but we were going to be on the road for at least a week. There were doubtless going to be times when it was best to just shut up and type or face the possibility of Sally killing us all on the side of the road.


  That covered Ed and me. Tom didn’t work with us, though. Since the financial district wasn’t particularly known for their tolerance of slackers who disappeared for weeks at a time, I was expecting him to have to bail out. It was regrettable. Sure, Tom was a sexist moron even on his best behavior; however, he was one of only a handful of people I trusted to have my back. Still, his staying behind wasn’t a bad thing either. It would ensure that at least one of my friends lived to tell the tale.


  Alas, though, that didn’t come to pass. He came home the day before our journey was to start and announced that everything was taken care of.


  “They’re letting you take that much vacation?” I asked.


  “Nope,” he gleefully answered.


  “So what then?” Ed asked. “Did they fire you on the spot?”


  “Negative on that one too,” he replied in that same infuriatingly cheerful tone.


  It was only after we threatened to beat the shit out him that he finally relented and told us.


  “I’m scot-free,” he said. “I get to keep my job, not lose any vacation, and still come on this little getaway.”


  “How?”


  “Christy,” he explained. “Since this is a special occasion, the fate of the world hanging in the balance and all, she got her coven - who I might add are a hell of a lot more useful than yours, Bill - to work a little of their mojo.”


  “What did they do?”


  “They cast some kind of spell for her. I’m not sure the specifics, but she said it's some sort of mass hypnosis. Since I’m an official part of this peace process, she got them to include me too. For as long as the spell is in effect, people at the office will randomly see other workers as me.” Ed and I both looked a bit confused, so he explained further. “Say you’re talking to Bob at the water cooler. Well, even though you’re talking to him, you’d see me instead. Same with work. You hand an assignment to some other schlub and - poof - I get credit for doing it.”


  “Yeah, but the person who was supposed to be doing it gets fucked,” I replied.


  “Dude, this is finance. Someone is always getting fucked. It’s par for the course.”


  Though of dubious morality, Ed and I had to admit it was pretty damn clever. Psycho though she may be, there were definite perks to banging a witch. That she was indirectly helping me by aiding her boyfriend was probably accidental; however, it was still a plus in my column. I’d have to remember that later. Should Christy run afoul of an angry Sasquatch, well I still might not help her, but at least I wouldn’t feed her to it. That had to count for something toward my karma...maybe.


  * * *


  There was an additional bonus to dating Christy. She had given Tom a vial of some foul smelling powder. He was to pour it across the threshold after we left. It would act as a ward against any burglars during our extended absence. I personally wasn’t too worried about that. For starters, we didn’t live in a high crime neighborhood. Secondly, considering for how long we were potentially leaving, most everything that we owned of value was packed for the trip. Still, we’d been forced to redecorate the apartment a few times since I was turned into a vampire, thanks mostly to our dealings with some of the destructive elements of the supernatural world. Anything we could do to keep from having to spend more money at IKEA would be welcome.


  So packed up and with our apartment warded, we lugged our suitcases downstairs in the hours before dawn to await our ride. The last time we went on a trip with Sally, she had shown up in a Cadillac Escalade, recently liberated from its formerly living owner. I didn’t know what the Draculas were sending us, but I hoped it didn’t smell like something that had just been driven away from a crime scene.


  A short while later, a vehicle turned onto our block. As it slowed and we began to make it out, I started missing the Escalade.


  While it pulled in, Tom whispered to me, “Dude, did we suddenly step onto the set of Sanford and Son?”


  I shrugged, not really knowing how to answer. This wasn’t quite what I was expecting, although knowing the vampire world and their propensity for being assholes, I wasn’t surprised.


  Parked in front of us, with Sally behind the wheel, was an old, beat-up Jeep Wagoneer. Towed behind it was a U-haul container that had seen better days.


  She turned off the engine and got out. The look on her face was anything but amused.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. “This thing is older than I am.”


  “You’re preaching to the choir,” she replied. “This is what they sent us.”


  “Normally,” Ed commented, “I wouldn’t condone doing anything that’ll get us sent to prison for an extended period of time, but this piece of shit looks like it’s on its last legs. Maybe we should grab something a little...better.”


  “Apparently,” sighed Sally, “the fucking Sasquatches are also against all the computers and fancy gizmos in modern cars. That's why we got this fine conveyance here.”


  My roommates and I gave a mutual shrug and walked over.


  “Put what you can in the trunk. Fit the rest in the trailer. Just be careful,” she said.


  I was about to ask her why, when Tom opened the trailer and we were almost overwhelmed by heavy fumes.


  Gagging, I exclaimed, “What the hell!?” before looking inside. Taking up over half the available space, stacked from floor to ceiling, were gas cans. Judging from the smell, they were full.


  “To get us there once we leave civilization behind,” she explained.


  “Only one problem,” Ed said. “How are we going to get past the border with a couple hundred gallons of combustibles?”


  “Leave that to me, champ,” Sally replied. “For now, you just have one thing to worry about.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Driving,” she answered, then tossed him the keys. “I believe you know the way to Boston.”


  * * *


  Fortunately for us, we were allowed one modern convenience in our “luxurious” ride: heavily tinted windows. Without them, the trip would have quickly gotten a bit uncomfortable for those of us with a habit of turning to ash under the glaring light of the sun. After a couple of hours on the road, though, I was beginning to think that maybe getting dusted would be the kinder fate. Let’s just say I’m pretty sure this car was built before shocks were invented.


  While my ass continued to be assaulted by the rough ride, I thought to ask, “Why are we heading up to Boston?”


  “Yeah, it is a bit out of the way,” added Tom from the front seat.


  “James said so,” was all Sally answered before going back to the fashion magazine she had been perusing.


  Five hours later, we pulled into the car wash that served as the aboveground facade for the Northeastern vampire headquarters.


  “Let me guess, we wait in the car again?” Ed asked.


  “Not this time,” Sally replied. “Since you guys are part of Bill’s entourage, you get treated slightly better than the blood cows you are. Besides, it’s not like you don’t already know enough about the vampire world as it is.”


  “Awesome,” Tom said, stepping out and stretching his legs. “I have to take a piss. Vampires have bathrooms, right?”


  Sally gave an annoyed sigh as she answered. “Yes, vampires have bathrooms. Although I’m not sure you can use them.”


  “Why?”


  “Simple. I’m sure there’s both a ladies’ and a men’s room, but I think they forgot to install one for dipshits.”


  * * *


  Remembering a few of my outbursts from our last visit, Sally turned to all three of us before we entered. “One word: behave. Bill needs to show up to this summit alive, but that doesn’t mean there can’t be any accidents along the way, especially if any of you embarrass the living shit out of me.”


  “So I take it that means no reenacting scenes from The Walking Dead?” asked Tom, referring to the zombies who most likely awaited us inside. That was one aspect of the undead life that never stopped surprising me. Zombies were real, but rather than lumbering across the countryside eating any hapless humans in their path, they essentially existed as clerical help for vampires. Go figure.


  By way of an answer, Sally gave us a look that was full of enough daggers to impale a rhino. Then she turned and led the way inside.


  It was pretty much how I remembered. Vampires have excellent night vision, so that means they tend to cheap out on the overhead lighting. The gloominess aside, though, the structure resembled nothing more threatening than any other office in corporate America. That being said, the cubicles that flanked us on either side were full of workers that weren’t much different from the beaten down souls you’d see in any company. They were just somewhat less alive...if only barely.


  Sally’s warning all but forgotten, my roommates and I exchanged bemused glances with one another as we passed zombie after zombie performing mundane office tasks.


  “Can you imagine being someone’s office drone for all of eternity?” I whispered to Ed.


  “And you still wonder why Sheila quit?” he replied.


  I gritted my teeth at that. Yeah, he had a point, but did he really need to bring her up? I mean, I was just starting to enjoy myself. Great, now I’d have her on my mind for probably the entire trip to middle-of-fucking-nowhere Canada...just in time to get my face stomped in by the Boggy Creek monster and all his cousins.


  I sighed, then noticed that Tom was harassing a zombie pushing a mail cart. My god, sometimes he is just like a fucking kid.


  He was waving his hand in front of the office zombie and mocking, “Ooh, look at me. Tasty human right here. Yeah, I bet you’d like to munch on my yummy yummy brains.”


  The zombie, in turn, was giving him a look that would’ve probably conveyed utter contempt, had half its face not been rotted off.


  “Jesus Christ, Tom,” I hissed at him. “Stop screwing around.”


  He turned his head and gave me a smirk. “Dude, chill. I’m just having a little fun. When am I ever going to get another chance to mess with a zom...OUCH! The fucker bit me!” Tom yelled, pulling his hand back and cradling it.


  In response, the zombie gave a half-faced grin, raised up one arm and flipped Tom the finger...or part of one anyway.


  I took a step forward, when I suddenly realized that all the sounds in the office had stopped. A quick look around confirmed that all eyes, living and otherwise, were turned in our direction. Make that almost all eyes. Sally had stopped walking, but she still faced away from us. Unfortunately, even in the dim light I could see that her hands were balled tightly into fists - so tight that blood was dripping between her fingers.


  Oh, crap.


   


  Damn Nazi Vampires


  I was split. On the one hand, Tom was now whimpering, “He bit me. I’m gonna turn into a zombie.” On the other, I could see Sally literally shaking with rage. I wasn’t sure which fire to put out first.


  Fortunately, Ed was there to make that choice for me.


  “Let me see,” he said to Tom. “Oh for God’s sake, you fucking pussy. He didn’t even break the skin.”


  “But he bit me,” Tom again whined.


  That decided it. I turned toward Sally, quickly trying to think of something to distract her from the pummeling she was no doubt contemplating. Before I could sputter some lame excuse, though, once again I was saved.


  “My dearest Sally,” came a slick voice from the end of the hall, “you do realize we have a strict policy against bringing cattle to the office, don’t you?”


  I turned in that direction, already knowing whom I would see. It was Colin, James’s would-be successor. He was...to put it mildly...a pompous prick. As far as I am aware, people like Colin exist for only two reasons: to kiss the ass of anyone who outranks them, and to be an absolute asshole to anyone who doesn’t.


  All things considered, though, I was glad to see him. Sally and he apparently had history. What history that was, I didn’t know. She wouldn’t tell me, and I had a feeling that Colin would sooner demote himself to janitor than talk to me. Regardless, there was a definite aura of dislike between them. For now that meant whatever venom Sally wanted to unleash upon me and my roommates, she’d most likely redirect at the well-dressed vampire lackey before her.


  “I’m surprised to see you here, Colin,” she replied. “I didn’t realize your choke chain reached this far. With James back, shouldn’t you be fetching him coffee or something?”


  He tittered in response. “Sally, you do so amuse me with your lack of understanding for my station. Oh, well, it’s to be expected from one of your ‘standing,’ assuming you do stand, of course. Personally I wouldn’t be surprised to learn you performed all your duties on your back.”


  Ooh, massive burn from Colin. I reached Sally just in time to see her eyes turning black. I put a hand on her shoulder and then stepped in front of her.


  “Hey, Colin,” I said in my best cheerful voice. “Long time no see.”


  “Freewill,” he spat back, as if the word tasted bad.


  Cutting straight to the chase before an office brawl ensued, I said, “James is expecting us, I believe.”


  He narrowed his eyes at me, but replied, “You’re correct, and he is not a vampire to be kept waiting. Please follow me, and do pick up after your pets. We have a standard to maintain here, after all.” With that, he turned on his heel and began walking.


  I heard Sally utter a snarl behind me. I spun, looked her in the eye, and said, “One word: behave.” Before she could knock me through a wall, I gestured for Tom and Ed to hurry up. I then turned and began marching after Colin, Tom’s continued whimpering of, “I can’t believe he bit me,” following in my wake.


  * * *


  The last time I was there, James wasn’t around, so we got no further than Colin’s desk. James's outer office was the one place here that seemed to conform to my expectations for an undead lair. Whereas the rest of the building was a typical office in most ways, this area had a much more sinister feel to it. I had little doubt it was on purpose. When one had rank, one often wanted others to know about it.


  With the exception of a small waiting area, this part of the office looked as if it had been carved out of the rock around us. Considering we were underground, I realized that was likely the case. The tapping of our feet on the obsidian tiled floor echoed off the walls as we approached the double doors just beyond Colin’s desk.


  “Holy...well, batcave, Batman,” Ed whispered behind me, taking in the surroundings.


  “Tell me about it,” I commented.


  “He’s expecting you,” Colin said with a sour grin from behind his desk. Now that he had gotten in a dig at Sally, he seemed content with dismissing us. He reached under his desk, pressed something, and the doors to James’s office clicked, letting us know they were unlocked.


  “This should be good,” I whispered back to my friends. I could only imagine what kind of medieval torture chamber awaited us. I was expecting to find something worthy of a James Bond villain. Perhaps there’d even be a shark tank in which to dispose of his enemies. That would be so fucking awesome.


  I really need to stop psyching myself out, I thought once I had stepped through the doors. Whereas the outer chamber was decorated in early sixteenth century Vlad the Impaler, the inner sanctum couldn’t have been more of a contrast. It was like stepping into an archeology professor’s office. It was well lit with a fairly simple desk at one end. Shelves and cabinets lined the walls; all of them filled with a variety of knickknacks, most of which looked a lot older than me - no doubt a testament to James’s nickname of the Wanderer. Off to one end, there was a coffee table and a well-worn, but comfortable looking, couch. Upon it sat James, a cup of espresso in his hands.


  He stood as we entered. “Sally, Dr. Death, a pleasure as always.”


  “James,” I replied as way of greeting. “These are my friends, Tom and Ed.”


  “Ah yes,” he turned to them. “Dr. Death’s human friends. He’s told me all about you. Especially you,” he said to Tom. “You’re the one with the fetish for...what are they called...transforming something?”


  “Transformers,” I clarified. Several months back, Tom had somehow imbued an action figure with a small portion of his life force, essentially turning it into a weapon against vampires, much like Peter Cushing might have used a cross in the old Dracula films. It had gotten broken during the course of that little adventure, something that he continued to remind me about.


  “Fetish is such a strong word,” Tom replied, no doubt forgetting that he was talking to a six-hundred-year-old vampire, one who could kill him as easily as he could a gnat. “I prefer the term collector.”


  “Kindly forgive my transgression,” James replied amicably enough. He was truly an odd duck amongst the older vampires I had met. Somehow, through all of his centuries of existence, he had managed to hold onto his sense of humor. Most others of our kind hadn’t mastered that feat. Hell, I doubt most of them had even tried.


  The pleasantries aside, James walked to the door. He said to his assistant, “Colin, be a good chap and grab some coffee for our visitors. Perhaps some lunch too. Send one of the thralls out to a local eatery, would you?”


  Having given his instructions, he closed the door, although not before I caught a glimpse of Colin’s furious expression. Heh, the fucker had just been sent on a food run. I was beginning to understand what Ed had been saying about Sheila. No matter what the station or setting, an assistant could become a glorified gofer at any given time.


  James turned back toward us. “That’ll assure our privacy for a few minutes at least. Alas, despite the formidable construction outside of my office, the doors are pitifully inadequate at keeping sound from carrying.”


  He pulled a few chairs from his desk over and we all sat. “I trust the Draculas’ envoy has brought you up to speed?” he asked me.


  “Yeah. Alex gave us the rundown with the Grendel,” I replied, using his word for them.


  “I haven’t heard that term used in a while,” he said. “Alex, you said, correct?”


  “Yeah, you know him right?”


  “I’m afraid not. Sadly, even with my current standing, I am not privy to all of the First Coven’s inner thoughts.”


  That was surprising to learn. Considering James was being considered for their merry little bunch, you’d think they might’ve been slightly less dickish toward him.


  “Well, he seems like a nice enough guy,” I replied.


  James nodded and said, “I’m sure he does. Nevertheless, I would highly recommend you keep your guard up around him at all times.”


  “You don’t trust him?” Ed asked.


  “As I said, I don’t know him. I neither have reason to trust nor distrust him. However, what I do know is that he would obviously be a person of significant diplomatic skill; otherwise, the Draculas would not have chosen him. Such a person would excel at coming across as likable.”


  “So you’re saying he probably has his own agenda,” Ed surmised.


  “Undoubtedly. He follows the will of the First and their machinations remain their own.”


  “But we’re all on the same side here, right?” I asked.


  “You’re almost cute when you’re stupidly naïve, Bill,” Sally commented.


  “Her thinly veiled insult aside, Sally is quite correct. While I believe the Draculas want this peace conference to be successful, there are no doubt nuances at play that will make it more or less successful by standards of which only they are aware. Should all other factors align in their favor, don’t assume they wouldn’t consider your loss to be an acceptable outcome.”


  Great! I just love being cannon fodder. Nice to know that if the Bigfeet said they’d accept peace, but only if they all got to take turns sodomizing me, that the Draculas would be all gung-ho for that plan.


  “I would highly recommend,” James continued, “that you all watch one another’s backs continually and assume that anything that is said to you is of dubious intent.”


  “Not to be rude or anything, but why are you telling us this?” Tom asked. “I mean, aren’t you up for membership to this group of backbiters?”


  James arched an eyebrow at that. I knew I should’ve made Tom wait in the car.


  “Nice knowing you, jackass,” Sally whispered from the corner of her mouth.


  However, rather than eviscerating Tom as lesson to the rest of us - a deserved lesson in all honesty - James instead just shrugged and replied, “Fortunately for you all I haven’t...what’s the phrase...ah yes, drunken their Kool-Aid yet. Besides which, I have grown fond of Dr. Death here. Irrational of me, I know.”


  “Cool,” I replied, trying to steer the conversation away from Tom, lest he say something stupid again. “It’s good to know you’ll have my back too.”


  James looked me in the eye and gave an apologetic glance. “Alas, that may be a problem.”


  * * *


  “Define problem,” I said in a calm tone, despite a sinking feeling starting to permeate my gut.


  “Normally I wouldn’t discuss this with outsiders present,” James began. “However, since it is painfully obvious that you tell your friends everything that goes on in the vampire community, I see no reason to play mum.”


  I gave him a sheepish grin back. I didn’t look at Sally, but I had little doubt of the eye-roll she was probably making.


  James continued. “As I have said, there are other candidates being given consideration for ascension to the First Coven.”


  “I remember,” I interrupted. “That’s the reason why I’m conducting this crazy train. You can’t run the show and keep watch over your own backside at the same time, right?”


  “Exactly. Unfortunately, it’s become even more complicated than that. I have since learned that my chief rival is a vampire named Francois. He and I have a bit of history with one another.”


  “So what’s the deal with this guy?” asked Sally.


  “The deal is that: much like I currently hold jurisdiction over the covens of the Northeastern United States, Francois likewise holds a sizable area under his direct supervision. Shall I give you a hint as to where his power extends?”


  There were knowing nods all around the room, except for Tom, who asked, “Okay, what’s the hint?”


  Ed let out a heavy sigh and asked, “Where are we going, stupid?”


  “Canada,” Tom replied uncomprehendingly for a second before adding, “Oh, I get it now.”


  “I highly doubt that,” Sally murmured.


  “It leaves me in a difficult position,” James said, ignoring the exchange. “Francois neither requests nor wishes for my involvement in this summit. Truth be told, there is little love lost between us. As someone who has had firsthand involvement with the Alma, by rights I can participate regardless of Francois’s wishes; however, I must be careful. One false move and the balance of power could tip in his direction. That would be bad.”


  “For you?” Ed asked.


  “For everyone,” James clarified.


  Tom said, “I don’t see the big deal. Bill’s told us about you. It doesn’t sound like you have much to worry about from some French surrender monkey.”


  James once again raised an eyebrow. “Despite your somewhat unique way of putting it, you’re actually far more apt than you realize.”


  “He is?” Ed and I blurted out in unison.


  “Yes. You see, under different circumstances there wouldn’t be much consideration for inclusion into the First Coven. Usually the oldest and strongest are picked. It’s tradition. Francois is by far the oldest of the hopefuls, besting even the Khan by a quarter century.”


  “Then why isn’t he already one of them?” Ed asked.


  “There are safeguards in place to deal with unusual circumstances. You,” he said, turning toward Tom, “mentioned the overused joke regarding the French and surrender. Well, Francois went much further than that. During World War Two, he was an active member of Hitler’s SS.”


  “Whoa!”


  “Indeed. He is a nasty character even amongst our kind. Supposedly, he bought into their rhetoric quite fully. Not only did he join, but he revealed himself to their upper ranks.”


  “So he was punished?” Sally surmised.


  “Not for that, no. He was too old to be reprimanded for such a thing. If that were all he did, this tale would have a much different ending. Francois didn’t stop there, though. Whether deluded or mad for power, he decided to aid their scientists’ efforts to create a master race. As such, he allowed them to experiment on vampire blood. Even for one of his age, such a crime is considered quite serious.”


  I could feel pinpricks of sweat break out on my forehead. If they found out what Dave and I were up to...oh boy.


  “So what happened?” Ed asked.


  “Near the end of the war, one of the First perished at Nagasaki. Francois was all set to ascend to the ranks of our leadership when his actions were brought to light.”


  “And that’s when the Draculas brought the hammer down?”


  “Exactly. Francois was too old and had too many supporters to be outright killed. However, he was passed over for membership, allowing my sire, the Khan, to ascend. As further punishment, he was removed from Europe and given his current post.”


  “Makes sense,” said Ed. “How much trouble could he cause in the frozen tundra?”


  A thought hit me. “Just out of curiosity, did the person who exposed Francois happen to be nicknamed the Wanderer?”


  James smiled at that. “Very astute, Dr. Death. I will admit a little bias in seeing my sire ascend. It didn’t exactly hurt my standing amongst our kind.”


  “Hold on,” Sally interrupted. “I’m not getting the politics at play here. So if this Francois guy was punished, why is he up for consideration now?”


  “It’s quite simple. He has survived and managed to stay out of trouble. For all intents and purposes, his sentence has been served. Regardless, due to the severity of his crimes against our kind, the others are leery of automatically promoting him. Rather than judge by seniority alone, the remaining twelve have decided to pick the new member based on accomplishments. Francois has many, do not get me wrong, but he has to prove to the elders that he has learned his lesson. If he can do that, he may very well ascend to their ranks.”


  “And this peace conference would be a major feather in his cap,” I said.


  “Yes it would.”


  “Is it just me,” Ed asked, “or does anyone else find it a bit suspicious that the Khan, the guy who bumped Francois, got killed and then suddenly a peace conference is happening in this dude’s backyard?”


  “Without hard evidence,” James replied, his tone stern, “it would be considered highly insulting within the vampire community to insinuate such.”


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to...”


  “However,” James continued, “as you are not a member of the vampire community, you may insinuate as much as you please.”


  “So that’s why you have to tread lightly,” stated Sally. “If you say anything, you look like you’re trying to set him up and then you’ll lose.”


  “And a French neo-Nazi nutcase suddenly becomes one of the most powerful vampires on the planet,” Tom added. My god, he really did want to get us all killed.


  “More or less, yes on both counts.”


  I let out a sigh and replied, “So what you’re saying is I’m on my own...as usual.”


  “Hey, I’m going to be there too,” Tom protested.


  “Yep,” Sally said. “As usual, Bill, you’re on your own.”


   


  Four-legged Vampire Slayer


  It wasn’t all bad. Colin eventually returned with our lunch. Watching him set up a table for us went a long way toward making me feel better; although, if I had to guess, I wouldn’t doubt my glass of blood also had a generous dollop of spittle in it. Oh, well, it was a small price to pay to watch that monkey dance.


  James said he would be joining us up north, but he’d be arriving later than the other participants and staying mostly in the shadows. While I wasn’t too keen on putting my neck on the line just so he could get himself a big fat promotion, he had always been cool with me. There was also the fact that he had saved my ass a few times. I owed the dude and I am not one to welch on my bets. Well, okay, maybe I was, but not when the person in question could rip my head off and shove it up my ass with little to no effort.


  We finished up, said our goodbyes, and resumed our road trip of the damned. Of course, once we were piled back in the car and everyone had a chance to collect their thoughts, Tom started in again.


  “It probably all doesn’t matter anyway, since I’m going to turn into a fucking zombie.”


  “You’re not going to turn into a zombie,” snapped Ed from behind the wheel.


  “Easy for you to say. You didn’t get bitten by the disgusting undead. No offense, Bill.”


  “None taken,” I replied from the back seat.


  “It’s not like he chomped off your fingers, asshole,” Ed said, “You don’t even have any bite marks, so stop whining.”


  “But I can feel it tingling.”


  “Psychosomatic,” I replied.


  “Am I the only one here who watches the movies?” he protested. “A zombie puts its teeth on you and you’re doomed. It’s only a matter of time before I start craving brains.”


  “That would be a step up, if you ask me,” Sally commented from behind a copy of Cosmo.


  “Sally, can you tell this idiot that he isn’t going to turn into a zombie?”


  “Fine. You aren’t going to turn into a zombie, idiot.”


  “There, see...” I started to say.


  “Not that I would know,” she added.


  “What do you mean?” Tom asked, wide-eyed.


  I turned to her. “I thought you knew about zombies, Sally.”


  “Yes. I know that a bunch of them work in Boston. So do you, congratulations.”


  “Don’t you know how they got there?”


  “Nope.”


  “What about how they’re made?”


  “Nada on that too.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because,” she said, throwing him a look of bored contempt, “it never occurred to me to give a shit...although now that you mention it, I still don’t.”


  * * *


  The next few hours were long ones. As we drove north through Vermont, I plugged my 3G modem in and attempted to get a little work done on my laptop. Ed continued driving, while Sally put on a pair of ear-buds and proceeded to tune us all out. As for Tom, he continued whining from the front seat, a continual stream of bullshit along the lines of, “I can feel myself starting to decay.” Forget the vampires in the backseat, considering how white Ed’s knuckles were turning around the steering wheel, I had a feeling he was beginning to contemplate reaching over and shoving Tom out of the moving car. After a while, I doubted I would have tried to stop him.


  Thanks to our stopover in Boston and then some traffic, we didn’t near the border until after sundown. Sally indicated, though, that actually was perfect timing.


  As we got in line for the border crossing, Ed asked, “So what exactly are we supposed to say once they ask to look in the trailer, that we’re traveling Exxon salesmen?”


  “They’re not going to,” she replied blithely. “Pull into lane five.”


  “Lane five is closed.”


  “Not for us it isn’t. Pull in and flash the lights three times.”


  Ed shot us a dubious look via the rearview mirror. No doubt, he was thinking we were all about to enjoy a nice long strip search at the Canadian border. Regardless, he did as told. He pulled into the closed lane, enduring a few annoyed beeps from the other cars in line. He flashed the high beams (which weren’t all that high in this clunker) and sure enough, the light in the lane switched from red to green. That elicited a few more angry honks.


  “Watch and learn,” Sally said, rolling down the back window.


  We pulled into the booth and she leaned out. I could see by her profile that she had blackened her eyes and brought her fangs out. The border guard leaned over and spoke to her.


  “Your coven?”


  “Village from New York,” she replied.


  “Purpose?”


  “Business.”


  “What business?”


  “First Coven business. Do you really want to ask more?”


  The guard’s eyes momentarily flashed black revealing his undead nature, although whether out of shock or annoyance I wasn’t sure. He quickly composed himself, though, and looked toward the front seat, where Tom and Ed sat. He took a quick sniff of the air. “Technically you’re supposed to declare any food you bring across the border.”


  “They’re just snacks for the road,” Sally replied.


  “Speaking of which,” the guard turned his head toward the cars which had followed our lead into the lane, “it is almost dinner time. Carry on. May the First smile upon you.” With that, he gave us a sort of salute and waved us through.


  “What was that about?” I asked, once we had pulled out.


  “There’re a lot of ass kissers out in the field,” she said dismissively.


  “Did he mean what I think he meant?” asked Ed.


  “About what?”


  “About the cars behind us?”


  “Probably,” she said with a smile.


  “Serves them right,” Tom commented. “Line cutters are assholes.”


  * * *


  We continued north. After another hour, I took a turn behind the wheel. That lasted all of fifteen minutes before my companions demanded I pull over. Tom then got in the driver’s seat.


  “What?” I demanded. “The speed limit said ninety.”


  “Kilometers an hour, shithead,” he said. “Even I know that.”


  “Besides, you were driving like an ass,” Ed commented.


  “Was not.”


  “You were weaving in and out of the lanes.”


  “It’s been a while since I’ve last driven,” I offered as way of excuse.


  “And it’s going to be a while before you drive again,” Tom said. He then adjusted the rearview toward Sally. “How much farther until we stop, Ms. Daisy?”


  One corner of Sally’s mouth turned upwards at the joke, but she stopped short of a chuckle. “Keep going. We’ll find a motel before dawn.”


  “All night?” Ed asked.


  “Yes, all night,” she replied. “This is a vampire mission, thus we’re keeping vampire hours.”


  Tom sighed. “Ugh, I’m going to need a coffee stop, maybe a few.”


  “Fine. Just pull in at the next Tim Hortons you see.”


  “Too late,” I replied, looking out the window. “We just passed one.”


  “Yep, and now we’re passing another,” she said. Sure enough, she was right. “This is Canada. Trust me; they have one on every corner.”


  * * *


  “I want the bed tomorrow,” I complained, stepping out of the motel room.


  “Sorry, Bill, but it doesn’t work that way,” Ed said. “Tom and I are the ones playing chauffeur, ergo you get the floor.”


  “Screw that,” I protested. “Guest of honor at the peace conference standing here. I show up all disgruntled from sleep deprivation and the world could end. Do you really want that to happen?”


  “If it means not having to listen to you whine like a bitch, than yes. I’m cool with it.”


  “Why do we have to share a room anyway?” Tom asked.


  “Sally said the Draculas only budgeted for two.”


  “Do you believe her?”


  “Not even for one goddamned second,” I replied. “But all of the coven credit cards are in her name.”


  “I don’t see why she gets one all to herself,” Tom sniffed.


  “Because I’m special,” said Sally’s voice from right behind us. She was good. Even I hadn’t heard her exit her room.


  “Yeah, you’re special all right,” I groused, opening the tailgate on the Jeep. I pushed aside some of our bags to get to the cooler. It was packed with pints of blood. “Want one?” I asked her, grabbing one for myself.


  “No, I’m good.”


  “What do you mean you’re ‘good’?” I asked, an edge creeping into my voice.


  “Exactly that,” she sniffed. “You can suck down the bottled stuff if you want, but I decided to try the local cuisine.”


  My roommates turned a shade paler at that. I rounded on her, though. “Did you ever think that maybe - just maybe - it might not be the best of ideas to leave a trail of bodies in our wake?”


  She just gave me an easy shrug. “Wouldn’t be the first time.” She started walking toward the car before turning to say, “Come on, night time’s a burning. We have a long way to go...unless you’d like to wait around for the Mounties to arrive.”


  Bitch!


  * * *


  That’s pretty much how it was for the next two days as we made our way further north. Eventually the towns became fewer and much farther in between. When not driving, Ed joined me in trying to stay as busy as possible. Unfortunately, cell service was starting to become spotty in the long stretches of...well...Canadian nothingness.


  Tom, for his part, continued to push himself further up Sally’s list of people to kill. Despite looking absolutely fine, he continued to whine about becoming one of the undead. When I pointed out that both Sally and I were amongst that number and neither of us (especially her) looked worse for wear, it only increased the whining. “Yeah, but you guys are vampires, the undead elite. I’m going to be a disgusting corpse, forever in search of brains.”


  “When you finally find some, I hope they stick,” Sally replied.


  “Personally,” I said, “I think you should be more worried about your dick rotting off.”


  “Seriously, Bill,” Ed asked. “Do you think Christy would even notice?”


  “Nah, probably not,” I replied, eliciting laughter.


  “That’s right, joke about it now,” Tom said, morosely. “Just don’t go looking for any mercy once the zombie apocalypse starts.”


  * * *


  Eventually we were forced to start using our fuel surplus. We stopped along the side of the road at the northern tip of Saskatchewan - or whatever the fuck they call it - to refuel. It was about midnight, cold as fuck, and utterly desolate. While Tom and Ed went to grab some gas from the trailer, I got out to stretch.


  “Don’t wander off,” Sally said from still inside the car. She was bundled up in a parka and looked like the world’s most expensive Eskimo hooker.


  “Yes, Mom,” I replied. Her warning aside, I started to walk toward the tree line. It had been a couple of hours since our last stop and “little Dr. Death” was feeling the need for a piss break.


  As I walked, I glanced up. It was truly marvelous how the night sky looked when there wasn’t any city around to muck it up. Even had my vampire night vision not been up to snuff, the stars were bright enough to make things passable. At least out in the open they were.


  I entered the tree line and the gloom settled around me. Even though my vampire eyes cut through the darkness, the density of the brush made it difficult to see more than a few feet in any direction.


  Once I was out of sight of the car, I found a suitable looking tree and unzipped to do my business. Ah! Few things are as reinvigorating as a good piss after a long drive.


  I was almost finished, when a sound caught my attention. Thinking it was one of my roommates, I called out, “Go find your own garden, guys. This one is already watered.”


  There was no response, save the crunch of more foliage. My thoughts immediately turned to Sally. She had been in the car as long as the rest of us. Maybe she needed a “rest break” too. While the thought of her squatting amongst the trees was definitely humorous, I had no intention of getting caught with my dick hanging out. I’m not sure what comment she would have, but I’m certain it wouldn’t be kind.


  I quickly zipped up, and that’s when I heard another crunch. Whereas before the sound was hard to pinpoint, this one was close enough for me to tell it was coming from the opposite direction of the car. Another crack. Closer and it sounded big.


  I reminded myself that was probably bullshit. It was absolutely quiet out there. In such solitude, a fox could step on a twig and it would sound like cannon fire. I was probably psyching myself out for nothing.


  Suddenly there was a snort from directly in front of me. Brush obscured my vision, but I could make out a shape beyond it and it was bigger than me...a lot bigger. Oh, crap. I hadn’t even considered that I might run into the Alma, Sasquatch, Grendel, or whatever the fuck they were called. What if they were making a preemptive strike to take me out? I wouldn’t put it past the filthy, shit-flinging fuckers.


  I began to back up. I had gotten a taste of what these guys could do when I was over in China. I wasn’t about to underestimate them. The shape in the woods matched me step for step. I began to crouch down in a defensive stance - learned from countless hours of kung-fu movies - when it stepped from the brush and I found myself staring into two large, brown, and not overly intelligent eyes. A set of antlers nearly four feet wide sat atop a large head. A fucking moose.


  I breathed a sigh of relief and chuckled as it just stood there, dumbly chewing its cud or whatever the fuck a moose chews on. Damn. There I was, almost shitting myself and for what, an oversized deer? On the up side, it was the first one I had ever seen outside of a zoo. Now that the scare was over, it was actually kind of cool.


  Figuring a photo would make for a neat souvenir, I pulled my phone from my pocket. I aimed the camera and pushed the button. The flash went off causing the moose to jump in surprise. It made an angry snort and then, without further warning, charged straight at me. Oh, fuck! Forget what I said about Bigfoot. Being trampled by the equivalent of a freight train on legs wasn’t particularly high on my list. I turned and ran. Judging by the crashing sounds behind me, the moose was following.


  Thank God, vampires are fast. Used to be, I was the fat kid in high school who came in dead last in every single track event. Nowadays, though, there wasn’t an Olympic sprinter alive who could keep up with me once I got going. There were just two problems. For starters, this wasn’t ideal terrain for me to go all out in. Secondly, my pursuer had both the home field advantage as well as an extra set of legs. I had just burst from the tree line, I could see the car ahead, when this deficiency became painfully clear.


  I was mowed over from behind. It felt like a bus plowed into me. I went down, but was that enough for my moosey friend? Of course not. I felt a pair of hooves slam into my back. The air was forced from my lungs and I was pretty sure I could feel some of my favorite body parts cracking. Then the fucker did it again. It was stomping the shit out of me.


  I curled up into a fetal ball as it continued trying to turn me into a puddle of vampire mush. Talk about embarrassing. In the past few months, I had come out on top against two master vampires and a trio of vamp assassins. Hell, I had even managed to survive Gan. Yet there I was, getting my ass handed to me by an animal with less brains than my nut sack. What a way to go.


  I was starting to get a bit woozy from the continued attack. I heard my roommates’ voices yelling for me. Hey, there was hope. Ed had his shotgun with him, maybe he could use it to...oh, hell, by that point I’d have been happy if he had used it to end my misery.


  I was just thinking these thoughts, when suddenly there came another loud cracking noise and suddenly the assault stopped. A scant second later, there was a heavy thud on the ground next to me.


  “Bill!” came Tom’s worried voice. “Are you okay?”


  “No,” I replied, still face down on the hard ground.


  A strong hand grabbed me by the arm and hauled me to my feet. I got up, surprised to find I could still stand. Thank goodness for vampire healing. It was already starting to patch up the worst of my beating.


  I turned to find Sally standing next to me, the look on her face conveying slightly less than worshipful awe.


  “That was badass,” said Ed, walking up to us.


  “Thanks,” I replied. “It’s not every day one survives a...”


  “Not you,” he said. “Her.”


  “Huh?”


  “While you were getting stomped, she ran past us, jumped on its back, and snapped its neck like a twig.”


  “Really?” I asked.


  “Yeah, dude,” Tom confirmed. “It was pretty fucking awesome.”


  “I’d say that sums me up nicely,” she replied with a smirk.


  I tried to play it cool, not an easy thing to do when you’re covered in hoof prints. “I’m sure I’d have eventually...” I stopped as she raised an eyebrow at me. “Okay, fine. Thank you for saving my ass...again.”


  She smiled, which would have been tolerable except that wasn’t the end of it from her. “It’s turning into a regular habit, isn’t it?” she asked, still grinning, “Although I have to admit, Bill, saving you from elder vampires is one thing, but an oversized cow? That’s just embarrassing.”


  “It’s a little more than an oversized...”


  “It would be a damn shame if the folks waiting for us were to learn of this incident. The fabled Freewill, laid low by Bullwinkle.”


  Sensing where this was going (wasn’t the first time I had been blackmailed by Sally, and it probably wouldn’t be the last), I held up a hand. “Alfonzo can stay.”


  Her grin widened. “Great! You know you really should let him give you a pedicure.”


  “Let’s not push it.”


  “Your loss,” she said dismissively, and then to Tom and Ed added, “Okay, meatsacks, show’s over. Get that car refueled before I do the same thing to both of you.”


  My roommates both gave her a mock salute, then turned back to the car. After a few steps, Ed whispered to Tom, “She is so fucking hot.”


  My vampire ears easily picked it up, so I had no doubt Sally’s had too. The smug look on her face as we walked back confirmed it.


  Along the way, I casually asked, “Have you ever tried moose blood?”


  “Don’t make me smack you.”


   


  Are We There Yet?


  The last hundred miles took far longer than I would’ve liked. Thank God for four-wheel drive. Had the weather been any worse, I don’t doubt we’d have had to find a village or traveling hockey team and trade in our wheels for a couple of dog teams.


  At long last, though, we were driving through dense, dark woods, following a trail that was just barely wide enough for our vehicle, when the portable GPS finally told us we were close. It was about time. We had maybe one more tank of gas left in the trailer and our supplies were beginning to run low. I had been starting to wonder whether we should have drained that moose just in case. Another couple of days and I would’ve probably needed to start keeping an eye on Sally around my roommates. On the upside, Tom’s constant zombie moaning and groaning had lessened considerably (albeit not entirely). So there was that. What can I say? I’m a “glass is half full” kind of guy.


  We all kept lookout through the windows for...something.


  “Jeez,” I complained. “This is only a conference to decide the fate of the world. You’d think they’d at least have signs telling us where to park. Are you sure we’re in the right area?”


  Ed turned and gave me his best withering glance. “We’re in the middle of fucking nowhere. How the hell am I supposed to know if it’s the right middle of fucking nowhere?”


  “Don’t get testy...” I started to say in a condescending voice, but immediately had to change my tone. “HOLY SHIT! STOP!”


  He turned back to the trail and immediately hit the brakes. The car skidded to a halt just inches from the thing in front of us. It had appeared from out of nowhere.


  “Is that what I think it is?” Tom asked excitedly.


  From my vantage point in the backseat, I could only see the front of the car and a pair of hairy, heavily muscled legs standing in front of it.


  “Well...” The question was answered as the owner of said legs bent down and peered into the windshield. The face that looked in at us pulled back its lips in a snarl. It was one hell of an ugly motherfucker. Take the creature from Harry and the Hendersons and then beat it with the ugly stick for an hour or two and you might be in the ballpark.


  Sally, Ed, and I just stared at the gruesome visage in front of us. Tom, ignoring the basic tenets of sanity, lifted his cell phone and immediately started snapping pictures. The creature noticed him and looked none too happy about it.


  I reached forward and smacked him upside the head. “What the fuck are you doing?”


  “What?” he complained. “We just proved Bigfoot is real. These babies are going up on Facebook.”


  “Are you absolutely sure I can’t kill him?” Sally asked.


  I glared at her out of the corner of my eye and replied, “Let me get back to you on that.”


  “Get out.”


  “Huh?” I asked. “What, Ed?”


  “That wasn’t me.”


  “Then who...”


  “GET OUT...NOW!”


  “Did that thing just talk?” Tom asked, echoing what the rest of us were thinking.


  I turned to Sally. “They can speak?”


  “How would I know?” she snapped back. “Do I look like Jane Goodall?”


  “Weren’t you supposed to ask Boston about these things?”


  “How the hell would I even know to ask? The only apes I’ve ever seen are in the Bronx Zoo. Last time I was there, they didn’t talk back.”


  “NOW!” the ugly face before us demanded again. This time it brought one cantaloupe sized fist down onto the hood of the car. The entire vehicle shook from the impact.


  I looked each of my companions in the eye and said, “I think he wants us to get out.” Never let it be said I didn’t have a grasp of the obvious.


  * * *


  “Uh, Ed, what do you think you’re doing?”


  “Not being stupid,” he replied, stepping out of the car, shotgun in hand.


  “Your funeral,” I commented, likewise getting out.


  Once we were all standing again, we got a true sense of scale for the creature looming before us. At over eight feet in height, it dwarfed my roommates and me. Sally was just barely over five-feet in heels, so I could only imagine that she felt like a Munchkin, assuming they had strip clubs in Oz.


  The thing - Sasquatch, I guess - looked us all over. Upon seeing the gun in Ed’s hands, it threw back its head and let loose what I think was a laugh. It was hard to say. Imagine trying to chortle while gargling gravel and you’d get an idea of what it sounded like.


  While it did that, I felt Sally give my shoulder a nudge. “What?” I asked.


  “Introduce us.”


  “Why me?”


  “Because you’re the star and we’re just your entourage.”


  Some days I really hated being the vampire “chosen one.” Okay, if I was going to do this, I might as well try and act tough. Sure, the thing in front of me looked like the Hulk wearing a fur coat, but if so, I was Captain Marvel...yeah right! Even the most deluded sections of my subconscious weren’t buying that one. I took a deep breath. I could handle this. I was a gamer, dammit. Ogres were bigger than this pile of shit (literally, now that we were out in the air, the smell of this thing was hitting us. I don’t think there’s enough Febreze in the world to fix this guy’s odor), and I had faced down dozens of them over the years. Sure, it was only on paper and with a twenty-sider, but same general principle...right?


  I stepped past my friends and looked up into the face of the brute. I smiled, fangs extended for a little bit of extra menace. “I am Bill, Freewill of the vampire nation. I believe you’ve been expecting me.” (Damn, should have gone with “Dr. Death”...way more menacing sounding)


  The creature stopped laughing and looked down upon me. I had a distinct feeling that the next words to come out of its mouth would be, “BIGFOOT SMASH!” followed by a pummeling that would make me look back longingly at my encounter with the moose. For some reason, this thought struck me as funny. I don’t know why. A painful demise wasn’t something I normally considered to be chuckle-worthy. Either the surrealness of the whole situation was getting to me or I was losing my mind. Either way, I felt the corners of my mouth curling up into a smirk.


  Oh, well, in for a penny, I thought. I locked eyes with the creature (which I seem to recall learning from National Geographic wasn’t a particularly smart thing to do with gorillas) and continued speaking. “These are my companions. We’re here to meet with your leaders.”


  “And why should Grulg take you?”


  Grulg? What the hell’s a grulg? Oh, fuck this! While I try to avoid getting beaten to a pulp as much as possible, I am also of the mindset that if I have an ass-kicking coming, then I might as well deserve it. “Listen, Kong, I don’t have time for your shit. I have business to discuss with your betters.” At that, I heard multiple gasps of breath from behind me. Gotta love everyone’s confidence in my abilities. Of course, how would I even know that this guy wasn’t the one in charge? Oh, boy.


  There was a tense moment of silence, during which my sensitive vampire ears heard Ed slide the safety off his gun. Maybe we’d all get lucky and he’d just blow my head off rather than let me stick my foot any further into my mouth. Finally, though, the smelly-ass Sasquatch in front of me simply nodded his head.


  “You follow Grulg.”


  “Uh...”


  “Oh, Jesus Christ,” Sally spat. “He’s Grulg, you fucking idiot.”


  “Your concubine speaks with much fire,” Grulg said in a tone that sort of sounded bemused, although maybe it was just me.


  “Concu...”


  “Yes, Grulg,” I interrupted before Sally’s temper could undo what I had gotten lucky with. “That’s how I like her...sassy.”


  If Sally could have killed me with her mind, I’m sure she would have. However, Grulg just gave what I took to be a shrug. “Follow.”


  “What about our stuff, Grulg?”


  “Leave here. We bring Freewill’s belongings later.”


  I exchanged glances with the members of my party that didn’t want to kill me.


  “Valet parking, Bigfoot style,” Tom commented.


  That made about as much sense as anything at the moment, so I just turned back to Grulg and said, “Lead the way.”


  * * *


  Had I known I was signing up for a wilderness trek, I would’ve invested in a pair of hiking boots. Grulg led us onward for what felt like at least a mile. I think we went straight, but the truth was I had absolutely no idea. He could’ve just been walking us in circles for all I knew.


  Finally, he stopped next to a tree. It was large and old, and pretty much looked like every other tree we had passed, with the exception that it was covered in an intricate series of scratches about seven feet above the ground.


  Before I could question what he was doing, Grulg lifted his head and let out a piercing howl. I have to admit, it was kind of freaky. I had seen enough movies to wonder if he was now giving the signal for an ambush. Any second now, a bunch of his hairy buddies would come rushing out to tear us apart...not that Grulg looked like he needed the help.


  No attack came, though. A few moments passed and then answering howls rang out in the night, but they sounded far away.


  Once silence had again descended, I let my curiosity get the better of me. “Grulg, what was that for?”


  “Respect.”


  “For?”


  “For the dead. We enter Woods of Mourning now.”


  I heard a quiet titter behind me. “Excuse me for a moment, Grulg,” I said and then turned. Unsurprisingly, Tom was standing there, a guilty look on his face. “Read my lips, shut...the...fuck...up,” I said as softly as I could and still be heard.


  He continued grinning, but made a lip zipping motion. I sighed and turned back to our hairy escort. “Sorry, please go on.”


  Grulg gave me what looked to be a dubious glance, but continued. “Many ancestors buried here. Mighty warriors. Their spirits rejoin the land. They all around us, listening.”


  “Mighty warriors?”


  “Yes. Many laid low by the Tlunta,” he spat that last word. I had a sneaking suspicion what he meant by it, but I asked anyway. “Undead,” he answered with a snarl before once more turning to lead the way.


  Oh, yeah, this was gonna go well.


   


  As Primitive as Can Be


  Gradually we began to see signs of life again. It started slowly, a shadow here and there, usually off in the distance; however, soon we started seeing more of Grulg’s kind. Some paid us no heed. Others bared their teeth at us as we passed. Yeah, there was definitely no love lost with these guys. It was a pretty safe bet that the Twilight movies weren’t a favorite at whatever passed for the local cinema.


  Finally, we came to what I guess would be considered a village of sorts. I could see a series of huts spread out amongst the trees. Though crude, they were obviously built for the size of the normal inhabitants. They looked practically cavernous compared to my freshman dorm room. Unfortunately, they looked about as neat too. They were mainly covered in leaves and moss, held together by what I really hoped was mud. In short, they were shitholes. Guess I should’ve expected that we wouldn’t exactly be staying at a Marriott.


  As we entered the encampment, a voice called from off to our right. “I will take them from here, Grulg. They are under my protection now.” It sounded familiar. I glanced over in that direction and my eyes immediately went wide.


  “Oh, shit,” I muttered. Looking back toward the rest of my group, I saw that Sally’s face held the same surprised expression. No wonder, in her case. The vampire who strode toward us was the very same who had casually lopped off her hand with a silver blade just a few months back. Judging by how he looked, he was every bit as well armed now as he had been back then.


  “Nergui?” I asked disbelievingly as he came up to us.


  He ignored me, instead walking up to the monster that had been our guide and locking eyes with it. A tense moment passed. Eventually Grulg bared his lips in a snarl and broke the gaze. He turned back to us.


  “You with own now. We begin tomorrow,” he said, then turned to wander off, leaving me to wonder if I had a tomorrow. The guy he was leaving me with had every reason, and ability too I might add, to make sure I didn’t live to see another nightfall.


  As Nergui turned to us, I could almost feel Sally tensing behind me. Sure, we bickered like five-year-olds most of the time, but when push came to shove, I knew she would be there to back me up.


  However, Nergui surprised me by bowing. “Greetings once more, Freewill,” he said upon straightening. “It is an honor to serve you.”


  “Really?” I asked, completely taken off guard.


  “Why would it not be?”


  “Well for starters,” Sally said, stepping up next to me, “you did kind of try to kill us both not too long ago.”


  “Yes. As I explained at the time to the Freewill, it was a misunderstanding.”


  “A misunder...”


  I interrupted Sally before she could blow her top. “Yes, an unfortunate misunderstanding for all of us. Still, considering what happened afterwards...”


  He nodded at this, a brief flash of emotion shone in his eyes before his normal stoic demeanor took hold again. “Yes, the loss of my master is regrettable. If I could, I would gladly have given my life to save his.”


  “From what I’ve heard, it wouldn’t have done any good.”


  “Yes, so too has the Wanderer told me. Perhaps, perhaps not. I cannot change what has occurred. I can only serve my new mistress with as much honor as my worthless self can manage.”


  “New mistress?” asked Sally.


  “Gan,” I answered.


  “Yes, the princess. She now commands what was once her father’s.”


  A horrible thought hit me. Oh, crap. The last thing I needed was that psycho little hellion coming after me like a hungry piranha. “Nergui, is Gan here?”


  “Alas no,” he replied. If he noticed the sigh of relief I let out, he didn’t acknowledge it. “My people need a leader now, and her place is there.”


  “So then why are you here?”


  “When she learned of this gathering, she dispatched me immediately. The princess is aware of the possibility of treachery against her beloved (ARGH!). She has entrusted me to watch over you.”


  Despite her wariness of Nergui, Sally couldn’t help but comment. “Aww, that’s so cute. Gan is trying to protect her Billy-willy.”


  “Aren’t there some lumberjacks around for you to proposition?” I spat out of the corner of my mouth.


  Oddly enough, despite Gan’s twisted reasons for sending him, a small part of me suddenly felt a bit better. I knew that Nergui’s attack against us hadn’t been personal. He was a product of his culture. He lived to serve. It just so happened that, at the time, the fuckhead he served had wanted me dead. Now the situation had changed. Though I had absolutely zero intention of returning Gan’s affections, her interest in me had provided perhaps the first glimmer of hope I had seen so far this trip. Sally, Ed, and Tom are great; don’t get me wrong. I’d trust them - well Tom and Ed anyway - with my life. Nergui, however, was three-and-a-half centuries old. He could mop the floor with all four of us and still have plenty left in him to go a full twelve rounds.


  “What about my friends?” I asked.


  “The princess’s orders were specifically for you, Freewill.”


  “Surprise, surprise,” I muttered under my breath. “Perhaps,” I said a bit louder, “but my friends are vital to my success in this endeavor (sorta). Their safety is my safety. I will accept your protection, but only if you agree to watch over them as well.”


  Nergui appeared to consider this for a moment. Finally, he nodded. “If your cattle and the wh...”


  “Don’t even think of saying it,” Sally snarled.


  I had to cover my mouth to keep from laughing out loud. Whore had been Gan’s pet name for her.


  “My apologies,” Nergui said evenly. “If the Freewill’s advisors are important to him, then so too shall they be to me. I offer my protection to you all.”


  “Did he just call us ‘cattle’?” Tom whispered to me, followed by, “Oof!” as Ed elbowed him in the gut.


  “We gladly accept,” Ed replied.


  “Awesome!” I cried. “I’m happy to hear I don’t need eyes in the back of my head in case these monkeys decide to try anything.”


  “Be wary, Freewill,” Nergui said in a low voice. “Treachery need not come only from the Alma.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He took a quick look around and then simply replied, “It is not my place to speak further of this. I simply offer you the warning.” With that, he turned and beckoned us to follow.


  Great, as if I already didn’t have enough to worry about.


  * * *


  Nergui led us across the crude village. As we walked, I could hear a bit of a commotion going on up ahead. One didn’t need vampire ears to be able to pinpoint it. Standing in front of one of the huts was a tall, well-built man. He had dark hair and a pencil-thin mustache of the variety that had gone out of style with Prohibition. He was busy bitching out some others who stood around him. My command of languages other than English is somewhat less than stellar; however, I had seen enough Pink Panther movies to surmise he was speaking French.


  “Let me guess,” I said out of the corner of my mouth to Sally, “Francois?”


  Suddenly his head swiveled in our direction. Oh, shit! I keep forgetting that older vampires likewise have superior senses. Since this guy was supposedly even older than the Khan, he could probably hear a fly taking a shit from a hundred yards away. He wasn’t the most physically imposing creature I had ever seen (especially not with nine-foot apes wandering about), but there was something cold in his eyes. He hadn’t even blackened them, yet they held a kind of darkness to them. I’m no psychoanalyst, but if I had to guess, I’d say Frenchy here was batshit insane. How wonderful.


  I didn’t need to worry about Sally. She had more experience dealing with asshole elder vamps than I did. Instead, I threw a quick warning glance back to my roommates (particularly Tom).


  As we approached, all of the vampires in front of the hut stopped what they were doing and turned toward us. Most of them were focused on me, which was fine. There were a few salacious glances toward Sally, no doubt undressing her with their eyes, also not a big surprise. What worried me, though, were a few nakedly hungry looks toward my roommates. That would need to be nipped in the bud. My friends were strictly off the menu.


  Nergui stopped in front of the group and gave a curt bow (noticeably less deep than the one he had given me). He then stepped to the side. “The Freewill and his advisors,” he announced.


  The one I presumed to be Francois stepped forward. This close, his presence had a decisively slimy feel to it. However, whereas Colin’s greasiness radiated a massive inclination toward ass-kissing, this guy was far more ominous. I sensed (don’t ask me how...I’m still new to this vampire thing) that he would literally do anything, no matter how depraved, to further his own agenda. Of course, that could all be bullshit and maybe I was just psyching myself out due to James’s warning. Whatever the case, though, I had learned in the past year that a little paranoia wasn’t exactly a bad thing.


  He looked me over, shot Sally a sideways glance, and then gave a sniff, barely laying his eyes on my friends, as if they were beneath his contempt. “You are the Freewill?” he asked with just the slightest accent.


  Since I had been raised to always put my best foot forward (as Dad always said, let the other person be the asshole first), I held out my hand and said, “Yep. I’m Bill.”


  He gave me back a sour smile as if I had just used that hand to wipe my ass. Ah yes, douchebag status confirmed.


  “There are a few things you should be aware of,” he said, ignoring my greeting. “Regardless of what you have been told, I do not care if you are the Freewill or the second coming of Moloch himself (???). I rule here. Respect that and we will get along fine. Cross me and I will stake you with your own spine.”


  Before I could even think about it, my mouth opened on its own. What can I say? My subconscious had an automatic defense mechanism against shit heads. “Eh.”


  “Excuse me,” he replied.


  “You forgot the ‘eh.’ You said you rule here. Well, this is Canada. You should at least speak like a Canadian, eh.”


  His eyes narrowed at me, but I continued drawing upon my lexicon of Canadian language, learned from multiple viewings of South Park. “We traveled all this way, eh. I mean it’s aboot time we arrived, eh. You’d think you hosers would be a little more hospitable, eh.”


  Francois’s eyes darkened and I could see his fangs extend. Fortunately, two things stopped him from outright killing me right there. First, Nergui’s hand flew to the hilt of one of his daggers. Secondly, flunkeys or not, a few of the vampires behind him chuckled at what I said.


  He quickly turned his head and hissed at his lackeys. Silence resumed amongst them. Regardless, the moment was over (which was good. Considering Francois’s age, I wasn’t entirely sure even Nergui would be able to stop him). When Francois turned back to me, his eyes had resumed their normal color. To my surprise, a smile actually crossed his lips. That didn’t exactly inspire confidence.


  “Your reputation for having a quick, if somewhat crude, tongue is well earned,” he said.


  “What can I say? I like to make an impression.”


  “I can see that.”


  “This playful banter aside, I’m not here to make waves. I just want to do my part so we can hash out a truce with the Sasquatches. Once that’s done, I’ll go home and you can keep Canada.”


  “Yes, of course. We’re all on the same side here,” he replied in a tone that implied we weren’t even remotely on the same team. God, what a creep. Even if James hadn’t warned me about him, this guy would still be giving me serious douche-chills.


  “Cool,” I said. “Is Alex here yet? I’m thinking we should all sit down and discuss things. I want to make sure I know what to say and such.”


  “Alex?” he replied, raising one eyebrow.


  “Yeah, the Drac...err First Coven’s special envoy.”


  “Interesting. I know of no Alex.”


  Hmm, that was odd. Still, this guy looked like the sort of stuck up prick that would barely notice anyone beneath him in rank.


  “Okay then, what about the negotiators that were being sent in? Maybe Alex will check in with us later.”


  Francois’s face took on a look of concern...mostly. I’m not too good at reading subtle expressions, but I’d have sworn his eyes were twinkling with laughter. “Haven’t you heard?”


  “Heard what?”


  “The team that the First were sending never arrived. They simply vanished...without a trace.”


  “Vanished?”


  “Yes, it’s quite tragic,” he replied without a trace of remorse. “I suspect these beasts had something to do with it. Alas, I have no proof of their treachery.”


  “Then we’re postponing the summit, right?” Sally asked from beside me. I was amazed. It was the longest I could remember her keeping her mouth shut.


  “Child,” Francois replied, putting extra emphasis on the word as if to imply stupid child. “This gathering is far too important to put off. Every day that goes by is another step closer to war. And it’s not just us. The other delegations have all arrived. It would be an insult to cry foul and tell them to all go home. Believe me when I say there are beings present that are not to be trifled with.”


  Emboldened, either by the fact that I was still alive or by Sally, Ed spoke up. “So what is Bill supposed to do? He’s not exactly a UN diplomat.” When I turned to give him a glare, he replied, “Let’s not fool ourselves here. You’re not.”


  That’s the thing with Ed. He continually ticks me off by being right. I sighed and turned back to Francois. “He has a point.”


  Francois seemed not to hear me, though. “You allow your food to speak for you? How quaint. I see James is letting discipline slip down in the States.”


  Now it was my turn to flash my fangs, albeit I imagine I was just a wee bit less impressive than he was. I may be strong by human standards, but to an elder vampire I was probably about as frightening as a kitten. Still, I couldn’t let him get away with treating my friends like an appetizer. “They’re my friends, not my food. They’re here to assist me and thus are under my protection.”


  “Your protection?”


  “Yes. You’ve heard stories about Freewills, right? Care to see if any of them are true?” (Please let the answer be “no.”)


  “Silly boy, you’ll find I’ve faced down far scarier things than you.” His eyes momentarily flashed black then back to normal in no more than a blink of his eyes. Damn, I couldn’t do it that fast. I actually had to concentrate to get that stuff to work. “Regardless, now is not the time. Alas, your advisors are moot here.”


  “How so?”


  “Have you not been listening, boy? The First’s diplomats are missing. The peace meeting must go on. Thus, as leader of this region, I have hand-picked my own team of negotiators to fill in for the First’s.”


  “Your own team?”


  “Yes. Entirely loyal to the vampire cause, I assure you (yeah, right!). Your mission has not changed. They will hash out a treaty with the Sasquatch leader. You will go along with their suggestions as the figurehead you are. Were those not your orders?”


  “Well...”


  “As I thought. You will perform your duty as instructed. Once finished, you will leave my domain. IS THAT CLEAR!?”


  I’m not sure if he meant to send that last part as a compulsion or if it just came out that way because he was pissed, but damn! The force of it sent me flying back into my roommates. Judging by the boneless way they collapsed under me; I assumed they had gotten a pretty hefty taste of it as well. Compulsion works on humans too, just not quite as well. It takes a vampire of considerable strength to pull it off. Unfortunately, Francois definitely had a checkmark in that column.


  As for me, my head was ringing. It felt like someone had beaten me senseless with the world’s largest tuning fork. Even so, I was by far the least worse off. I saw Sally, Nergui, and all of Francois’s vampires standing there with the same vacant, glazed look in their eyes. Each and every one of them was under Francois’s spell. I was going to need a bottle of aspirin when this was over, but at least I was immune to his control.


  I turned to my human friends. Both of them appeared to be knocked for a loop. Their eyes were rolled up into their heads, showing only the whites, but they were still breathing. Fortunately, within a couple of seconds they both started blinking and groaning. They were coming out of it, hopefully with not much worse than a headache to show for their troubles. That was good because I didn’t have time to tend to them. Vampires like Francois - which covered just about all vampires - were predators and the last thing you wanted to do with any predator was show them weakness.


  I stood up and casually dusted myself off, acting as if my head didn’t feel like it had the New York Philharmonic playing in it. I walked up to Sally and quickly snapped my fingers in front of her face. No response. I turned back to Francois, smiling, and said, “Cute. But it doesn’t work on me.”


  “I see that,” he replied and then matched my grin with his own. “But it is painfully obvious to me that though I can’t control you, I can hurt you.” Oh, crap. Guess I needed to work on my poker face a bit.


  I stood my ground and said nothing. Francois stepped forward, into my personal space and continued, “Shall we try it again? I for one would be curious to see how many times it would take for me to liquefy your brain.”


  I was about to make a witty comment regarding his breath, but just then the barrel of Ed’s shotgun was laid over my shoulder, pointing directly at Francois’s face.


  “I don’t know, but I’m willing to bet it would take just one bullet to knock that smile off your face, permanently,” Ed’s voice said from behind me. “And in case you’re wondering, yes, they’re silver.”


  I shifted my eyes to the gun barrel and then back to Francois, grinning even wider. “What’s that you were saying about my advisors being moot?”


  The smile dropped from his face and, apparently with it, his concentration. The vampires behind him began shaking their heads. I had little doubt Sally and Nergui were doing the same.


  In addition to that, I could see out of the corner of my eye that we were attracting a small crowd of onlookers. Vampires and Bigfeet alike were starting to gather round, not to mention some other...err...things that I couldn’t readily identify. Guess they weren’t shitting me about there being other guests in attendance.


  Francois was a cock-meat sandwich of the highest order, but he wasn’t stupid. Whatever his agenda, his knew that the bullshit we were engaged in now wasn’t going to help our position. Almost as if reading my mind, he suddenly started laughing. It almost sounded genuine.


  “Well played, Freewill,” he sang out in an exaggerated voice that everyone in the immediate vicinity picked up. “An excellent demonstration! With you at our vanguard, our enemies will think twice before trying anything.”


  I shifted my eyes around. Sure enough, the tension seemed to have gone out of the onlookers. Thinking this was a staged display, they quickly began to go back about their business.


  “Slick,” I whispered.


  “Necessary,” he replied, equally quiet. “Letting your oafishness give our enemies the advantage would be to all of our detriment.”


  “Are we done here?” I asked, at which point Ed finally lowered the gun. I was glad he hadn’t been given reason to use it. Regardless of whether it would have done much to Francois, I didn’t relish the thought of a twelve gauge shotgun going off right next to my head.


  “For now,” Francois said with a sneer. “The sun will be up soon. I will return tomorrow night for the opening talks.”


  “You’re not staying here?”


  “In this place?” he asked, the snooty Frenchman in him coming to the forefront. “I think not. Enjoy the accommodations.” He turned on his heel, nodded to his companions, and together they all began to walk away.


  He turned his head back to us only once. “Remember my warning. You are a figurehead here. Nothing more.” Before I could reply with anything snippy, he and his contingent strode away. That was just fine with me. It gave me a chance to let out a large breath that felt like I had been holding for hours.


  “Now there goes a true asshole,” Tom commented, still looking a little dazed from the compulsion. “And no, I don’t care if he can hear me.”


  “For once we’re in agreement,” Sally added. She then turned to me, and said in as serious of a tone as I’d ever seen her use, “We need to watch out for him, Bill. He’s bad business. I don’t think I’ve ever met another vamp as strong as he is.”


  “You don’t need to tell me that. I’m not so sure his little threat about turning my head to mush would’ve been entirely idle. Thanks for the save, Ed. I owe you.”


  “Just one?” he replied with a coy grin.


  We all chuckled at that. “Nice bluff about the silver bullets, by the way.”


  “It wasn’t a bluff.”


  “No? Where the hell did you get silver bullets?”


  “I gave them to him,” Sally said. “Since that business a few months back (I noticed she specifically didn’t mention Nergui by name, considering he was standing just a few feet away), I figured it was a good idea for you guys to have a little extra backup. So I had them specially made.”


  “You did?”


  “Yeah, I gave them to Ed the last time we met for coffee.”


  “Sally gives the sweetest gifts,” he said with an exaggerated grin.


  “Hold it!” I interrupted. “What do you mean, ‘last time you met for coffee’? I thought you guys only went on one date?”


  “Well, technically, ‘coffee’ isn’t a date,” Sally sniffed.


  “And neither of you told me, why?”


  “Well you kinda freaked out the last time,” Ed replied.


  “Oh, please,” Sally said. “I don’t require that you keep me up to date on your social life, nonexistent as it is.”


  “She has a point, dude,” Ed added.


  As we continued bickering, a small part of my brain couldn’t help but notice that there we were, the fate of the world in the balance, and the most important thing on any of our minds was who was secretly dating whom - like some fucked up episode of Friends.


  Goddamn, the world was so screwed.


   


  Strangers in the Night


  The show over, for now at least, Nergui showed us to our hut. Yes, they intended for us all to share one. None of us was particularly happy with that, especially Sally. When she found out, she opened her handbag and produced a very familiar looking weapon: a Desert Eagle. Technically speaking, vampires - at least those in New York City - aren’t supposed to be armed. It was a clause in some back-alley agreement we have with the NYPD. Sally, however, wasn’t one to let silly things like rules get in her way.


  Brandishing the handgun, which looked comically large in her petite hands, she said, “I don’t give warning shots, just in case anyone gets any funny ideas about stealing my virtue.”


  “Stealing? I was pretty sure I could just buy it for a fiver,” I quipped. Before she could comment, or shoot me in the leg for my troubles, I added, “Jeez, am I the only one here who isn’t packing?”


  “I’m with you, Bill,” Tom replied. “I’m more of a lover than a fighter anyway. Speaking of which...” He started waving toward the left. I looked in that direction and saw a small group of white-robed figures. One of them looked toward us, raised her hand in return, and then came running in our direction: Christy.


  “When did you get in, babe?” Tom asked once she had reached us.


  “A few days ago. We’ve been communing since then.” (Whatever the fuck that meant)


  “Nice outfit,” he said in a suggestive tone.


  “We really should be sky-clad, but it’s kind of cold.”


  “Ooh, sky-clad. I could get into that. Maybe we should do some communing of our own.”


  “Getting ready to puke here,” Sally snapped.


  Christy and Tom, being the overly cute couple that they were (Christy was cute. The addition of Tom made them a couple), ignored her.


  “Sorry, hon. Remember the rules. No fraternizing.”


  “That sucks,” he replied in a sulking tone.


  “Although,” she added, “If we just happen to bump into each other out in the woods...”


  “Really getting ready to puke now!” Sally snarled. To add further emphasis to her annoyance, she cocked the hammer on her gun with an audible click.


  Not wanting to get in the middle of a gun and magic battle, I went over to Tom and grabbed him by the shoulder.


  “He’ll meet you later, Christy. We gotta go get settled now.”


  If she was irked by this, she didn’t show it. Instead, she blew her boyfriend a kiss, then turned to rejoin her own group.


  I let out a sigh. Things were going to be difficult enough without having to worry about Tom sneaking off for a magical booty call.


  * * *


  The hut smelled every bit as bad as it looked, which is to say it smelled about as good as the creatures playing host to this cluster fuck. Comfort wise, well I had passed out on my fair share of floors during my college years, so I could deal. Sally was another matter entirely. She convinced Nergui to find her something with which to partition off a little area for herself. After he had done so, she gave us one last warning to stay out of her side. Well, okay, she actually gave Tom and me a warning. Ed was conspicuously absent from her venom. Before he got any bright ideas, though, I gave him a quick, “That means you too.”


  Our bags were unceremoniously deposited outside our dwelling a short while later. Thus armed with at least clean underwear, we all decided to turn in. The next day was most likely going to be a long one.


  “Good night, boys,” Sally said from behind the divider.


  “Are you naked over there?” I called back, eliciting chuckles from my roommates. Her response was another dry click of a hammer being cocked. “Err, I meant, good night, Sally.”


  With that, we all settled in for some much needed rest. Uncomfortable though it might have been, I didn’t have much problem sacking out. I had long gotten used to the idea of getting some shuteye in the face of impending doom. Thus I slept fairly well...at least until I was awoken by something covering my mouth.


  * * *


  I jolted awake and instinctively raised my hands to pry off whoever was attacking me; however, they had me in a grip that felt like iron.


  “Be quiet,” a voice whispered.


  I blinked my eyes and saw a hooded figure standing over me. I couldn’t tell who it was. The darkness wasn’t the issue, though. Unfortunately, I wasn’t wearing my glasses so the person’s face was little more than a blurry blob. Damn the peculiarities of vampire healing. I could grow back lost limbs, but god forbid I got twenty-twenty vision out of the deal.


  I stopped struggling and nodded. The figure released me. I quickly reached over and put on my glasses.


  “Alex?”


  “Obviously. Now please keep your voice down.”


  I sat up and immediately felt a little woozy. I sniffed the air. “What...”


  “A special incense to keep your friends asleep. Do not worry, it wears off quickly.”


  “Why?”


  “The less who know I am here, the better. Regardless, we must still keep our voices down. I do not think I need remind you that we are surrounded by creatures with exceptionally acute senses.”


  The whole secrecy thing was feeling a little fishy to me. I eyed him warily as I said, “I spoke with both James and Francois. Neither of them had any idea who you are.”


  “That is because neither of them has been told about my identity.”


  “Because?”


  “Because the First do not answer to them. I am their agent and theirs alone. If they wish others to know about me, then they do. If not, then others remain ignorant of the fact.”


  “But I thought you were their special envoy for these talks,” I replied somewhat accusingly.


  “I was.”


  “Was?”


  “Yes. I was to officially arrive with the rest of my party.”


  “The rest...you mean the group that disappeared?”


  “The same. Some of the finest negotiators this planet has ever seen, each one hand selected by the First.”


  “Didn’t they have bodyguards?”


  “Of course, do not be foolish. Yet, escorted or not, the fact remains that they have met with an unforeseen fate.”


  “What do you think happened?”


  “I am not sure we shall ever know. However, the details are not important. What matters is that they are in all likelihood dead.”


  “And Francois has conveniently replaced them with his own people,” I added.


  “You are not nearly old enough to be accusing a vampire of Francois’s status of anything. You should know that before you open your mouth in front of other company. I will allow, though, that it is suspiciously convenient.”


  “Okay, but you’re still alive. Why don’t you introduce yourself and confront him?”


  “I am afraid things are not that simple. We cannot afford to let any schisms show within our ranks. The Grendel would pounce upon that. Besides, I do not know what Francois is planning. If he is indeed behind the missing ambassadors, then I have little doubt he will attempt to have me meet the same fate.”


  “That sounds a lot like an accusation right there. I thought you said we weren’t allowed to do that.”


  “No,” he replied with a grin. “I said that you were not.”


  “Fine, so what then? Am I supposed to just go into this meeting and smile like an idiot while his team sells us out?”


  “I very much doubt they will be selling us out. Then again, I also do not doubt that whatever is bargained will be in Francois’s favor.”


  “Not to mention, if his own people successfully hash out a peace plan then that pretty much guarantees him a lock on joining the Drac...First Coven.”


  Alex’s weird eyes opened wide in surprise. “You know about that?”


  “I hear things,” I coyly replied.


  “So it would seem. You are correct in your assumption. At the moment Francois is holding a very strong hand.”


  “So what do we do?”


  “We stack the deck, of course. We put a joker in amongst the aces.”


  “Why do I have a feeling that I’m the joker here?”


  “My apologies, Freewill, but it is a necessary evil.”


  “I seem to get that a lot,” I sighed. Oh, well, it’s not as if I expected this to be easy. As I’ve said, if I’m going to get my ass kicked, I might as well deserve it. “What do you need me to do?”


  “You are officially no longer a figurehead.”


  “Huh?”


  “You heard me. Your mission was to go along with whatever our people negotiated, but that was before any peculiarities transpired. As an agent of the First, I wield their authority. Thus, within these proceedings, by way of your status as Freewill, I say you are now officially in charge.”


  “Oh, no...”


  “Oh, yes. As representative of the vampire nation, and chosen of the First Coven, your word is law.”


  “But...”


  “Thus if you choose to go against the recommendations of Francois’s advisory staff, they will be powerless to contradict you.”


  “But I’m not a diplomat,” I protested. “Hell, I can’t even get them to drop the charges when I’m a day late returning a DVD.”


  “No, you are not. Based on what I have heard, though, along with my own observations, you are a decent person - a rarity in our world. Do you wish to see war erupt between our two species?”


  “No. I mean, Tom might get a kick out of it, but...”


  “And do you wish for our kind to be subjugated beneath the heels of the Grendel?”


  “Nope, that would suck.”


  “There you have it. Aim for the first, but ensure you do not give up enough for the second.”


  “But what about...”


  Again, he interrupted me. It was starting to get annoying. “I will be working from the shadows to uncover the treachery that has been wrought. If it can be brought to light, it could count toward a great deal. Rest assured, though, I will also be providing you assistance as I am able. Should you go too far astray, I shall be there to guide you back. You also have another you can call upon.”


  “Please don’t say ‘Sally.’”


  “Sadly, I get the impression that diplomacy is not her best facet. No, I am speaking of another. The one called the Wanderer is expected to be in attendance for tomorrow’s opening remarks.”


  “James? That’s cool and all, but he told me he can’t get involved.”


  “Correct. He cannot take a direct stance in these matters. However, he can openly advise you where I cannot. His wisdom is sound, make use of it.”


  “But...”


  “But nothing! I speak for the First. I have conveyed to you their will. To do otherwise would...”


  Now it was my turn to interrupt. “Let me guess, to do otherwise would end badly for me. Trust me, I know the drill.”


   


  Continental Breakfast


  I should’ve asked Alex to leave me some of that special incense. Hell, I should’ve packed a few joints and a couple of liters of Jack for this goddamn trip. It’s a good thing my vampire body required less rest, because I sure as shit didn’t get back to sleep after Alex slipped away into the...well, day I guess. Hope he was wearing some sunscreen under that hood.


  As for me, I put my arms behind my head and just lay there staring at the ceiling, listening to my hut-mates breathing (damn, who’d a guessed it...Sally snores), and wondering if any passing asteroids might be so kind as to come crashing in right about now. A fight to the death I could handle, but this night would bring a different kind of battle: a battle of wits. I usually didn’t consider myself a slouch in that department, but then again my usual war of words heavily consists of suggesting the other party suck my dick. I’m pretty sure they didn’t say that too often at the U.N.


  * * *


  At around four PM eastern time (fuck whatever time it was in Canada) all of my companions started to stir. I found it a bit odd, all of them waking at the same time, but then I remembered Alex’s special incense. Guess it was wearing off.


  I sat up and looked toward the flap of our hut. From the look of things, the sun was setting. Thank God, the higher-ups scheduled this when the nights were longer. If they had gotten it wrong, we would have been royally fucked. It’s hard for vampires to negotiate for peace when the day is all of one hour long.


  “Rise and shine, you lazy fucks,” I announced loud enough so that my roommates and Sally alike would hear it.


  “Uh, I feel like shit,” Tom complained.


  “Me too,” Ed agreed.


  “Yeah, well that’s not too surprising,” I explained. “You see we had a visitor...”


  “Don’t say another fucking word!” Sally shouted, bursting through the ratty curtain dividing our space. All three of us were momentarily stunned into silence, not so much by her yelling - that was normal - but by the fact that she was wearing a short night shirt and not much else.


  Seeing us all gaping, she gave a quick sigh and said, “Take a picture, it lasts longer. Seriously, Bill, not a word.”


  She quickly went back to her side. Tom, Ed, and I exchanged confused looks all the while. A few moments later, she reappeared, hastily dressed. She grabbed her coat, then stalked outside.


  “What the hell was that about?” I asked.


  “Maybe she’s on the rag,” Tom offered.


  “Do vampires even do that?” Ed asked.


  “How should I know? Hell, I kinda assumed Sally was permanently PMSing.”


  Her odd behavior aside, I quickly brought my friends up to speed on our visitor from the night before.


  “So let me get this straight,” Ed said, once I had finished my tale, “This Alex dude wants you to take charge of things, even if it means purposely pissing off the guy who knocked us all for a loop with just three words yesterday. Am I correct?”


  “More or less.”


  “It’s a good thing we came along then.”


  “Why?” I protested. “Don’t you get it? We thought we were maybe wading into shit before. Instead we’re dog-paddling way over our head now.”


  “Exactly,” Ed replied. “Everyone else thinks Tom and I are your advisors. Well, I guess we really are now. Well I am, anyway.”


  “What about me?” Tom whined.


  “Sorry, man, but even you have to admit your snap judgments sort of suck.”


  Tom looked a bit crestfallen at that, but he also didn’t protest either. I clapped him on the shoulder, and said, “Don’t worry. I still need you there, even if it’s just to back me up.”


  “I’m there.”


  “Cool. Although I hate to say it, but you’ll probably need to ix-nay any forest-side trysts with Christy for now.”


  “No prob, dude. Besides, it’s pretty fucking cold up here. My dick would probably just freeze and snap off anyway.”


  “Thanks for the visual,” I replied, right before we all started laughing.


  * * *


  After getting dressed, I walked out of the tent in search of Sally. I didn’t have to go far. She was standing a couple dozen yards away, facing the tree line.


  “See any knotholes that you feel like competing against?” I asked, walking up behind her. Her response was a quick lifting of her arm followed by her middle finger. Ignoring it, I continued, “So what the hell was that back there?”


  “Protection,” she replied.


  “For what?”


  “Not for what, for who,” she stated. “For you and those two fleshbags you keep around.”


  “I’m not following.”


  “Color me surprised,” she mumbled before answering. “I’m here for you - well okay, I wouldn’t be if you hadn’t dragged me into it - but since you did, I’m here for you. We are partners, for better or worse. But there’s a problem.”


  “What?”


  “Francois.”


  “I kinda figured he wasn’t exactly on our side.”


  “No, you don’t understand. You remember yesterday, that compulsion he threw out?” I nodded and she continued. “The guy didn’t look like he put any effort into it, yet he bowled over both my and Nergui’s defenses like they were tissue paper.”


  “You’re afraid he might compel you to act against me?”


  “Maybe, but if he did, you’d probably see it coming. A compulsion like that wouldn’t be too subtle. What I’m more afraid of is him using me as a spy of sorts.”


  “Wouldn’t I notice that too?”


  “Not if he just compelled me to spill my guts and tell him everything I know.”


  “Ah, I see. That’s why you stormed off a few minutes ago.”


  “Yes. For right now at least, the less I know that’s not common knowledge, the better off you’ll be.”


  I was touched. Sometimes it was easy to forget that in some ways Sally and I were every bit as close as I was with my roommates. She could be a caustic, bitter, sarcastic bitch, but when the shit hit the fan, it was always awesome to see her step up to the plate. Sure, some of it wasn’t exactly altruism on her part. We both knew that she benefited greatly ever since I took over our coven. Still, she could easily have brokered favor with a higher ranking vampire like Francois by fucking me over. That she was going out of her way to do otherwise was pretty goddamned cool. If I didn’t think I would get decked for the effort, I’d give her a big ol’ hug.


  “Fair enough,” I replied. “Just know one thing.”


  “I’m already aware of how tight my ass is.”


  “Besides that. If I start doing anything stupid in there today...” She raised an amused brow at that. “You know what I mean. If I do anything that seems to go against Francois’s rules, just know that I’m doing it on purpose and not just to piss him off. Well okay, part of it might be to piss him off. I might as well enjoy myself while I can.”


  “Thanks for the heads up. Oh, and if I start getting that glazed look in my eye, you have permission to slap me back to reality.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. Just don’t screw it up. Hit me when I’m not compelled and I’ll strangle you with your own intestines.”


  Somehow, I knew she wasn’t quite joking on that last one.


  * * *


  My conversation with Sally quickly fell back into our usual bickering. She was in the middle of complaining about the lack of facilities (it was a fair bet that within a few days we were all going to be smelling about as good as our hosts), when suddenly a shadow fell upon where we stood. We both looked up to find a Bigfoot towering over us. As with the other day, it had seemingly appeared out of nowhere. How could something so big be so quiet?


  “We begin soon,” the creature grumbled. “Eat now.”


  “Eat?”


  “I leave food for you in hut.”


  “Thank you, Grulg,” Sally replied. At that, he grunted and lumbered off.


  “That was Grulg?” I asked once he was out of earshot.


  “Yeah.”


  “How could you tell?”


  “By scent. Each of these creatures has a unique odor,” she replied, wrinkling her nose.


  “Oh. I didn’t think of that. Been mostly breathing through my mouth since we got here.”


  “You, a mouth breather? What a surprise. Oh, well, let’s go see what our gracious hosts have left us for breakfast.”


  * * *


  We returned to find Tom and Ed sitting at a makeshift table, several crude bowls in front of them. Ed was busy duct-taping a heavy duty flashlight to the barrel of his gun, while Tom was eating.


  “I hear room service has been by,” I said, walking over to them.


  “Yep,” Ed replied, finishing up his makeshift night scope. “Sadly, the breakfast buffet in this place leaves a lot to be desired.”


  “The nuts and berries aren’t so bad,” Tom commented, scooping up a handful. “Tastes kind of like trail mix.”


  “I guess so,” agreed Ed, “But just between us, I’m going to pass on the grubs.” He indicated a bowl in the middle, within which several fat bugs squirmed.


  “Nice,” I said. “Nuts and berries it is then.” I reached for the bowl in front of Tom, but he slapped my hand.


  “Not so fast. This sumptuous feast is ours. They dropped your meal off in the corner there, or can’t you smell it?”


  I turned, taking a breath through my nose and then it hit me. “What the fuck is that?”


  “Offhand,” said Sally, stepping over to the source of the stench. “I’d say it was the world’s unluckiest hiker.”


  Sure enough, she was right. Lying in the corner was a human corpse, all decked out in cold weather camping gear. Judging by the condition of the body, though, it wasn’t exactly a fresh kill.


  “Been dead for about three weeks I’d say,” she continued, adding a sarcastic edge to her voice. “So nice of the Bigfeet to stock their larders for us ahead of time.”


  “I’ll pass,” I said, stepping over to our cooler. I opened it and noticed just two pints of blood left. “Want one?”


  “You keep it. You like the bottled stuff anyway.”


  “You’re not going to actually chew into that are you?”


  “Don’t be stupid. I’m going to go out and wander around a bit. I’m willing to bet some of the other vamps here have brought along something a little fresher.”


  “Going to bat your eyelashes and convince them to invite you over?”


  “Hell, yeah,” she said, walking toward the entrance. “If you’ve got it, use it...and I’ve definitely got it.” With that, she stepped back outside.


  She had a point. I knew Sally was over fifty years old, although she was pretty coy about her exact age. *sigh* Even immortal chicks were freaky about those things. Still, regardless of how old she was, I was fairly sure it had been a long time since she had stepped into a bar and paid for her own drinks. I had little doubt when next we met that she’d show up well fed.


  So that left me. I downed one of the pints immediately. That would leave me good to go for the time being. Unfortunately, these talks were bound to last a while. No point in suffering needlessly. I looked again in the cooler and found a near-empty Snapple bottle. I finished off the contents, then poured the remaining blood into it. Remembering one of the primary lessons learned in college, I pulled out a pen and wrote “BILL” on the label. I didn’t know if Sasquatches drank blood or not, but better safe than having one of those ugly motherfuckers backwash in my drink. That would just be nasty.


  That being done, I cleaned myself up as best as I could. When finished, I asked my friends, “So what do you think? Do I look ready to save the world?”


  “If they’re judging you by appearance,” Ed replied. “Then I’d say the world is fucked.”


  “Works for me. If I’m going to plunge this planet into a global genocide, I’d prefer to be comfortable doing so.”


   


  Satan’s Snack Cart


  Sally returned a short while later looking fully sated. The smirk on her face was all the answer I needed as to whether she had been successful in her attempt to scam a meal.


  It wasn’t too much longer before a familiar guttural voice called to us from outside, “Time is now.”


  Thus summoned, we stepped outside as a group. Standing there, as expected, was Grulg. Next to him was Nergui, decked out in full battle armor, looking like some sort of samurai.


  He gave us a quick glance as we approached, and I could have sworn something like disapproval passed through his eyes. My companions and I looked more likely to be the victims in a Friday the 13th movie than important delegates.


  Grulg grunted and turned, beckoning us to follow. As we started walking, I asked Nergui, “You expecting trouble?”


  “I am always open to the possibility,” he replied. “But, this,” he indicated his attire, “is tradition. As your guard, I am expected to be armed for conflict. So too will my counterparts be. It is purely ceremonial.”


  Something about his tone told me that was only partially true. I could only imagine that, amongst supernatural beings with a penchant for violence, purely ceremonial could quickly turn into practical. Just great. Armor was fine for him, but if the talks suddenly devolved into combat, my winter coat wouldn’t do much to protect me. I knew Sally had her hand cannon, and Ed was openly carrying his shotgun. Tom was likewise unarmed, but I had little doubt his hellspawn of a girlfriend would come to his aid if trouble broke out. That left me. Wonderful.


  Perhaps sensing my discomfort, Nergui matched my stride. I felt him press something into my hand. I looked down, it was a sheathed dagger.


  “Purely ceremonial?” I asked.


  “Of course,” he replied, quickening his pace again.


  * * *


  “Suddenly I feel underdressed,” I said, seeing the large group of vampires standing before us on the trail.


  Whereas we looked as if we had just spent the night camping (not too far from the truth), the party before us could have just stepped out of a Hollywood soiree. Crisp suits, overcoats, and polished shoes stood out like a sore thumb amongst the foliage. Great, now I had to worry about the undead fashion police too.


  I frowned as I recognized Francois and his contingent amongst the group. However, that frown almost immediately turned upside down as I finally saw a familiar face, James. He stood a bit away from Francois, their mutual dislike apparent even from a distance. Several vampires stood with him, a few of whom I vaguely recognized. He had brought some of his own people with him, smart. Even smarter, I didn’t see Colin amongst them. Good. I had enough to worry about without that little ass kisser trying to gum up the works.


  Once we had arrived at the group, Grulg announced, “Grulg go ahead. Tlunta enter when announced. No sooner.” With that, he gave us all a look of barely contained anger (well okay, almost every look I had seen Grulg give had been one of barely concealed hostility. I wasn’t sure he was even capable of doing otherwise) and walked ahead.


  Fortunately, lest I start to miss them, Francois was right there to continue giving me hostile glances. He gave my friends and me the once over. “So much for us putting our best foot forward,” he sniffed.


  “Sorry. I didn’t get the memo about the dress code,” I replied.


  “I can assure you, it’s quite all right,” said James, walking up to all of us. “I sincerely doubt the Alma will be all too concerned with our attire.”


  “They will not be the only ones present,” spat Francois, oozing disgust.


  “I am well aware,” answered James, evenly. “Just as I am aware that the majority of the witnesses present will not exactly be mavens of fashion themselves. I for one will be quite surprised if the au naturale participants do not outnumber the clothed ones by a good many.”


  Francois narrowed his eyes, but James held his gaze. Though Francois was older, the two were of the same rank. In the vampire community, to show any sign of weakness was to acknowledge the other as your better. Fuck that! Hell, I was little more than a piece of shit compared to either of them, and I wasn’t about to acknowledge some French Nazi dickweasel as my superior.


  Finally, Francois turned to me, a sneer on his face. “It ultimately doesn’t matter. Just do your job, Freewill. Sit at the head of the table, nod when you are supposed to, and let those far more qualified set the terms for this treaty.”


  “Right-o, chief,” I said glibly, eliciting a chuckle from both my roommates.


  He gave each of us a glare that said he would have gladly gutted us, and then turned on his heel. His lackeys...err, negotiators immediately fell into step and began following him.


  Once he left, the tension eased considerably. James walked over and gave Nergui a hearty clap on the shoulder. “It is good to see you again, my friend.”


  Nergui nodded and replied, “Her highness sends her regards, Wanderer.”


  James must have noticed me wince a little at that, because he smiled before addressing me. “Welcome, Dr. Death. I am happy to see you made it. I’m told that others were not so fortunate.”


  “Yep,” I acknowledged. “While still others seem to have benefited from that misfortune.”


  The smile dropped off his face and he got serious. “Yes, a most disturbing turn of events. I shall be monitoring things quite closely from my place on the sidelines. If Francois’s men do anything to jeopardize the peace process, whether purposely or through their own ignorance, I will be forced to become more involved.”


  “Isn’t that dangerous for you?”


  “Yes, but I place the good of the whole before my well-being. For now, though, I will trust Francois’s people to uphold the will of the Draculas. However, should that change...”


  “I have it covered,” I said.


  A look of something close to panic came over James’s face. “No! Your duties have already been set in this matter. Do not overstep your authority. It would be unwise.”


  I gave Tom and Ed a quick glance at that. I opened my mouth to mention how there had been a change of plans, but then I remembered Sally’s warning. I’d have to bring James up to speed when she wasn’t around. For now, I just nodded.


  “Good,” he replied. “To do otherwise, could be disastrous.”


  * * *


  “There shouldn’t be too much to worry about today, regardless,” said James as we walked along the forest trail. “I expect little more than introductions, some posturing, and a setting of the ground rules. Even Francois’s men should be able to handle that.”


  “Sounds pretty easy...”


  “There is one issue of concern, though,” he said.


  “Just one?”


  “A rather important one,” he stressed. “You have no doubt noticed Grulg speaking in English, correct?”


  “Kind of hard to miss.”


  “That is one concession they were willing to make for your benefit. You should know, though, that the Alma’s natural language is quite different than ours. Not all of their words translate well.”


  “Okay and...”


  “And, I cannot stress this enough, you must be utterly respectful to them, especially their leader, regardless of what they say.”


  I gave James a grin back. “Relax. We’ve all heard Grulg speak. I can handle a little broken English. Hell, I hear worse at some of the Chinese restaurants back home.”


  “I’m not talking about a little...” but I didn’t hear the rest.


  We stepped from the trail into a large clearing and well...holy shit!


  * * *


  So maybe ‘clearing’ wasn’t the right word for it. Hell, I don’t know what was. All I know is that despite being a vampire for nearly a year and having seen sights that would cause ordinary folks to piss themselves, I wasn’t even remotely prepared for this.


  “James Cameron, eat your heart out,” I heard Ed whisper behind me. Sure enough, what was before us looked more like a scene from some summer blockbuster than anything else.


  The trail slopped downward in front of us, into what appeared to be a shallow valley. The entire place was lit with dozens of torches. The sides had been carved into levels, not dissimilar to stadium seating. Within each level, downed trees and rocky outcroppings acted as seats. That wasn’t the extent of the weirdness, though.


  It was the myriad creatures taking up the seats that threatened to blow my mind completely. A quick glance back showed the same wide-eyed look on my friends’ faces. Hell, even Sally seemed in awe. Only Nergui, James, and James’s contingent appeared to be taking it all in stride.


  For a moment, I just stood there gawking. It was like the greatest effects people in Hollywood had gotten together and decided to have a kegger. Beings - for that’s the best word I have for them - of all shapes and sizes stood, sat, and in some cases floated in the vast space before me.


  It was only after a few moments that another bit of strangeness occurred to me. Though I could see several of them...err talking, I guess, there wasn’t any sound. Mouths opened and closed, flanges gestured, things rippled. We should've heard the commotion from a mile off, yet there was nothing but the silence of the forest around us.


  I turned and looked at James quizzically. Whatever warnings he had been imparting to me were gone. In their place was a wide grin. “Courtesy of our magic wielding guests,” he raised his hand and pointed. A short way off from us, standing at the top of the rise, a white robed figure - one of the witches from Christy’s group - stood with her arms in the air, a purple glow enveloping her. Turning, I scanned the area and noticed three more beings, none of them human like the first. They were standing symmetrically to each other at opposite ends of the open area. All had the same glow about them.


  “Look closer,” James said.


  I did, and for the first time noticed that the air in front of me had a slight shimmering quality to it.


  “It’s a fucking force field,” Tom gasped.


  “Not quite, but close,” James replied. “After you.”


  I stepped forward, the shimmer becoming more pronounced. I looked back, shrugged, and stepped through. In for a penny...


  There was a momentary tingling, and then suddenly the voices, hoots, hollers, and murmurings of the creatures filled my ears. Within the space of a second, things went from being a library to a high school auditorium.


  I voiced my amazement, but I’m pretty sure nobody heard me over the cacophony of sound.


  * * *


  Stepping forward, I got a better look at the bottom of the valley. It was roughly the size of a basketball court, oval in shape, and set apart from the...err...bleachers, for lack of a better term. A small platoon of Sasquatches stood at the perimeter of this space. Their purpose was pretty obvious: security. Suddenly I was wondering whether I had stepped into a peace conference or a rock concert.


  What stood in the center of the clearing, though, was no stage. At first glance, it appeared to be a large, rough-hewn table. As I got a better look I could see that it appeared to be organic, as if it were some weird conference table/tree hybrid. I had once run a druid in a D&D campaign, and supposedly, they had all sorts of organically grown furniture like this. But to actually see it for real, whoa! It wasn’t the prettiest thing in the universe, but I had little doubt it would be far sturdier than anything one could buy at Office Depot. Stumps surrounded the table, no doubt meant to be chairs for the participants of the talks. I immediately found myself wishing I had brought a pillow. Damn if they didn’t look like ass-crackers to me.


  Standing at the bottom of the aisle before us, looking quite impatient, were Grulg, Francois, and Francois’s minions.


  I turned to my friends, shrugged, and started forward.


  I took one step, and that’s when I heard Tom’s voice from behind me. “Bill, watch out!”


  * * *


  An undulating...mass, I guess, lurched out of the crowd toward me. It moved, much more quickly than its mucus-like body would suggest it was capable, to a spot directly in front of me. I stopped dead in my tracks, not wanting to see if the movie The Blob was based on reality or not. I stood facing it, wide-eyed. In turn, it made bizarre gibbering noises at me and began quivering its body. Within seconds, the noises became more urgent-sounding. I raised my hands in a questioning gesture and took a step back. It followed. Oh crap.


  Instinctively (probably stupidly too) I drew Nergui’s dagger and brought it up. The blob lunged forward and engulfed my hand. Gross! When I pulled it back out the dagger was gone. That wasn’t exactly promising.


  Almost immediately Ed was by my side, shotgun raised. “Back off, slime mold,” he snarled.


  Fortunately, before the situation could further escalate, James stepped in front of us. He approached the thing and began making what sounded like slurping noises. Ewww! I hoped he wasn’t planning on tasting that thing.


  Whatever it was he said seemed to do the trick, though. After a second or two, the blob monster moved back into the crowd.


  “Thanks for the save,” Ed said, lowering the gun. “Not sure this would have worked against it.”


  “It wouldn’t have,” James replied. “However, it’s a good thing you didn’t fire. Things are tense enough without us starting things off by shooting a food merchant.”


  “What!?” I exclaimed.


  “He was just trying to sell you some refreshments.”


  “Oh,” I replied lamely. “Well what about my dagger?”


  “He thought you were offering him payment.”


  “But...”


  “All things considered, I think it best to let him keep it as a tip.”


  I didn’t argue the point. Our close call with Hell’s hotdog vendor over, we walked down to join the others. Most of them were trying, poorly at that, to hide smirks. Even Francois’s face had a bit of a grin, albeit it wasn’t a kind one. Apparently, he enjoyed seeing me act like an ass. Well if he loved that, I could only imagine how much he was going to love me overruling his lackeys if the situation called for it.


  But that would be for later. For now, the ceremonies were about to begin.


   


  What’s in a Name?


  As one, the Sasquatches standing at the edge of the arena - I couldn’t help but think it more resembled a coliseum than meeting hall - raised their heads, and let loose with an ear-splitting screech. Fuck me! It sounded like someone had stuck a fork into the ass of every single monkey at the Bronx Zoo. It definitely got everyone’s attention, though. Within seconds the various noises coming from the crowd ended. All eyes were on the center.


  “Okay, that was inter...” but I was interrupted before I could finish.


  There was the crack of thunder (odd, the forecast called for clear skies) and suddenly a bolt of green lightning descended from the heavens, striking the conference...err...tree dead center. Rather than blowing it to smithereens, as lightning is wont to do, there was a blinding flash. When it cleared, the table was still intact and everything was as it had been...oh, except that a glowing green ball of energy was now floating above it.


  “What the fuck?” my roommates and I sputtered in unison.


  “WELCOME!” a booming voice sounded. It was loud, as in everything else was completely drowned out by it. As it faded, though, I noticed something odd. There was no echo and my ears weren’t ringing either. I was just beginning to wonder about that when I heard Ed from behind me.


  “Was that in my mind?”


  Holy shit! He was right. Whatever the fuck had just said hi to us; had done so psychically.


  “WE, THE GATHERED, ARE HERE TO BEAR WITNESS...” the voice began. It was hard to concentrate with it pounding away like a bass beat on my frontal lobe. I turned to James and managed to ask, “What the hell is that?”


  He turned his attention away from the orb, and replied, “Neutral third party.”


  Oh, of course.


  “...HAVE BEEN ACCUSED OF BREACHING THE TERMS SET FORTH IN THE HUMBABA ACCORD OF THE YEAR...”


  Blah blah blah. Christ, supernatural ball of light or not, this thing sounded like my sophomore year history teacher.


  “...RITUAL COMBAT WILL THEN ENSUE...”


  Whoa. Hold on a second. What was that about ritual combat? God, I really needed to pay attention to these stupid monologues. I tried sending out a quick request with my own mind. Would you mind repeating that please? Unfortunately, the voice kept droning on. I guess it was set to send, not receive. Fucking asshole ghost orb.


  “...HAND IN MARRIAGE FOR THE TRADITIONAL EXCHANGE OF...”


  What? Goddammit! I was doing it again. Why couldn’t they print this shit out in advance so guys like me could just read it in peace? It’s not like...


  “...LED BY THE ONE CLAIMING TO BE THE REBORN FREEWILL.”


  Half the crowd erupted into what sounded like cheers. Freewill? Wait, that’s me. I didn’t realize I was so popular. Guess Alex was right about us having our supporters to...


  “Go.”


  “Huh?”


  “That’s your cue,” James said from behind me. “Go out and meet the other delegation.”


  “Oh, okay,” I replied, really wishing I had paid better attention.


  “Good luck,” he said, sounding as if he truly wished he believed it. Talk about making a guy feel confident about himself. “And remember what I said.”


  “No, prob,” I replied, walking forward, having no idea what I was supposed to remember.


  I turned to find my friends following me. I looked at them quickly, each in turn.


  “You did get all of that, right?” Sally asked.


  I blinked stupidly back at her, but then replied, “Of course.”


  My group passed Francois, and his team of negotiators fell in step behind me as well. Guess things were about to start. I just wished I knew exactly what that entailed.


  * * *


  I reached the conference table, then turned to Francois’s group. “Where should I sit?”


  Apparently, these guys were all relatives of Sally’s. They gave me an almost synchronized eye-roll. Finally one of them, a prissily dressed vampire with salt and pepper hair, replied in a heavy French accent, “At ze’ head of ze’ table, but not now. We must greet our...how do you say...counterparts.” He pointed one well-manicured finger to a spot near the middle of the table - so that’s where I walked, the others once again in tow.


  As I did, the glowing ball of doom continued to drone on. I likewise continued ignoring it until I noticed that all of the Sasquatches in the valley had once again started hooting. Guess their big cheese was finally making an appearance. I looked to the far end and saw their contingent getting ready to step out. All of them were impressive looking, for disgustingly dirty apes at least, but the one in the lead looked like he had just stepped out of a horror movie.


  Nearly ten feet tall, he made Grulg look puny in comparison. Fangs, longer and thicker than mine, protruded from his lips. Strapped across his chest, like a primitive bandolier, were several skulls: some human, some...well, who the fuck knows. All I knew was that if someone handed this guy a bowcaster he’d look like Chewbacca’s bigger uglier cousin.


  Well, Alex had told me that the guy in charge of this place had won out over his rivals. I could see why. I was just starting to think that this thing would stand a chance of winning favorable terms on intimidation alone, when our moderator spoke again and completely trashed that idea for me.


  “...THEY ARE REPRESENTED BY THE MIGHTY LEADER OF THE NORTHERN TRIBES, TURD.”


  Did he just say...? Nah. I turned back to my group. Francois’s asshole buddies were all standing there stoic and straight-faced. Tom and Ed had the same questioning look as I, both of them straining to keep grins off their faces. Sally took one look at me and mouthed what looked like, “Grow up.” I was almost tempted to heed her advice when every Sasquatch in the area began to chant, “Turd, Turd, Turd, Turd...”


  That did it. I could feel a smirk coming over my face and there was nothing I could do to stop it. I realized what James had been trying to warn me about, but it was too late. Some things just cannot be prepared for.


  I turned and scanned the crowd. I saw James, Francois, and their various minions seated near the front row. Upon seeing my grin, James dropped his face into his hands. Gotta love his confidence. Well okay, it was probably deserved. I mean c’mon, the guy’s name was “Turd,” for Christ’s sake.


  So Turd (oh, God, that just kept getting funnier) and his small group strode forward. With their size, they were upon us within seconds. He walked straight up to me and I made the mistake of looking forward and not up. Due to his size, I found myself eye level with his Sasquatch-sized junk. I could sense the Bigfoot chieftain glowering down at me, but it didn’t matter. What I found far more menacing was Turd’s dick, which was just about a foot away from slapping the shit out of me.


  “Well, you finally get to live out your fantasy, Bill,” I heard Tom snicker softly from behind me.


  It was quickly followed by Sally hissing, “Shut up!”


  “THE LEADERS OF EACH PARTY WILL NOW GREET EACH OTHER.”


  Greet? Oh, crap. I was suddenly hit with an image of me reaching out and giving Turd’s wang a friendly shake hello. I could feel the grin beginning to win out over my control. Fuck me! I was gonna plunge us into global Armageddon in the first minute alone.


  “Freewill,” came a voice from above. I looked up to see Turd’s snarling mouth speaking. “You are different than I imagined.” I’m sure this last part was meant to be ambiguous, but the tone of his voice definitely implied a heavy insult. He needn’t have bothered. For starters, I’ve been dissed by the best. Hell, I deal with Sally on a daily basis. Secondly, the breath that wafted down at me was insult enough. Motherfucker! These guys might’ve hated civilization, but at least we understood the concept of mouthwash.


  “I look forward to challenging you,” he finished.


  Why did that sound like a threat? Probably because it was. Oh, well, fuck this shit. Alex told me I was in charge, so I might as well set the tone for things.


  There was a pause, so I assumed it was my turn. I looked up and locked eyes with the big monkey. There was a grin of sorts (I guess) on his face. He knew how big and nasty he looked. The giant fuckhead probably thought I was too scared to speak. Well, he might’ve been right had his name not been Turd and had his dick not been swinging right in front of my face. Those two things combined activated my automatic asshole defenses.


  “Oh, mighty Turd,” I said, letting the grin win out. “I pay you great respect. I have seen much in my time, but know that you are the largest and most impressive turd I have ever witnessed.”


  A series of choking coughs broke out behind me. I knew that one would get Tom and Ed going. Amusingly enough, judging by what I heard, Sally was having a hard time keeping it together as well.


  “In fact,” I continued, “I would say, you are perhaps the greatest turd of them all.”


  A look of shock came over Turd’s face. I was pretty sure I was about to get pummeled. Guess I laid it on a little too thick.


  However, he surprised me. “You pay great honor to Turd, Freewill,” he replied solemnly, almost sounding I dare say embarrassed by his earlier insults. “Turd will remember this.”


  I tried to keep it together. All in all not a bad outcome, considering I had just called him a gigantic pile of shit. Gotta love those language barriers.


  * * *


  The formalities done, we seated ourselves. Turd and I wound up at the head of our respective ends. Once we were seated, Nergui took a place behind my chair, whereas a Sasquatch, nearly as large and ugly as Turd, stood behind him - a massive club in one hand. Damn, I wouldn’t want to get smashed with that thing.


  I couldn’t help but notice the discrepancies between us. There sat Turd, stupid name aside, looking every bit the warrior chieftain. Contrast this to me: a dumpy guy, just shy of six feet tall, wearing glasses, a ratty old winter coat, and, oh, yeah, a Snapple bottle half-filled with blood sitting in front of me. I could probably be called a lot of things right then and there, but I doubted impressive was one of them. Hell, whereas Turd’s bodyguard looked like he was there for show alone, I probably looked like I would hide behind Nergui at the first sign of trouble (which wasn’t too far from the truth).


  * * *


  Fortunately, I needn’t have worried myself, at least not for that first session. James was right. It was all administrative bullshit, several hours of it. What was to be discussed, what was not to be discussed, things that were off limits for negotiation, what data would be admissible, blah blah blah. After a while, I just zoned out and let Francois’s lackeys handle the details. I wasn’t alone in this either. Sally leaned back and actually began filing her nails. Ed nodded off, not being entirely used to keeping the hours of the undead. As for Tom, he kept making goo-goo eyes out to the audience. I didn’t bother to look, but it was a fair bet he had found where Christy was seated.


  Looking across the table, it was obvious even Turd was bored. He had one massive elbow propped on the table and was using that hand to support his ugly head. He definitely seemed the type who would favor all-out conflict over what was transpiring; hashing out a truce for days on end. That made me curious. I had no idea of the inner workings of Sasquatch society, but there had to be at least some faction that wanted peace, otherwise we wouldn’t be here. Of course, it was just possible that they weighed their chances in an all-out war and decided that they weren’t very good.


  Ugh! I shook my head to clear it. I’m no strategist. Hell, two Sundays ago, I couldn’t even lead my party on a successful raid of an Orc fortress without getting spotted by every single sentry they had. It was probably best to leave such musings to those in a position (and with more of a mindset) to care.


  My mind had just started to wander again when I was jolted back to reality by a commotion from the other contingent. One of the Bigfoot negotiators had stood up and was now pounding loudly on the table.


  “No! We end this now!” he yowled. End what now? I found myself kind of wishing I had been paying attention.


  Almost instantly all eyes were on him, including Turd’s. I was curious to see what would happen. Would Turd reel in his dog, or let things devolve? However, he just sat there with a contemplative (for a ten foot ape) look on his face as the other creature continued with its tirade.


  “Rise, my brothers! Rise and let us kill the Tlunta!” He slammed both fists upon the table, then reared up and began beating his chest (ooh, Tarzan eat your heart out). “No peace! NO PEA...” He was cut off mid-rant. A bolt of energy shot out of the orb still hovering over the table. There was a flash and when it cleared, nothing was left of the offending ape except a smelly pile of ash and some burnt hair.


  “YOU ARE OUT OF ORDER,” the phantom orb calmly said.


  Holy shit! Most moderators will just beat a gavel. Whatever this thing was, it was just a wee bit more effective. Just fucking wonderful. Now, not only did I have to worry about being clubbed to death by Turd’s massive beef stick, but if I got up to protest it, I could get phasered by V’Ger here.


  Even worse, the crowd went nuts over it, and I’m not just talking about our supporters either (not that I could really tell them apart). I was right about this being an arena, and the crowd was apparently thirsty for blood.


  Looks of shock went up and down my end of the table. They were mirrored on the other side, but there was quite a bit of anger there as well. Turd, however, was surprisingly calm. He simply nodded once and then went back to being bored. Suddenly I was sure he had planned it. The motherfucker wanted to know what the boundaries were and what would happen if they were crossed. Goddamn! Turd was a real shit.


   


  When You Gotta Go


  Fortunately, that was the end of the excitement, for the time being anyway. A replacement was called in to take the seat of the Bigfoot who was “out of order,” then the negotiators tried to get back on track. It was obvious, though, that everyone (at least everyone not named Turd) was still rattled. After another hour, the moderator called for a recess until the following evening.


  I stood, stretched, and then gaped as I watched the crowd disperse. Some simply walked (or slithered) away. Others vanished in puffs of smoke or flashes of light, and this one group of lizardy-looking things simply seemed to melt into the ground. Pretty freaky stuff, or at least it would have been had I not both lived in New York and seen just about every Sci-Fi movie ever made. Still, it was kind of cool.


  As we left the table, Christy came walking over, still wearing her white wizarding robes. I momentarily found myself wondering if she was wearing anything underneath, but quickly quashed that thought. Cute though she may be, I try to ix-nay any sex fantasies involving chicks who want me dead. Double that for ones who are banging my roommates.


  “You were great!” she squealed, giving Tom a big hug.


  “Great?” I scoffed. “He didn’t do anything.”


  “True,” he replied. “But did you?”


  “Sure. I insulted Turd and didn’t get my ass kicked.”


  “Yes, but I managed to almost not laugh while you were doing it.”


  “Fair enough,” I grudgingly admitted.


  “Come on,” she said, taking his hand. “I’ll introduce you to my coven sisters.”


  “Just don’t wipe his mind or anything,” I called after them. Oh, well, even if she did was it really that much of a loss?


  “Not bad, Bill,” Sally commented, catching my attention. She walked up alongside of me as I headed toward the group of waiting vampires. “You managed to keep from getting us all killed on the first day. Looks like I owe Starlight fifty bucks.”


  “Your faith in me is astounding.”


  I was heading toward James; however, Francois’s arrogant mug stepped in front of me before I could get to him.


  “Well done, Freewill,” he said with a sneer. “Your antics with the Sasquatch leader aside, I commend you for following instructions. Continue to do your part as told, and we will surely achieve our desired outcome.”


  “Our desired outcome?”


  Francois adopted an innocent tone as he answered, “Of course, peace. Is that not why we are here?”


  “Of course,” I echoed.


  “Then we are decided. Sleep well this day, Freewill, for tomorrow night the true negotiations begin.” With that, he nodded to his people and began walking away.


  I waited for him to be out of sight, then padded a few extra seconds onto that before finally saying to James, “That guy is a serious asshole.”


  “On that we are agreed.”


  “Seconded,” Ed said. “Now if you’ll excuse me. I didn’t realize the supernatural world wasn’t big on bathroom breaks.” He left us, heading back in the direction of our huts.


  “Hold up, I’ll go with you,” Sally proclaimed, following him.


  James watched them go. “Should you perhaps be worried about your friend? It was a long meeting after all.”


  “It’s not his blood I’m worried about her sucking.”


  A confused look came momentarily over James’s face. “Whatever you say.”


  “Speaking of blood,” I said, holding up my now empty bottle. “Would you happen to have a refill? We packed enough to get here, but suffice to say the room service kind of sucks.”


  He smiled and nodded. “I expected as much. Though the Alma have been accepting of these talks, we are still their ancient enemies. I wouldn’t expect them to be particularly cordial with regards to the accommodations. I took the liberty of having one of my men restock your supplies while you were partaking in the opening talks.”


  “Really? That’s super cool of you.”


  “There should be enough for both you and Sally for the next several days.”


  “For me, at least. She doesn’t like the chilled stuff. She’d rather flash some leg and let the other vamps invite her over for breakfast.”


  “Hmm, I’ll make sure my people have plenty of thralls around, then.”


  “You said that word before, thralls. Do you really have humans enslaved to your will? Is that even possible?”


  James laughed at that. “Considering your friends, do you really want to know?”


  I thought about it for a second. “No, probably not.”


  * * *


  I arrived back at my hut with still a few hours to go until sunrise. I entered, debating how best to utilize the time, and then realized it was empty. That was kind of a relief. Though I had no reason to believe that Ed was indeed boning Sally, that didn’t mean a small part of me wasn’t half expecting to walk in on them doing just that. My roommates and I had a long standing rule against seeing each other’s junk, and I’d hate to break it.


  But, oh, well. Pushing aside thoughts of Ed railing Sally like the dirty little bitch my brain insisted she was, I walked over to the cooler. I opened it and found that James was good to his word. It had been filled with pints of blood and a few ice packs to keep them cool. Awesome! Just what the doctor ordered, and I mean a sane one, not my buddy Dave.


  I was reaching in for a drink when I heard a gun blast. I know what a shotgun sounds like, and as far as I’m aware, Ed was the only person in the area with one. That wasn’t good.


  I immediately headed for the door, thinking, what have you done now, Sally?


  * * *


  Thanks God for vampiric senses. Between the sound of the shot and knowing what Ed smelled like (and believe me, after several days in the car I got plenty of good whiffs of them all), I was able to immediately discern the general direction it had come from. I stepped from the hut and noticed several other vampires milling about, minding their own business, and pretty much ignoring the fact that someone had just fired off a twelve-gauge. Goddamn, vamps can be real assholes. Shit happens and they just sit around with their thumbs up their asses. And yet, I’m supposed to be on their side.


  Oh, well, there would be plenty of time to kill them all later, mentally at least. For now, I had a friend in need. I left the clearing and raced off in the direction that my senses were telling me to go. I really hoped they were right. If not, I’d wind up lost in the Canadian wilderness, which isn’t exactly a small place. How fucking embarrassing would that be if they had to send out a rescue party for me...assuming they even came looking. But, enough of those thoughts, I needed to trust my senses and hope they (unlike almost everything else) weren’t purposely trying to screw me over.


  A roar of anger from up ahead caught my attention. A moment later, a familiar ass-like scent came wafting to my nostrils, a Bigfoot. As I got closer, another sound carried to my sensitive vamp ears. It was Ed’s voice.


  “Back the fuck up! The next one won’t be a warning.”


  Uh oh! It was usually pretty hard to rile Ed up. To be fair, though, a half ton of giant gorilla about to kick your ass would most likely crack even the most stoic of veneers.


  “Defiler!”


  Oh, what the fuck did he do? Were he and Sally caught screwing on a Sasquatch burial mound? I'd expect stupid shit like that from Tom, but Ed?


  I caught sight of a flashlight beam ahead: Ed’s, no doubt. I got closer and finally saw my roommate. He stood beneath a tree, shotgun raised. A few feet away stood a massive (as if there was any other type) Sasquatch; and it did not look happy.


  Both parties turned toward me as I came running up. I stepped in between them, probably not the smartest of strategies, and asked, “What’s the prob...”


  “TLUNTA!” the creature snarled and immediately swung a massive backhand at my head.


  Thankfully, numerous ass-kickings at the hands of other vampires had given me at least some survival instincts. I managed to duck as a dinner-plate sized fist sailed over me.


  “Okay, that’s it,” Ed said, leveling the gun at the beast’s head. His heart was in the right place, but his brain had taken a temporarily siesta. I sincerely doubted he brought enough bullets to deal with the shit-storm of angry apes that would descend upon us if he killed this one.


  “ENOUGH! We’re under truce here, so back the fuck up!” I commanded the Bigfoot in a voice that almost sounded convincing. “As for you,” I turned to my friend. “Lower the damn gun before you get us all killed.”


  Despite my tone to him, I wasn’t too worried about Ed shooting me, so I quickly turned back toward the creature. It had already taken one swing at me. No way was I giving it a freebie with my back turned. Fortunately, I seemed to have gotten through to it. It took a step back, still angry, but at least it didn’t look like it was about to attack again. Reminding it of the truce had been the right course. Turd had casually sacrificed one of his own troops just to test the boundaries of the talks. He no doubt had imparted to his people that breaking the truce and causing an incident would get them thrown to the wolves...maybe literally.


  “That’s better,” I said raising my hands in a conciliatory gesture. “Now what is this about?”


  “Human defile sacred tree,” it growled.


  “Sacred tree?”


  “Ancestors buried beneath sacred tree.”


  I looked up. I’m no arborist. It just looked like another big, dumb, fucking tree to me.


  “Is it just this tree?” I asked.


  “No. All such are sacred.”


  Okay, whatever the hell that meant. I turned back to Ed, a quizzical look on my face. “And you defiled it?”


  “What? I had to take a shit.”


  “Defiler!”


  Ignoring the agitated creature behind me, I asked, “Any reason why you chose this tree in particular?”


  Ed’s response was a glare that said his opinion of my intelligence was rapidly dropping. “Not really. I’m not exactly a connoisseur of fine trees to take a dump behind.”


  I sighed and said to the Sasquatch, “We humbly apologize. My friend didn’t know what he was doing. It was an accident.”


  “It is insult!” it snarled. “You come to Woods of Mourning, yet not learn of our ways. You spit upon my people." (Well maybe spit wasn’t the right word) He bared his teeth and then backed up another step. “Turd will hear of this.” He continued backing away. Within a few steps, he practically melted into the forest. Silence returned. It was pretty fucking freaky, like something out of Predator.


  Then Ed had to go and ruin the mood. “So Turd will hear of my crap?”


  I turned back to him. “Not funny, dude. Well okay, it is kinda funny. But not really.”


  “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to cause any trouble. You know that.”


  “Yeah, I know. Where’s Sally, by the way?”


  “How the hell would I know?”


  “I thought she followed you.”


  “For a little while. But like I said, I had to take a dump. It’s not exactly a spectator sport.”


  “I heard the gunfire and thought she was...”


  “Was what?”


  “Well, killing you, I guess.”


  He smiled at that. “But what a way to go.”


  “True enough. Oh, well, we should probably go look for her. Unless, that is, you’d like to take a shit on anyone else’s dead grandfather.”


  “Fuck you, Bill.”


  “Not tonight, I’m tired,” I joked then began to turn back toward where camp was (hopefully). Suddenly a thought struck me. I stopped, looked around to make sure no hairy eyeballs were watching us, then plucked a few leaves from the sacred tree.


  “What are you doing?” Ed asked.


  “I’m going to show these to James. Maybe he’ll know why they’re so special.”


  “It’s not. It’s just a Maple tree.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure?”


  “I had them all over my yard growing up. Trust me, I raked enough of them to know.”


  “Hmm, so what you’re telling me is...”


  “That these guys are a bunch of fucking retards.”


  “Fair enough, although I could have probably guessed that already. I mean c’mon, their leader is named after what you just dropped on their ancestors.”


   


  Keeping One’s Priorities Straight


  “You’ve got to be kidding,” I said, upon entering our ‘luxury suite.’ “You’ve been here all along?”


  Sally looked up from where she was busy painting her toenails, and let out a sniff. “Where else would I be?”


  “We just spent the last hour walking through the woods looking for you.”


  “Oh. Well, I was here. I had some important business to take care of,” she wiggled her toes.


  “I can see that,” I replied snidely. “In the meantime, Ed and I were busy trying not to die.”


  “I see you were successful. Good for you,” she said, going back to her feet.


  “I assume you didn’t hear...” Ed started.


  “The gunshot? Yep, I heard it. Thought it might be you.”


  “And you didn’t come to help, because...?” I snapped.


  “Well for starters, I’m not the designated babysitter. Secondly, I knew you would go and check it out. But most importantly, because I fucking think these things through before I go off half-cocked.”


  That stopped both of us in our tracks. We shared a glance, then Ed said, “Explain.”


  “It’s simple,” she said, pausing to switch feet. While she did, I began tapping the table with my fingers. “Don’t be impatient. If I rush, I’ll get streaks.” I was just starting to grit my teeth, when she started again. “As I was saying, it’s simple logic. Did you see any other vampires rushing headlong into the woods?”


  “No,” I admitted.


  “Do you know why?”


  “Because they’re assholes?”


  “Well yes, that’s probably true. No offense, Ed, but coming to the rescue of a human isn’t going to be at the top of their priority list.”


  “None taken,” he replied evenly.


  She threw him a quick grin then continued. “But that’s only part of it. Remember, we’re the enemy here. Don’t think that we’re not being watched every second of the day. We go rushing off en masse and the apes are going to notice and respond accordingly.”


  “But Ed was in...”


  “Was he really?” She glanced up to address him. “Were you actually attacked?”


  He thought about it for a second. “Threatened, yes - hence why I fired - but actually attacked, no.”


  “That thing took a swing at me,” I said.


  “Exactly,” she replied, still giving her toes more attention than us. “You’re a vampire. Worse, you’re the semi-official vampire leader here - God help us all - their sworn enemy. Ed, however, is a human. The Feet aren’t particularly big on humanity, but they don’t put them on the same pedestal of hatred as they do us. Whatever he did out there, the fact that they didn’t kill him outright tells me they were only sending a warning.”


  “And when I showed up...”


  “You made it worse. Congratulations, Bill. As usual, the road to Hell is paved with your good intentions.”


  “Oh, shit,” I said, sitting down.


  “An apt word, considering the circumstances,” Ed commented.


  “So what do you think will happen?” I asked.


  Just then, as if on cue, Tom came walking in, hand-in-hand with Christy.


  “What the hell have you been doing, Bill?”


  “You mean besides sitting here listening to Sally’s rapier wit?”


  “He’s not joking,” Christy said. “Word just reached my coven that the Forest Folk are up in arms.”


  ‘Let me guess,” I replied, rubbing my temples. “The word Freewill was mentioned.”


  “Quite a bit, actually.”


  “What did you do?” Tom asked, a little more gleefully than I would have preferred.


  “Don’t look at me. Ed’s the one who dropped a deuce on their forefathers.”


  “Huh?”


  “Never mind,” I said. “So what does the rumor mill have to say about things?”


  Tom couldn’t help himself. He grinned widely before saying, “Turd is having a shit-fit.”


  Lord help me, but even in the middle of all this, it was still funny.


  “If I were you,” Christy said, ignoring her boyfriend’s idiocy, “I’d be prepared tomorrow. They’re going to call you out on whatever it is you did, and I’m not sure they’re going to accept an apology being that they hate your kind and all.”


  “What if I apologize and explain things?” Ed asked. “Technically it was my fault, I guess.”


  I raised an eyebrow to that. “You guess?”


  “It won’t help,” Christy said to him. “You’re here as Bill’s advisor, so they could claim that any insult you caused is automatically...”


  “My fault,” I finished.


  “Something like that.”


  “Just wonderful. Guess the vacation’s over,” I said, standing up. I turned to face Christy. “So where do you stand in all of this?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, I appreciate the warning, but all the same if Turd shit-stomps me into paste doesn’t that give you and Decker exactly what you want?”


  “Speaking of which,” Sally interrupted. “Where is that asshole? I didn’t see him in the crowd.”


  “He couldn’t make it. There’s an executive retreat this week,” Christy replied offhandedly before addressing me once again. “A full blown war won’t benefit any of us. Besides which...oh never mind.”


  “A retreat?” I asked, “They never invite me to any...wait a second. Never mind what?”


  Christy didn’t immediately answer; however, that didn’t stop Tom from doing so.


  “You’re starting to grow on her,” he said brightly. “Isn’t that right, honey?”


  She just gave a shrug and averted her eyes. Trying to change the subject, she said to Sally. “That’s a pretty color.”


  “Crimson sunrise,” Sally replied, pleased. “One of my favorites.”


  “Great, you two can go to a spa together when this is all over,” I snapped. “I appreciate the heads-up, Christy, really I do. I’m just not sure what to do with the rest of what Tom said. I mean, is it still safe to assume that if the Turd hits the fan (sorry, couldn’t help myself), you’re not exactly going to jump to my defense?”


  She answered uncomfortably, “There is the prophecy...” I kind of figured that would be the case. That stupid prophecy of Harry Decker’s: the Freewill’s return will give new life to the Icons, who will then proceed to kick the shit out of wizards worldwide blah blah blah.


  “Fine then...”


  “But I won’t act against you,” she finished, catching me by surprise.


  “Really?”


  “Yes,” she replied with more conviction. “My master’s warnings aside, I can see that you’re trying to do the right thing here. At least until this business is over...” she appeared to struggle with the words for a moment before blurting out, “you have my support.”


  Wow. I was actually touched...sorta anyway. The implication, that once this was over she’d go back to trying to kill me, did put a damper on any celebrations. But still...


  “Thank you,” I said, meaning it.


  “Isn’t she great?” Tom asked, beaming at her.


  “Wonderful,” replied Sally deadpan. “That still doesn’t help us if Turd decides to go apeshit on Bill tomorrow.”


  Though she had meant it seriously, her comment still caused the rest of us to break up into laughter. Unfortunately for me, she did have a point...a potentially lethal one.


  * * *


  Even though none of us was in the mood to sleep, everyone was well aware that whatever awaited the next day wouldn’t exactly be helped if we were all dragging our asses. As I lay there waiting for unconsciousness to claim me, I again found myself wishing that Alex had left some of his special incense behind. Never discount the theory of better living through chemistry, I say. Speaking of Alex, I wondered where he was. I found myself hoping that he quickly finished up whatever investigation he was on so he could get back to the conference. He would probably have some bit of insight that would let us weasel out of this defilement bullshit. There had to be some loophole he knew. Of course, he also never bothered to mention the whole sacred tree business to me in his briefings. For all I knew, the dude had set me up to fail. But, why? I mean, he worked for the Draculas. One didn’t lightly fuck them over.


  On the other hand, depending on how these talks went, Francois might end up being promoted to their level. Could he have maybe bribed Alex to work for him? After all, if Francois ascended to fill the Khan’s chair, he would have the clout to keep the others off of Alex’s back. That kind of made sense. Since I was an X-factor in all of this, they could both be working to throw me to the wolves.


  Gah! I hated this espionage shit. It’s the main reason I don’t read Tom Clancy. All of this crap goes right over my head. Why do people have to try so hard to screw each other over? How much better would the world be if we could all just mind our own goddamned business?


  Of course, this reminded me of exactly how shaky my moral ground truly was. We kept going along under the fallacy that the vampires were the good guys here. Were we really? Hah! That was an easy one. All of that talk about global war and being a symbiotic race with the humans was pure self-serving bullshit. Even I could see that. We were like farmers trying to keep the foxes out of the henhouse, for no reason other than we wanted to eat the chickens ourselves.


  Not that any of it mattered. I could sit atop as many moral high-horses as I pleased and that still wasn’t going to save my ass. Jesus Christ! I didn’t want any of this. All I wanted out of the world was just one actual, honest-to-god, date with Sheila. How the fuck did I wind up here?


  As I drifted off to sleep, no answers to that question presented themselves. Stupid subconscious.


   


  A Dumb Plan is Better than No Plan at All


  Sadly, there were no night...err...daytime visitations. I had drifted off to sleep in the hope that perhaps Alex would mysteriously appear again and tell me that everything had been taken care of. No such luck. If I had fairy godparents, they sure as hell weren’t reliable.


  After rising, we all sat around the breakfast table (yay, more grubs), preparing. Ed and Sally double-checked their guns and pocketed some extra ammo.


  Feeling a bit of weapon-envy, I said to Tom “We should ask Nergui if he has any more spare daggers.”


  “Who’s this ‘we’ you’re talking about? I’m covered,” he replied.


  When I asked what the hell he meant, he pulled something out of his shirt. It was a wooden medallion of sorts.


  “What’s that?”


  “It’s an amulet,” he replied. “Christy made it for me.”


  “+1 amulet of boners?” I asked with a smirk.


  “I don’t need any help for that. Nope, it’s a protection thing. Christy said it was a faith charm. She told me it channels my deepest beliefs to protect me. Check it out, but don’t touch it. Trust me on this.”


  I looked closer. It was a roughly made, but upon closer inspection, I could see that there was a figure crudely carved into the center. It took me a few seconds to make out what it was supposed to be (Christy was obviously not a champion whittler). Finally, I saw it: the plated face, the two big squares in the chest...windows. “Is that...”


  “Optimus Prime is back, baby!” he proudly proclaimed. “Sorta. Obviously this one ain’t worth shit on eBay. But Christy said, thanks to her magic, it’ll draw upon the spirit of...”


  “Of your one true love?” Ed surmised. “No offense, dude, but goddamn, that is sad.”


  “But effective,” he replied.


  “And yet this girl willingly sleeps with you,” Ed sighed. “Sometimes I have to wonder who’s really the one with the black magic.”


  “Fate smiles upon fools and small children,” I said. “I guess that goes double for a fool with the mind of a small child.”


  “Are you all done jerking off on that Happy Meal toy?” Sally asked, still polishing her massive handgun. “Because we should really discuss what’s happening today.”


  “I’m all ears,” I replied.


  “Not true,” she countered. “You’re dorky glasses and a flabby physique too (gotta love, Sally...bitch). But, that aside, let’s assume that shit is going down. I doubt the glowing moderator of death is going to let things immediately spiral out of hand due to one little slip-up. Still, it’s going to put Turd in a position to demand some reparation.”


  “What kind of reparation?” Ed asked, sounding a little tense.


  “He could very well demand your life,” she said to him. “But I don’t think that’s going to happen because...”


  “Because?” Ed prodded, sounding just a wee bit on edge.


  “Because you’re nobody to him,” I finished for her. “Why bother to use an advantage when the best it’s going to get them is a few seconds of amusement wrenching your arms off?”


  “I’m so glad that would be amusing for them.”


  “Oh, it is,” said Sally. “Think of pulling the wings off a fly, except the fly can cry and scream obscenities while you’re doing it.”


  “Thanks for the unnecessary details,” he replied, deadpan.


  “No problem,” she said with her typical sauciness. Even in the worst of situations, Sally always got a chuckle out of making others uncomfortable. “Realistically, though, he’s probably going to use it in a way where he can gain the most advantage.”


  “So he’s going to demand my life?” I asked, trying real hard not to imagine being dismembered.


  She shook her head. “He could, but it wouldn’t be granted. I mean it’s not like you killed his whole family and then skull-fucked his Grandma just for good measure. Besides which, there’s no way even Francois can just hand you over on a platter. I doubt he'd even try with James around.”


  “You really should send that guy a gift basket when we get back,” Tom added.


  “Tell me about it.”


  “The most likely scenario,” Sally said, ignoring our interruption, “is going to be a challenge.”


  “That ritual combat thing they mentioned?”


  “The same. I don’t know what kind of challenge he’ll make, but I wouldn’t doubt it’ll involve setting you up for an embarrassing ass-kicking in front of the crowd.”


  “Wonderful,” I replied. “Be sure to tape it. It’ll be a hit on YouTube.”


  “That’s where I’ll come in,” she continued. “Turd can challenge you, but you’ll be able to set the terms. Since it’s a fair bet none of Francois’s asshole buddies will step up to the plate for you, I will.”


  “Fuck that,” said Ed. “We all will.”


  “No,” she replied, in a tone that suggested she wasn’t about to be argued with. “You won’t. Sorry to say, but neither of you will last three seconds in any sort of fight with these guys.”


  “But I have...” Tom started to say.


  “Yes, I know. You have your little Barbie dress-up jewelry there. The problem is we don’t even know if that shit works against the Feet. As for you, Ed, before you say anything I will just ask one question. Aside from bullshit stories, have you ever read a real news report about a hunter successfully shooting and killing one of these things?”


  He thought for a second. “No, I guess not.”


  “Exactly,” she replied. “Just because that popgun makes you feel all manly, don’t assume it’ll do any good against these things. That leaves me.”


  I stood and began to protest. “That doesn’t seem ri...”


  “Can the chivalry bullshit, Lancelot. It makes perfect sense. I’m older and I’ve been in a lot more fights than you. I can handle myself. Besides which, look at me.” We did, which caused her to let out an exasperated sigh. “My face is up here, dipshits.” She let the warning hang in the air for a second before continuing. “Despite the fact that every single creature watching this circus knows that size and power don’t have anything to do with each other, they’re going to take one look at me and assume I’m the underdog. If I win, that’s great for us. If I lose, well they’ll all be expecting it, so there won’t be any loss of face for our side.”


  “What about Nergui?” Ed asked. “Isn’t he supposed to be Bill’s bodyguard?”


  I nodded at that. “He did say Gan gave him specific instructions.”


  “That’s a possibility. But, don’t be surprised if there’s some loophole thrown at us that disqualifies him. Like I said, they’re no doubt going to want to weaken our position. Fighting with your honor guard isn’t exactly going to do that.”


  As usual, Sally surprised me by thinking things through far better than I would have even considered. However, I did see one disturbing flaw in her logic.


  “What if it’s a fight to the death?” I asked.


  “I’m hoping it won’t be.”


  “But if it is?”


  “If it is, then I expect you ALL to run in and save my beautiful behind. Let’s not be stupid here.”


  * * *


  None of us liked the plan; however, I grudgingly had to admit it made sense. Even if I didn’t, Sally threatened to break all of our legs if we didn’t go along with it. So in the end, we decided to follow her lead.


  The matter settled; she excused herself to go grab a bite to eat, leaving my friends and me alone to finish getting ready. The three of us, even Tom, did so in relative silence. I think we were all rattled by how quickly things had taken a turn. Aside from a few minor bumps in the road, yesterday’s talks had been nothing. Out of nowhere, though, the rumor mill was aflutter that bad things were awaiting us. Goddamn, I hate finding myself the meat in a shit sandwich.


  Sally returned shortly thereafter, once more looking sated. Despite the fact that I wasn’t too big on the concept of her feeding off the living, for once I didn’t begrudge her the fact.


  Unsurprisingly, Nergui was waiting for us outside our hut. I nodded to him and he fell into step alongside us. We began walking toward the proceedings and whatever cruel fate awaited us there.


  Nearing the trail that led to the conference arena (as I’m sure it would soon be), I saw James and his contingent waiting for us. To say he looked a little agitated would be an understatement. Can’t say I blamed him. Oh, well, regardless, I was glad to see him. His knowledge of these creatures far exceeded mine. Maybe he knew something that could calm the situation down. With Alex nowhere to be found, he was by far my best bet.


  Unfortunately, it wasn’t to be. Before James could even ask me what was going on, Francois swept in from our flank and stepped in front of him.


  “There you are, Freewill,” he said in that douchey voice of his. “There’s no time to waste. Come along.”


  “Whoa, hold on a second,” I protested as he grabbed my arm and started pulling me up the trail.


  “No time for that,” he replied. “You’re late and our hosts are quite perturbed.”


  James caught up and moved to cut him off. “I’m afraid I must concur with Dr. Death. I had hoped to have a minute to speak with him.”


  Francois narrowed his eyes at him. “You do not have a minute. In the future, I’d suggest you plan your little dalliances in advance.”


  James, however, refused to give way. “I’m afraid I must insist.”


  “You will insist nothing,” Francois hissed. “Or need I remind you that you are only here at my tolerance?”


  James looked ticked off. I started wondering if we were about to see a heavyweight throw-down. That would look bad for our cause, but who gives a fuck? I’d pay good money to watch two elder vampires go toe to toe. Dragonball Z, eat your heart out.


  Alas, it wasn’t to be. Just when the tension appeared to reach a zenith, James stepped aside. “You are of course correct, Francois, and I appreciate your hospitality.”


  “Anything for a dear old friend,” he spat and started dragging me again.


  Not good. I had the distinct feeling that Francois was railroading me. Whatever was going to happen, he was in favor of it and wasn’t about to let me get any sort of edge that talking to James might provide.


  I tried to think of something. What could I do? I looked down at my empty hands and a thought hit me. Of course! It was lame, but it might work. I dug my heels into the ground. “Wait!”


  “What now?” Francois asked.


  “I need to run back real quick.”


  “You should have done that before you left.”


  “Not that. I forgot my drink.”


  Francois stopped and turned, a look of piteous contempt on his face. “Your drink?”


  “Yeah. I left it back in the hut. I’m kinda parched, so if you don’t mind...”


  “I do mind.” He looked between James and me for a moment, then grinned. “James, do be a friend and make yourself useful. You wouldn’t want your precious Freewill to face the trials of the day with a dry throat, would you?”


  James looked like he was about to answer with something pithy, but then he simply nodded.


  Oh, well, it was a long shot anyway. Not wanting to give up the obvious ruse, I said, “There’s a bottle on the table with my name on it. Fill it with AB negative if you don’t mind. That’s my favorite.”


  James smiled in response, “Of course. I live to serve.”


  * * *


  Oh, yeah, shit was definitely going down. I could tell that much the second I stepped through the...err, anti-noise barrier, or whatever the fuck it was. Whereas yesterday wasn’t exactly quiet, today was like stepping into a wrestling arena. The noise was almost too loud to be able to think over. The volume was only part of the problem, though. The tone of it was what mostly bothered me. I couldn’t understand all of what was being yelled, hooted, or wheezed, but a lot of it sounded angry.


  As if in confirmation of this, the Sasquatches that had been stationed along the perimeter yesterday were now dispersed amongst the spectators. To me, it looked like many of the factions were only a few choice words away from mixing things up with each other.


  “What the hell happened?” I muttered to myself.


  Francois immediately stopped and turned toward me, barely concealed mirth on his face. He began speaking loudly. “I implore you to reconsider, Freewill!”


  Of course, much like the idiots who respond to things such as, “Asshole says what,” I replied without bothering to think. “Reconsider?”


  “Yes!” he screamed in a faux panicked voice, causing some of the nearby crowd to go silent and listen. “This mad course of action will only lead to war. I beg you to throw yourself at their mercy and end this insanity!”


  Before I could even think of a response, his followers joined in with a chorus of cheers (to him) and jeers (at me). Just like that, the asshole had set me up and thrown me under the bus...and I had let him.


  I quickly glanced back at my friends. Sally didn’t look surprised by this turn of events. Ed was doing his best to keep a neutral face. Unfortunately, Tom had to open his mouth and say, “Kick his ass, Bill.”


  To be fair, I haven’t been a part of too many peace summits. Still, logic dictates that when tensions are running high and people (or monsters) are in a heightened state of agitation, the last thing you want to do is suggest someone start a fist fight.


  Almost immediately, the crowd around me started up again. Cries of outrage in a dozen different languages flew through the air. I didn’t catch most of it, but I understood enough to know that they weren’t exactly cheering me on.


  “Warmonger!”


  “Death to the Freewill!”


  “No mercy for the defiler!”


  The insults continued and then suddenly something wet thumped into my chest. I looked down to see it was a clod of earth. There was a momentary pause from the crowd and then they apparently decided they liked that idea because I was suddenly pelted from all sides with any debris that could be grabbed. Christ, it felt like I was at a Mets game. Unfortunately, it was only going to be a matter of time before someone threw something heavy.


  Before I could ponder whether to duck or run, Nergui appeared in front of me, weapons brandished. He let out a battle cry and made a few swipes at the nearest offenders, warning shots meant to scare them back. Just then, I heard a *clack* sound behind me that said Ed had just chambered a round into his shotgun. Oh, crap. If the crowd didn’t back off soon, it was going to turn into a full blown bloodbath with me at the center. Not good.


  Through it all, I looked at Francois. His face held the same outrage as those around me, but his eyes glittered. The fucker was definitely enjoying this. Well, screw him. No way was I giving him the satisfaction. I opened my mouth to tell Nergui and Ed to stand down, but any words I had to say were completely drowned out by the sound that came from ahead.


  A roar of pure rage rose up from below, near the center of the hollow. For all intents and purposes, it sounded as if the gates of Hell itself had been blown wide open. The bellow echoed across the entire area for several seconds, silencing all within.


  I pushed forward until I could see what was going on. Standing alone at the bottom was Turd. Next to him, laid out on the conference table was another Sasquatch. It was obviously dead, multiple wounds covering its torso. From the saggy tits hanging off its chest, I’d say female as well. Guess bras weren’t big amongst the Forest Folk.


  Turd looked up and saw me. His eyes locked on mine and his mouth opened in a snarl. “Freewill, see what your treachery has wrought!” he yelled out, now having the full attention of the audience.


  He indicated the body next to him. “My mate,” he growled, anger and sorrow both evident in his voice. “The mother of my cubs. You defile the tree where her ancestor lay.” He took his eyes from me and addressed the crowd. “Such was her shame, she took her own life.”


  Gasps of shock rose from the crowd. Little by little, their eyes (or whatever they used to see) turned toward me. They did not look happy.


  Seeing their reaction, Turd continued. “Is it really surprise? Freewill Tlunta were known as conquerors, murderers. Many have legends that tell of their evil.”


  He turned toward a group of stone-like monsters. “Terrocks, did not Freewills enslave your people long ago? Use them as servants to build their fortresses?” Their response was a gravelly growl of anger.


  He next addressed a party of creatures that appeared to be made of living smoke. “Wisps, you have tales of the Freewills extinguishing your eternal flame many harvests ago, yes?” The creatures appeared to flare up at this. Steam rose into the sky above them.


  Turd then pointed to Christy’s coven. “Magi, do not your people speak of the death the Freewill brings? If he lives, the Silver Eyes shall rise and bring the end of your kind.”


  The various witches and wizards began to converse amongst themselves. A few made warding gestures and crackles of energy appeared around them. I saw Christy amongst them. Interestingly enough, her face didn’t mirror the rest of theirs. She looked troubled, but if she was pissed, she wasn’t directing it at me. Well that was one plus in my favor, a minor one albeit, but at this point I was ready to take whatever I could get.


  Turd was trying to turn the crowd against me, and doing a damn good job of it. Goddamn it! Next time I’m going to tell Ed to use a freaking bucket.


  This was looking ugly. I quickly scanned the area where Turd stood. “Where’s the fucking moderator?” I whispered mostly to myself.


  At once, Francois was by my side. He lifted his wrist and glanced at the expensive watch on it. In a soft voice he purred, “Oh, did I say you were late? My apologies. We were actually a bit early. Silly me, must have forgotten to wind this thing. He should be arriving...just...about...now.”


  * * *


  With that, another jolt of green lightning flashed in the arena. When it cleared, happy doom ball was back. Fuck me! I guess even glowing spheres of energy need a break from things.


  “DAY TWO OF THE PROCEEDINGS WILL NOW COMMENCE. BOTH PARTIES WILL MAKE THEIR WAY TO THE TABLE,” it mind-beamed out, ignoring all of the angry commotion still rippling its way through the crowd.


  “Do have fun,” Francois said with a smirk, then stood back while his people began filtering out to their respective chairs.


  Not wanting to give him the satisfaction, I turned to my friends, gave a shrug, and indicated for them to follow me. I really hoped Sally was right about her plan. I knew that she was doubtful any combat involving her as my proxy would be to the death, but the crowd sure as shit looked bloodthirsty to me.


  I reached the entrance to the conference area and stood aside to let my friends go first. Nergui stopped with me, still guarding my flank. I locked eyes with each of them as they went. Tom and Ed both looked worried. Sally simply nodded to me. I mouthed, “Are you sure?” and got another nod back. I wouldn’t forget this. I just hoped she knew what she was doing.


  Once she passed me, I began walking again.


  “Wait!” a voice called from behind me.


  “THE PARTIES WILL MAKE THEIR WAY TO THE TABLE NOW,” the glowing thingee repeated.


  I turned and saw James making his way down the steps. Thank God. Hopefully, he had some way of turning this around. As he came up to me, I saw Francois tense in his seat.


  James gave me a knowing smile and then a wink. Awesome, he did have a plan.


  “I brought you your blood,” he said, handing me the bottle. He then turned and walked over to take his seat.


  What the fuck!? That was it? I was tempted to chuck it at him. He couldn’t possibly be that clueless, could he?


  “THE PARTIES WILL...”


  “Yeah, yeah! I heard you the first time!” I shouted back, drawing a few gasps from the crowd. Oh, well, fuck them! It’s not as if they were on my side to begin with. I was half tempted to flip the lot of them off, but somehow managed to restrain myself...especially when I realized I had just mouthed off to a glowing ball of lightning that could vaporize me without a second thought. Note to self: don’t do that again.


  Almost as if reading my mind (and for all I knew, it could), the orb said, “THERE IS AN UNAUTHORIZED OBSTRUCTION ON THE TABLE. IT SHALL BE REMOVED.”


  With that, it disintegrated the body. Whoa! That was harsh. I looked up, half expecting to see Turd in a frenzy of rage. However, he just took his seat without a second glance. What the...?


  Something was definitely rotten in the state of Bigfootville. I just hoped that Sally wouldn’t have to pay the ultimate price to find out what.


   


  Cage Match


  “I have grievance!” Turd shouted, bringing one meaty fist down onto the table hard enough that I felt the impact from the other end.


  “VERY WELL, THE GRIEVANCE WILL BE HEARD,” the glow-ball replied in a calm, almost bored, telepathic voice.


  Turd went on to explain a very biased version of what happened the day before. It was his belief that having my friends shit all over his ancestors had been my plan all along. He apparently had very low standards for what encompassed a criminal mastermind. Let’s just say that I don’t recall Dr. Doom or Lex Luthor ever employing such methods.


  He then continued, telling how his mate couldn’t live with the shame. Don’t get me wrong, I felt bad for the guy...err, ape. I loved my Grandpa. If someone were to pinch a loaf on his headstone, I’d probably be a little ticked too. Even so, I just can’t see myself pulling out a noose to mark the occasion.


  He went on about his motherless kids, his outraged clan brothers, and just barely being able to restrain them from wreaking their vengeance. Turd was definitely piling it on in layers.


  Unfortunately, it seemed to be working. The Sasquatches on his side of the table were throwing looks of pure hatred my way. The glares coming from Francois’s lackeys were almost as unkind. I made a quick scan of the crowd and saw similar expressions (at least on those with faces). The only exceptions were James and Francois. Francois, unsurprisingly, seemed to be having the time of his life - I was half surprised that he hadn’t brought popcorn. James, on the other hand, looked perplexed. His expression was one of utter confusion. He suddenly noticed me looking at him. He gave a nod and gestured downward. What the fuck? Goddamn, I both hate and suck at charades. Next time I get picked for something like this, I gotta remember to bring a few two-way radios.


  Seeing that I wasn’t getting it, he made a sipping gesture. Jesus Christ, the dude was still harping on about my fucking drink. What, did he want a medal or something?


  “HOW DOES THE FREEWILL RESPOND TO THIS GRIEVANCE?”


  Huh? Oh, crap, he was talking to me. I quickly looked at my friends for guidance. The best I got, though, was Sally giving me a quick go on gesture. Damn, I hated speaking in front of crowds.


  Well, best to keep this short and sweet. I stood up and said, “It was an accident.” Okay, probably not the most profound thing I’d ever said. Thinking quickly, I added, “Sorry,” to my brilliant monologue.


  “Way to go, Socrates,” Sally whispered under her breath.


  Ed, no doubt sensing I was sinking faster than the Titanic, stood up. “If I may...”


  “YOU HAVE NOT BEEN RECOGNIZED,” our moderator beamed out. It started to pulse angry colors, “YOU ARE OUT OF ORDER.”


  Ed immediately planted his ass back in his seat. I couldn’t blame him. A speech that would have probably encompassed little more than, “when you gotta go...” was definitely not worth getting photon-torpedoed over.


  “DO YOU HAVE ANYTHING ELSE TO ADD?”


  “Oh, do you mean me?” I asked.


  “YES.” Maybe it was just me, but I could sense just a slight condescending tone from the oversized firefly. I almost said something to the effect, but since pissing off yet another entity didn’t exactly sound like a winning strategy, I decided against it.


  “It won’t happen again,” I ended lamely.


  I looked across the table, hoping Turd would accept that and maybe a friendly handshake to patch things up between us.


  Instead, he turned to his bodyguard, grabbed the club from his hands, and smashed it down upon the table. The impact echoed throughout the valley. Hmm, guess he kind of liked his wife.


  “No!” Turd bellowed. “Not accepted. I and my people, we demand blood!”


  Thoughts of offering him a sip from my bottle flitted through my head, but then our moderator interceded. “VERY WELL. WILL THE LIFE OF THE OFFENDING HUMAN SUFFICE?”


  Motherfucker! Ed tensed in his chair. I started to open my mouth to speak, but felt Sally’s hand on my arm. The meaning was clear: wait.


  “Human is nothing,” Turd slobbered. “The Freewill must die.”


  “AS MODERATOR TO THE TWO PARTIES, I CANNOT OFFER FOR SACRIFICE THE LEADER OF EITHER FACTION. WHAT SAY YOU, FREEWILL? DO YOU ACCEPT THE TERMS?”


  Seriously? “Fuck no,” I replied before I could think of anything more eloquent.


  “THE OFFER HAS BEEN REFUSED. TURD, THE REMAINING OPTIONS ARE TO DROP YOUR GRIEVANCE OR...”


  “Combat!” Turd screamed, causing the crowd to go nuts. Civilized meeting, my ass.


  Arcs of energy crackled around the ball, silencing the crowd. “VERY WELL. THE TWO SIDES WILL VET THEIR DIFFERENCES IN ONE ON ONE COMBAT. FREEWILL, THE CHALLENGE HAS BEEN MADE TO YOU. AS LEADER, ONE OF YOUR FACTION MAY ACCEPT THE CHALLENGE IN YOUR PLACE.”


  “I will fight for the Freewill,” a voice said from behind me. Nergui’s.


  Unfortunately, as Sally had surmised, he was shot down. “NEGATIVE. HONOR GUARDS ARE FORBIDDEN. ONLY ONE OF THOSE SEATED AT THE TABLE MAY FIGHT IN HIS PLACE.”


  This was it. No way was one of Francois’s men putting their ass on the line for me. In fact, each of the fuckers started going through their notes as if they hadn’t even heard.


  “Are you sure about this, Sally?” I whispered out of the corner of my mouth. There was no response. “Sally?” I turned to look at her. She was just staring straight ahead. “Yoo-hoo, Sally. I understand if you want to back out. It’s just...” The words died in my mouth as I noticed the glazed look in her eyes. She wasn’t backing down, she was under a compulsion. Fuck! Had Francois gotten to her after all?


  I quickly turned to where he sat, and found that, sure enough, he had a smirk practically wide enough to split his face. Fuck me! The asshole had set me up again.


  “What’s going on, Bill?” It was Ed. He and Tom had both noticed Sally too. That wasn’t good. I knew my roommates. They were good friends, sometimes a little too good.


  Rather than answer, I said, “Don’t even think about it,” then stood up.


  “I fight my own battles,” I said, somehow managing not to squeak it out. My inner voice was quick to add, that’s why you always get your ass kicked.


  * * *


  “What the hell happened?” Tom asked.


  “Change of plans,” I replied. “Sally’s been compelled.”


  Ed, putting two and two together, said, “You should have let me shoot that dick when we first met him.”


  I nodded. “From here on in, consider yourself to have free rein to shoot whatever asshole vampire you want...minus me, of course.”


  “THE CHALLENGE IS ACCEPTED.” No shit, Sherlock. The moderator then went on to ask the other faction the same thing. Each and every one of Turd’s little shits wanted in on the action. Unsurprisingly, though, he shot them all down in favor of handling this personally.


  Oh, fuck. I could feel a quiver of fear running down my spine. My knees felt unsteady and suddenly my throat was very dry.


  “What do you want us to do?” Ed asked.


  “There isn’t much you can do. Get Sally to the sidelines. Tom, I can’t believe I'm saying this, but go see if maybe Christy can do something to snap her out of it.”


  “Got it,” he replied, for once not adding a snide remark.


  “What about you, Bill?”


  “Go see if one of us packed a squeegee,” I replied. “When this is done, use it to scrape what’s left of me up.”


  “THE FIELD WILL BE CLEARED, SAVE FOR THE COMBATANTS.” With that, the ball pulsed again and then zapped the table. It began to disintegrate before our eyes. I quickly snatched up my blood bottle before it could tumble to the ground. No point in letting it go to waste.


  I unscrewed the cap and chugged it down. I doubted it would do much to steady my nerves, but at least I wouldn’t die parched.


  “Take this and toss it...” I started to say when suddenly I doubled over. “OH, GOD!” I screamed, falling to my knees.


  My roommates were both dragging Sally’s still unresponsive form to the sidelines. When I went down, they nearly dropped her.


  “What is it, Bill?” Tom cried.


  What indeed? It felt like a nuclear bomb had gone off in my stomach. I had felt similar sensations before, but never even remotely this intense. I finally realized why James had been winking at me. He had filled my bottle with blood all right, vampire blood.


  Any vamp in the world takes a sip from another and they’re going to finish the day puking their guts out. Not me, though. However strong the vampire I take a bite out of, I temporarily add their power to my own. I only knew one vamp this powerful who might take a chance like this. I had no doubt James had filled it with his own blood.


  My god, so this is how he felt? Before my friends could utter another word of concern, I bounced to my feet. Well okay, I first bounced ten feet into the air. I felt incredibly light as the blood continued to pump into my veins.


  “Bill?” Ed’s voice rang in my ears, several times louder than it should have. My senses were amped up too. “Are you okay?”


  I smiled, feeling my canines elongate. “I’m right as rain, motherfuckers.”


  * * *


  Without warning, I staggered again. What the hell? Something was wrong. My body was still reacting to the blood, but it was going beyond just strength.


  Oh, no!


  I looked down at my hands. My nails had extended into claws, albeit they seemed longer and sharper than usual. That wasn’t all, though. I noticed that the hands they were attached to looked bigger too.


  Instinctively I knew what was happening. I was changing. James was at least twice as old as any vampire I had previously sampled. His blood was too powerful. It was awakening the beast inside of me. The creature, whatever it was, that had escaped only twice before - both times under extreme anger - was ripping free of its chains.


  “Bill?” a voice, a human one. It was starting to get hard to think. I knew that voice...Fred? Red? Oh, yeah, Ed. My roommate...my delicious, human roommate. Wouldn’t his blood taste...NO!


  “Run!” I yelled at him. Before he could protest, I again roared out, “RUN!”


  Neither he nor Tom needed to be told twice. They grabbed Sally and dragged her from the arena floor.


  I felt my sleeves begin to rip as my muscles went from flab to fab. Whatever was happening, it sure as shit beat going to the gym three times a week.


  I looked up to see Francois’s buddies still standing there, looking at me in shock. My vision began to flash red and I understood. These creatures before me weren’t my betters. They weren’t even my equals. They were food, plain and simple. I was the predator of predators.


  And still, the changes continued.


  “COMBAT WILL END WHEN ONE OF THE COMBATANTS CAN NO LONGER CONTINUE.”


  Combat? With these pathetic creatures in front of me? Don’t make me laugh. Almost as if sensing this, they broke and fled. Foolish prey. Did they truly think they could escape?


  Before I could run them down, a shadow loomed over me. It was the beast with the stupid name. Odd, I remembered him being larger. A snarl was on his face, but my senses told me different. There was an undertone of fear. Perhaps the creature wasn’t as stupid as it seemed.


  *WHAM*


  Perhaps not. I found myself airborne, and not of my own power. I flew twenty feet before crashing back down to the ground. The blow had been massive. It would have been more than enough to break a weaker creature.


  But, I was not weak. That was a lesson the brute in front of me would soon learn.


  I got back to my feet and leapt, feeling the thrill of the joined battle coursing through me.


   


  99 Bottles of Blood on the Wall


  Did somebody get the number of the bus that ran over me? What about the three before it? Holy shit, when I go on a bender, I really go all out.


  I shook my head to clear it a bit, then looked down at myself. My clothes were a mess: torn to shreds and covered in dirt, blood, and whatnot. Fuck! Mom was gonna be pissed. She always hates when I come home for the weekend from...


  Hold on. I’m not in school anymore, haven’t been for a couple of years now. I blinked and looked around. It took a few seconds for the world to come into focus. No wonder why. There was a big crack in my left lens. Motherfucker! I liked these glasses. Good thing I have a spare back in...my hut?


  I looked around again, slowly remembering where I was. Creatures of all shapes and sizes sat in crude bleachers looking down upon me. Why were they staring at me? Oh, yeah. I was just about to get my ass handed to me by Turd.


  What the hell happened? Did I faint? That would be just my luck. Sally’s never going to let me live that one down.


  Speaking of which, where was she? Hope she didn’t get her hand chopped off again.


  The fog in my head cleared some more. Oh, that’s right. Tom and Ed dragged her away after I...drank...that...blood.


  Oh, boy.


  “FREEWILL, YOU ARE THE VICTOR. YOU MAY DETERMINE TURD’S FATE.”


  What the fuck? I reached up, slapped myself across the face to clear my thoughts...and almost immediately fell on my ass. I felt a spray of blood shoot from my nose as my head rocked back from the force of the impact. Ouch! Holy crap! Guess I must've still had some residual strength running through me. Gotta watch that. Wouldn’t do me any good to knock myself out.


  Painful or not, it did the trick. My head finally cleared. I saw Turd lying a few feet away. Bruised, bloody, and with what appeared to be a dislocated jaw, he looked like someone had driven a freight train over him. He was still breathing, but seemed to be out cold. Thank God for small favors.


  Whatever the fuck just happened, I had won...somehow. Apparently, it was just in the nick of time for the worst of the effects from that blood to wear off too. Goddamn, that was intense.


  “FREEWILL, I REPEAT, THE BATTLE IS YOURS. WHAT IS YOUR VERDICT?”


  It was then that I finally noticed the sounds of the crowd again - howls, grunts, and screams. This time, though, I sensed a decisively different attitude toward me.


  “Kill him, Freewill!” something shouted.


  “Death to the vanquished!”


  More joined the chorus, encouraging me to kill my foe.


  Yeah, well fuck that. They could get some other monkey to dance for them.


  I held up a hand to silence the crowd. They did, surprisingly enough. Guess people listen when the champ speaks. I could get used to that.


  “We’re done here for today,” I shouted, partially to the crowd and partially to the glowing thing still floating above me. “Clean up Turd (heh) and make sure he’s back at the table tomorrow.”


  The crowd started in again. Some of them approved of my decision; others were quite vocal against it. I couldn’t have cared less about any of them or their stupid supernatural opinions. I scanned the audience and saw my friends. Christy was with them, apparently working some magic. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem to be working. Sally still had a thousand-yard stare on her face.


  I wandered over as the crowd began to disperse. Christy got a momentary panicked look on her face, presumably over what had just transpired on the battleground. She held her ground, though. I could respect that.


  “How’d I do?” I asked, looking back. I could see several Sasquatches dragging Turd away.


  Tom answered first. “Two words: fucking awesome!”


  “I agree. That was...something,” Ed replied.


  “You really are the Freewill,” Christy said in a small voice.


  “So they tell me,” I replied, blithely. “How’s Sally?”


  “Whoever compelled her is really strong,” Christy replied, composing herself. “She’ll probably snap out of it on her own, but I’m not sure there’s any way to keep her from going under again. A lot depends on what they commanded her to do.”


  “Fuck!” I punched a nearby stump out of frustration. To my surprise, it split upon impact. Guess I was still juiced up.


  “Maybe you should take this opportunity to kick Francois’s ass,” Ed suggested.


  “Hell, I’m still wondering how you were able to take out Turd,” Tom said. “Have you been practicing hulking-out behind our backs?”


  I shook my head and then explained the blood.


  “Whoa, James did that for you?”


  “Yeah. Pretty cool, eh?”


  A thoughtful look appeared on Christy’s face following my explanation. She leaned forward and asked, “Are all of your powers heightened?”


  “I dunno. Still figuring this shit out, but I guess so.”


  “Then why don’t you try compelling Sally to wake up?”


  Hmm, I hadn’t thought of that. “I don’t know if it’ll work. Francois is older than James.”


  “Why don’t you try rather than bitching about it?” Tom suggested


  “He’s got a point,” Ed said. “It might work, especially since I get the impression Sally’s not too fond of that asshole.”


  “Make that two of us,” I replied. “Stand back. With the extra power in my system, I don’t want to pop anyone’s head off.”


  “Because standing back will really help with a psychic compulsion,” Ed muttered.


  “Bite me, asshole.”


  “Just do it already.”


  Jeez, no patience from mortals these days. I concentrated on trying to focus on Sally and Sally alone. Here goes nothing...”SALLY, SNAP OUT OF IT!!”


  Holy shit! The compulsion felt like it had ten times the juice of the one I had used on Alfonzo. Sally’s head rocked back as if I had decked her; however, her eyes immediately cleared. Wow, it actually worked.


  “What happ...” she started to say, when a quick thought popped into my head.


  “AND DON’T LISTEN TO ANYMORE OF FRANCOIS’S COMPULSIONS!!”


  Again, her body jolted as if from an electric shock. This time she fell backwards, slamming her head into the rocky ground. “Ow!”


  “Are you okay?” I asked.


  “Besides having my skull almost caved in?” Yeah, she was fine.


  “Holy shit that was loud, Bill,” Ed said, shaking his head to clear it.


  “Sorry. Still kinda new at this.” Fortunately, my effort to focus seemed to have mostly worked. Sally was the only one who had been knocked for a loop.


  “I need to get going,” Christy said, standing up. “The others are going to wonder what I’m doing.”


  I nodded, then added, “Thanks, Christy. I mean it. I...owe you one. You didn’t have to help.”


  She sighed. “I just hope it doesn’t come back to bite me.”


  “The Silver Eyes?” I asked, having a pretty good idea of what Turd had been talking about.


  She gave a single nod. “Nobody calls them that anymore, but yeah, the Icons.”


  “You know I’m not purposely trying to destroy anyone, right?”


  “I know.” She threw a quick smile at me, then a much wider one to Tom before turning and walking off.


  “Well, since we’re in such a thankful mood, I guess I should do the same,” Sally said, getting back to her feet.


  “It’s no problem. Any...URK!” I gasped as her hand shot up and grabbed my crotch in a vice-like grip.


  “But just so you know; if you ever try to compel me again, I will rip this off and use it as a purse. Are we clear?”


  “Crystal,” I squeaked in return.


  * * *


  We were still seated in the now nearly empty hollow. Sally had just finished explaining what had happened. Apparently, my compulsion had not only erased Francois’s but the safeguards he had implanted in her mind too. He’d caught Sally on that first morning while she was out tramping up some breakfast. His compulsion had been very specific with regards to what she was supposed to say and do. It also showed just how skilled he was. He had left it much the same way a hypnotic suggestion would work. She had no knowledge of it until it had been triggered.


  “He set us up,” said Ed, matter of factly.


  “How?” I asked. “I mean how could he possibly know that we were going to do something to piss off the Sasquatches?”


  “Well, if he knew your track record, it wouldn’t be too hard to guess.”


  “Thanks for the insight, Sally. There’s just one problem with that: the guy doesn’t know me.”


  “Well maybe...” she started to reply before suddenly clamming up. A moment later, I heard footsteps approaching from behind us. Guess whatever upgrade I had gotten from the blood was now out of my system. That was fine by me. That had been some scary shit back there.


  I turned to find James and Nergui walking toward us. They were otherwise alone.


  “I must say, that was quite impressive,” James said as he approached. From the tone of his voice, he meant it. “I had no idea you were capable of that.”


  Nergui in turn, bowed very low to me. Apparently, whatever I had done had further cemented his Freewill beliefs.


  I gave them a quick nod. Before saying anything, I looked behind them and then around us. “Where’s Francois?”


  “Oh, he stormed out of here following the fight. Oddly enough, he did not look pleased at your victory. I think he underestimated you.”


  “Well, you definitely fixed that one,” Tom said.


  “Yeah,” I agreed. “I owe you. Thanks for that.”


  James looked confused. “For what?”


  “For helping me out. That was quick thinking.”


  “I’m afraid you have me at a loss,” he said. Before anyone could say anything else, he held up a hand, indicating we should stop talking. He quickly turned to Nergui and said, “My friend, if you would be so kind as to wait at the Freewill’s tent. They will be under my protection until then.”


  Nergui gave a short bow, then turned and walked off.


  “I thought you trusted him,” I said once he was out of earshot.


  “Oh, I do,” James replied, “with my life and yours. Still, the fewer ears we have around, the safer things will be.”


  “Let me guess,” I asked, sharing a quick glance with Sally, “this is a safeguard against him being compelled?”


  James gave a curt nod, his expression serious. “It’s quite possible that if questioned by Francois, he would have no choice but to tell all he heard. Nergui is no fool. He undoubtedly understands this. Now getting back to the point, what was that about my helping you out?”


  “The blood,” Ed replied.


  “What about it?”


  “It was yours, right?” I asked.


  “Mine?”


  “Yes, in the bottle you gave me.”


  “I’m not sure what you mean. I found the bottle where you said it would be. It was already full, so I assumed you had done so and forgotten.”


  “That wasn’t your blood?”


  “No, it wasn’t. Although, now that you mention it, that would have been a clever plan. I wish I had thought of it.”


  “What? How the hell did you think I did all that stuff out there?”


  “I...well, I’m actually not sure. The legends say the Freewills of old had hidden powers. I just assumed you discovered yours and tapped into it.”


  “So you’re saying that wasn’t your blood?”


  “I’m afraid not.”


  “So then what was all that smiling and winking crap earlier?”


  “Oh, that. I taped a note to the bottom of the bottle, asking you to meet me afterwards so we could discuss things.”


  “That was it!?”


  “Yes.”


  “Hold on,” Sally said. “How did you know Bill would survive?”


  “It’s quite simple really. Killing the Freewill outright wouldn’t help the Alma’s cause. If they did that, they would force the Draculas’ hand. One or more of our ruling council would have no choice but to get involved in these talks.”


  “So challenging me was...”


  “Meant to humiliate you. Turd no doubt saw you as an easy mark. Breaking you and then showing the rest of the proceedings that you weren’t even worth killing would weaken our position. Instead, though, you did to him what he sought to do to you.”


  “I don’t know,” I replied. “He seemed pretty pissed. The fact that his wife committed suicide...”


  “Strikes me as odd,” James interrupted, a troubled tone entering his voice. “I wish I had gotten a chance to speak to you before this whole debacle and learn what had happened.”


  “So you could have told Bill to turn around and march back to his tent?” Tom surmised.


  “Hardly. Remember, Dr. Death, I have spent time amongst the Alma. I know a little of their customs and even more about diplomacy. What your human friend did should have barely been considered even a minor insult.”


  “What?” the four of us replied as one.


  “Yes, and in times such as these, when outsiders are permitted into their lands under truce, it is understood that small infractions are tolerated.”


  “Small infractions?” Ed asked. “I thought that Bigfoot yesterday was going to rip my head off.”


  “No offense, man,” I replied, “but I can see how shitting on their ancestors’ corpses might be a sore spot.”


  “But it isn’t,” James said.


  “Okay, now you’ve lost me.”


  “This place is sacred to the Alma, that much you know,” he explained. “The tree, was it a Maple variant if I may ask?”


  “Yes.”


  “It holds significance to them, but in more of a spiritual manner. It’s a symbol of growth and rebirth.”


  “So it’s sacred to them, like they said.”


  “No,” he continued. “Sacred yes, but not in the way that say Hindus venerate cattle or Christians the cross. Besides, it’s not like you burned down the forest. All you did was...”


  “Shit on their ancestors,” I repeated.


  “Fertilize the ground,” James corrected. “It’s common practice amongst the Alma, considered a minor blessing even.”


  “You’ve got to be wrong,” I replied. “People...err apes don’t usually off themselves due to minor blessings.”


  “I will admit that part has me puzzled. It’s almost like they purposely wanted to find offense and had planned to use your ignorance against you.”


  “Except it wouldn’t have worked if you had warned us,” Sally said, a glimmer of insight sparkling in her eyes. Not being a complete idiot myself, I put two and two together.


  “Except Francois stopped you.”


  “And put a very specific compulsion on Sally,” Ed said.


  “And conveniently had his own negotiators handy when the Draculas’ group didn’t arrive,” Sally added.


  “And has been a major dick about everything,” Tom replied, adding his own unhelpful two cents.


  “I will admit that is very strange,” James said. “Except for that last part. I’ve known Francois for a very long time and he has always been, as you so eloquently put it, a dick.”


  “Jesus Christ!” Sally exclaimed. “He’s selling us out. Francois is working with the...”


  “I will stop you there, my dear,” James interrupted. “One does not lightly throw accusations at an elder vampire with only circumstantial, if highly probable, evidence. That is especially true in places such as this where there are ears everywhere.”


  “So what do we do?” I asked. “We can’t let this asshole get away with...”


  “It’s quite possible you’ve already done enough. Judging by how quickly he stormed out of here, I’d say you made a bloody mess of his plans.”


  “One of Bill’s specialties,” Sally quipped, not unkindly.


  James nodded. “As I am learning. Whatever Francois had planned has no doubt been put in jeopardy. It’s possible that he will have no choice but to let the peace negotiations continue in the manner that they were meant to.”


  “That’s good,” I replied, feeling a bit of relief wash over me.


  “Of course,” James continued, “he may also become desperate and attempt to modify his plans.”


  “Let me guess. That would probably involve getting rid of me, right?”


  “Doubtful.”


  “Oh, well that’s a...”


  “He would no doubt wish to remove you from the equation out of spite alone.”


  Great, just what I wanted to hear.


  * * *


  The five of us had been walking back down the trail toward the huts. Compared to the earlier ruckus, it was now eerily quiet. If I didn’t know better, I’d have said we were the only ones in the woods for miles around. As we walked, I had a chance to reflect upon the events of the past few hours, or at least the parts I remembered. I looked down at my ragged clothes. Damn, I liked this shirt, too.


  Sally took this as cue to ask, “So what exactly happened back there? I kind of spaced out when that compulsion triggered.”


  “No idea,” I admitted. “What did you guys see?”


  Ed shrugged, “Well we were kind of busy dragging Sally out of harm’s way.”


  “Yeah, she’s heav...”


  Sally interrupted Tom with, “If you finish that sentence, you die.”


  “Uh yeah,” he stammered before quickly changing the subject. “After that it was hard to say. You were moving too fast.”


  “Yep,” Ed agreed. “You only started to slow down again after you’d kicked Turd’s ass and started to change back. The best I can say is...you got bigger.”


  “Hulk smash?” I asked with a grin.


  “Something like that.”


  “What about you, James?”


  “Yes?” he asked, coming out of whatever reverie he had been in.


  “What did you see?”


  James looked troubled by my question. “That’s what’s been bothering me actually. I too had a hard time following your moves.”


  “You did?”


  “I am somewhat embarrassed to admit it, but yes.”


  Even Sally was impressed by that. “Wow.”


  “Indeed. That tells me one of two things. Either our friend, Dr. Death here, is far more formidable than any of us imagined...”


  “Or?”


  “Or our mysterious donor is a vampire whose power far eclipses my own.”


  “Francois?” I offered, even though I had a pretty good idea what the answer would be.


  That elicited chuckles from both James and Sally. “Sorry, Bill,” she said. “But I doubt he’d piss on you if you were on fire much less open a vein so you could take a drink.”


  “Then who?” Ed asked.


  That was a damn good question. I just wish I had an answer.


   


  Midnight Tryst


  Once we were within sight of our hut, James left us to confer with his people. That was fine by me. I needed to change and think things through. Sally claimed to have a headache from all the mucking around in her head and wanted to lie down for a while, not too surprising. Tom and Ed, well they both said they were going to stay close to the hut. I couldn’t blame them.


  After I got dressed (and found my spare set of glasses...It was nice to be able to see again) I joined them at the table. Despite all of us wanting to brainstorm on the shit pile we had somehow stepped into, we were careful to avoid it. The walls of the hut were thin. Leaves, mud, and assorted crap weren’t going to do much to mask our words if any of Francois’s men were close by, and it was a fair bet they were.


  Thus, to pass the time, we pulled out a deck of cards and decided to play a few rounds of poker. That was a mistake. By the end of the game, I was fifty bucks in the hole. What a fucking trip.


  Disgusted, I decided to join Sally...well okay, not physically join her. That would have earned me a quick downgrade to eunuch. Instead, I decided to lie down and grab some sleep. Considering what I had planned, going to bed a little early wouldn’t exactly be a bad idea.


  * * *


  Sleep is overrated. Horrific nightmares plagued me from the moment I lay down. No, they had nothing to do with Turd, Bigfoot, or some other fairytale monster. I’m talking real horror here. My dream-self had finally worked up the nerve to ask Sheila out, and I mean really ask her out this time, none of that is it a date or isn’t it bullshit that I’ve been fucking around with. Nope, this time I asked her flat out, “Would you like to go out on a date with me?” Well okay, my dream-self might have thrown a please in there somewhere. I never said my subconscious was cool. Her answer of, “No, Bill, I think of you as a brother,” was horrible enough, but her follow up of, “Besides, I already have a double date planned with your roommates,” caused me to wake up in a cold sweat. Fuck me!


  I had a brief moment of waking confusion - in which I seriously contemplated killing them both just to make sure that didn’t come to pass - but then my head cleared. I looked around. Both of my roommates were sound asleep. I turned toward the door and saw it was still fairly dark out. I couldn’t have been asleep for long. However, then I looked at my watch and saw it was actually eight AM. Oh, yeah, I was practically up in the fucking Yukon. Stupid Canada and its screwed up days.


  I quietly got out of bed and walked over to the cooler for a drink. I lifted a pint and then stopped. Goddamn, why didn’t I think of this before? I grabbed a few random packs and sampled from each. No vampire blood. Hadn’t James said something about my bottle already being full when he came to get it? That meant someone had snuck in here at some point and planted it.


  I was mulling possibilities when I heard Sally’s voice say, “Hey, toss me one of those.”


  She stepped out from behind her curtain and joined me at the table.


  “Couldn’t sleep?”


  “You snore like a chainsaw,” she replied, taking a sip.


  “I thought you only drank from the tap.”


  “All things considered, I think it might be smart to eat in for the remainder of our time here. So why are you up?”


  Rather than tell her about my dreams - which would no doubt earn me nothing but grief in return - I decided instead to fill her in on the course of action I had been considering. “I’m thinking of checking out the Sasquatches.”


  “Playing Sherlock Holmes now?”


  “Something like that,” I replied. “Besides, it’ll be daylight soon. They won’t be expecting me to be up and about.”


  “Us,” she said.


  “Excuse me.”


  “They won’t be expecting us to be up and about.”


  “What about you not wanting to know things in case Francois makes you squeal...which just for the record might be kinda hot to hear.”


  Sally’s boot connected with my shin under the table. *ouch!*


  “I don’t think that’s going to happen. Whatever it was you did to me yesterday seems to have cleaned him out of my head. It’s like you put up a concrete wall in my brain to reinforce my mental barriers. It’s hard to explain...”


  “You’re saying you’re safe?”


  “In a nutshell.”


  “How do I know Francois didn’t compel you to say that?”


  She looked at a loss for that one. Hot damn, no matter the situation I so loved when I could occasionally beat Sally in a war of words.


  “I’m just kidding,” I said. “I believe you. Besides, he’s been one step ahead of us so far and it hasn’t exactly helped him.”


  “You do have a way of fucking up the best laid plans of mice and men.”


  “And asshole Nazi vampires, let’s not forget them.”


  * * *


  Aside from our immortality and preference for blood, there is one thing that all vampires, regardless of age or social status, share: our wardrobes are full of hooded clothing. It’s kind of a necessity for those times when one must brave the unforgiving light of the sun. It might make us look like weirdos, especially in warm weather, but it beat the hell out of turning to dust. In dense forest, such as we were in, there was much less chance of that happening, but better safe than sorry.


  I pulled a bottle of high-grade sunscreen from my luggage and liberally slathered it on. Sure, it made me smell like a rancid palm tree, but that wasn’t a bad thing considering the lack of shower facilities. I covered up all exposed skin, then tossed on a ski-mask for good measure.


  “Are you going to spy on them or rob a bank?” Sally asked, stepping out of from behind the curtain. She was similarly, if somewhat more garishly, covered up.


  “Well at least you don’t have to worry about being shot by hunters,” I replied, smirking at the bright pink hoodie she was now wearing. “You do realize they’ll see you coming from a mile off, right?”


  “That’s kind of the point. If they catch us, which I give a pretty high chance of happening, I can just claim I was out exploring. Nobody in their right mind would be doing any sort of espionage dressed in this thing. You, on the other hand, look like you’re about to take hostages.”


  “Touché,” I replied. “Now let’s get going before the rest of the crew wakes up.”


  “Hold on, I want to get my gun.”


  “I thought you told Ed that bullets wouldn’t work.”


  “Doesn’t mean they won’t hurt like hell. If I’m going down, I’m making sure every ape in the area gets a fifty-caliber kick to the groin.”


  I winced. “Thanks for the imagery, but I really think you should leave it. That story about being out exploring will sound a lot more plausible if you’re not packing enough firepower to take over a small country.”


  She considered it for a moment, then grudgingly nodded. I just hoped it wasn’t a decision we’d both live to regret.


  * * *


  We stepped outside to the rapidly brightening day. Amazingly enough, Nergui still stood guard - albeit he was now positioned under the shade of a large tree. He saw me and, despite my outfit, snapped to attention. Vampires as old as him are hard to fool, their senses being far closer to a comic book character like Wolverine. He started to step forward, but I held up a hand.


  “I need you to stay here, Nergui. Protect my friends inside. Also, don’t let them wander very far.”


  “My duty is to you, Freewill,” he predictably said.


  “You saw what Bill did yesterday, right?” Sally asked. He nodded in response. “He’s been mastering his powers. I think we’ll be all right.”


  Nergui appeared to consider this, but still moved to join us.


  “My friends need your protection more,” I protested.


  Finally, Sally sighed. I couldn’t see behind the sunglasses she now wore, but I was sure there was an eye-roll going on. She stepped close, putting one arm seductively around me.


  “My coven master and I wish to be alone,” she purred.


  For just a split second, a knowing look came over Nergui’s face. He smiled ever so subtly and stepped back to his spot.


  Smart. During her little adventure in New York, Gan had been convinced that Sally was my concubine (or whore as she put it). Doubtless, she had filled Nergui in on this. Sally was using that knowledge to make him stay put and keep an eye on my roommates, as well as stay out of our hair. There was also the added benefit that if Francois managed to compel Nergui, he wouldn’t get anything useful out of him.


  That fact that her tone and gestures were also giving me a little morning wood in the Woods of Mourning, well that was just a nice bonus.


  Nergui taken care of, we continued on our way. Once we had gotten far enough that he couldn’t eavesdrop, she said flatly, “Say a word and die.”


  I didn’t need to be told twice.


  * * *


  Keeping off the trails that ran through the area, we bypassed several encampments. There was no point in giving ourselves away. Though it appeared some of the other creatures present were likewise photosensitive, few of them were dressed in modern attire. While they might not be able to identify us, it would be pretty obvious to any beings who saw us that we were vampires.


  As we walked, a thought hit me. I had no idea where the fuck we were going. I started to say something, but Sally, apparently reading my mind, answered my unspoken question.


  “Their scent is strongest this way,” she said. Her voice then took on a more condescending tone. “Aren’t you glad I insisted on coming?”


  I mumbled something inaudible in response.


  “I thought so,” she replied glibly. “You really do suck at this, don’t you?”


  “Sorry. I didn’t exactly go to ninja school you know.”


  “I mean the whole vampire thing in general.”


  “Fuck you.”


  “Not even on a dare.”


  “Sorry, I forgot you save that privilege for guys who stick a five spot in your g-string.”


  “Speaking of which, how are things going with that girl you like? Have you started paying her to be seen with you yet?”


  Ooh! That was a low blow.


  “Listen you gold bricking, poorly coifed, bitch of a...UMPH!” Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to finish my cleverly scathing comeback as a huge hairy hand came out of nowhere and covered my face.


   


  Mission Improbable


  “Tlunta make lot of noise,” a voice growled in my ear. Oh, fuck!


  I grabbed the large fingers and managed to pry them off my head. Damn, that was a lot harder when I didn’t have super vampire blood coursing through my system. The hand released me, and I jumped back taking a defensive posture (or what might have passed for one in a kung-fu movie).


  As I stood there preparing for an attack, Sally simply said, “Hey, Grulg. Where have you been? I didn’t see you there yesterday.”


  “You didn’t?” I asked. I hadn’t even noticed. Not to sound like a racist asshole, but all of these things looked the same to me. I wouldn’t have been able to pick Grulg out of a lineup with a half dozen of his buddies.


  “Yeah,” she replied. “Wasn’t it obvious?” She left unspoken the part about it being obvious to non-pathetic vampires, but believe me it was implied.


  “No speak here. You follow,” Grulg replied, then turned and loped off into the woods.


  Sally looked at me, shrugged, and then took off after him.


  Knowing that no matter what choice I made, I’d probably end up regretting it, I did likewise.


  Grulg took a path perpendicular to the one we had followed. If anything, he seemed to be leading us into even deeper woods. Soon, the shadows thickened as the canopy above us grew denser. Within a short while, our coverings became unnecessary even though it was the middle of the Canadian day.


  Finally Grulg stopped. We were in a clearing, but the surrounding trees all leaned inward providing the place with a perpetual twilight feel.


  “Secret place,” Grulg gestured around him. “Only Grulg know.” I was tempted to point out to our grammatically challenged guide that it wasn’t exactly a secret anymore, but I didn’t exactly think that would endear him to me.


  “So what’s this about, Grulg?” I asked.


  He stood up straight as he answered. Both Sally and I had to crane our necks to look him in the eye. “Grulg honorable warrior. Live with honor. Fight with honor. Kill with honor.”


  I tried (and failed) to suppress a gulp at that last part. Maybe Grulg had led us all the way out there to avenge his leader. Even with Sally there backing me up, I wasn’t too sure on our odds if such was the case.


  “No one is saying otherwise, Grulg,” Sally said in a soothing voice.


  “Grulg know that, she-Tlunta.”


  I snickered at that, and she shot me a glare.


  “Grulg proud and loyal,” he continued, ignoring our idiocy. “If peace come, then Grulg honor peace. If war come, then Grulg crush his enemies until Grulg win or Grulg killed.”


  “Nobody wants that last part,” I said.


  Grulg growled at me, “Stupid Tlunta not understand (Great, now I was being insulted by a giant shit-flinging monkey). Grulg not care. Grulg do as told. War, peace, it all same to Grulg. But this...this not honorable.”


  “What isn’t?” I asked.


  He growled again, then walked over and backhanded a small tree, shattering it. I backed up a step, wondering if this was going to get messy. Sally didn’t seem overly perturbed, though. She was one stone cold, ice queen.


  “You can tell us, Grulg,” she said. “It’s okay.”


  That seemed to calm Grulg down. Chalk one up to the whole beauty and the beast concept. Forget music, Sally's marvelous rack could apparently sooth the savage beast.


  “Turd,” spat Grulg. “He no act with honor.”


  Aha. Now we were getting somewhere. James had said that Turd’s behavior was out of sorts. Now one of his own followers was ratting him out. Considering theirs was a caste-based society, it said something for Grulg actually to be speaking out against his superiors.


  “Let me guess,” I surmised. “This has to do with setting me up to take a beating yesterday.”


  Grulg gave a look that suggested his opinion of me was slipping several notches, and then actually chuckled. “No, Tlunta. Leaders should be able to fight. Also, Turd not give you beating. I was told that you give him one.”


  “Okay then,” I sighed. “But what about the whole setting me up part, doesn’t that strike you as a bit treacherous?”


  This time he leaned back his head and full out laughed. He sounded like a broken garbage disposal.


  “Way to make an impression, Bill,” Sally whispered out of the side of her mouth. Bitch!


  Finally Grulg’s laughter subsided. “Funny Tlunta. Strength, speed, intelligence...all these things make good leader. Treachery just mean he smarter.”


  “Well, good. Now that we’ve established Turd’s credentials as a fucking genius...”


  Sally interrupted my tirade. “Grulg, what the Freewill is trying to ask, is what about Turd’s behavior is dishonorable?”


  He nodded at her. “Grulg show you. Tlunta follow again.”


  “We already followed you,” I protested.


  “Grulg lead you away because you no stop chattering. Sound like...what you call them...squirrels.”


  Thus admonished by a giant talking gorilla, we put our respective coverings back on and once more followed Mighty Joe Young through the forest.


  * * *


  “You want me to what?” Sally asked.


  “Jump in,” Grulg repeated.


  “Why?”


  “Cover scent. Grulg’s tribe not smell you.”


  “Oh, Jesus Christ,” I said, pushing my way past her. “Stop being such a fucking princess.” I wasn’t too big on this plan either, but I could tolerate getting a little dirty if it would help us gain some leverage over Turd.


  I jumped into the pungent smelling pit and began rolling around to coat myself. When I was done, I got out and walked over to her.


  “See? Was that so bad? A little mud won’t kill you.”


  Sally gave me a look that was practically overflowing with pity. “That’s not mud, moron.”


  “It’s not?”


  “No, stupid.”


  “Tlunta smell good now,” Grulg commented. “Now she-Tlunta turn.”


  “No fucking...” but she didn’t get a chance to finish. I shoved her in, mid-complaint. I took enough of her shit as it was. It was finally her turn.


  * * *


  After managing to convince Sally to not kill me (which we shall not recount here as it was both long and painful), Grulg led us back in the direction of his tribe. Soon, we could see more crude huts through the trees; however, I didn’t see any Sasquatches wandering amongst them.


  “Others sleep, now. This way,” Grulg whispered, leading us toward one end of the makeshift village.


  At the far end was a hut several times larger than the others. Skulls lined a crude walkway leading up to it. Grulg didn’t need to tell me this was Turd’s place. No matter the people or the culture, there were always those who had to flaunt their swag. Grulg took us on a roundabout way toward the rear of the hut, keeping us out of sight from the rest of the village.


  Once at the back, he lowered his voice so that we could barely hear it. “Turd inside recovering from battle. Stay quiet.”


  Typically, when someone tells me there’s a turd waiting for me somewhere, I’m not too enthusiastic about going, but since the fate of the world was potentially resting on this...


  Grulg reached over to the wall and pulled up a loose section of leaves. It made an opening just big enough for Sally and me to fit through. I gave her a shrug, then made my way inside, hoping against hope that I would make it back out again in one piece.


  * * *


  Ugh! And I thought we smelled bad. Forget a few air fresheners; this place would require a tanker truck full of Lysol before it smelled anywhere close to habitable. We emerged in a pantry of sorts. Crude shelves filled with wooden bowls lined the walls. I didn’t bother to look in any of them. I was pretty sure whatever they were filled with was still moving. I motioned for Sally to follow, and, staying low, I crept forward in the dark.


  Though larger than the other huts, the construction was still primitive. We passed one foul smelling room; a large hole dug into the earth beneath it...no doubt Turd’s personal latrine. Hell, for all I knew it could’ve been his bathtub too. A partition of sticks and leaves stood in front of us. Peering around it, I saw the main living area before me. Even in the gloom of the hut, I could see well and what I saw caused me to grit my teeth in anger.


  Peeking around to look, Sally whispered, “Damn, Turd got game.”


  Turd slept on a thick bed of moss off in one corner. Surrounding him, also sleeping, were several Sasquatch females. I highly doubted they were his sisters.


  I turned back to Sally. “For someone whose mate just offed herself he looks...”


  “Shhh!”


  “Huh?” I asked.


  “Just listen,” she whispered back to me.


  I did for a moment. “I don’t hear...” but then I did. What the?


  I tried to focus in on the sound. It was...music. Even odder, it was music that definitely did not belong here. “Is that...Limp Bizkit?”


  “Sounds like it to me,” Sally confirmed. She again peeked round the divider. After a second, she pulled back and said, “Look closely at Turd.”


  I did as told. He still looked pretty battered from our battle the previous day. It definitely hadn’t done anything to make him look any less ugly; however, his breathing was strong, indicating he was just asleep. A few moments later, he let loose with a rippling fart, momentarily drowning out the music.


  Oh, yeah, the music. I looked closer. At first, I didn’t see anything, but then something caught my eye. It was a white...wire, it seemed. It crossed his chest, then separated into two, each one leading toward opposite sides of Turd’s head. The other end led to something that was stuck in one of the skulls strapped across his chest. I strained my eyes and that’s when I saw it, a little corner of white plastic in the mouth of the skull.


  I pulled back and faced Sally. “Is it me, or does that fucker have an iPod?”


  “And shitty taste in music,” she added.


  Ignoring her, I continued, “Aren’t these the same assholes who are trying to start a war with us because they hate technology?”


  “Yep.”


  “Okay, thanks. Just trying to make sure I’m not the stupid one here.”


  “Well...”


  “Not helping, Sally,” I snarled, a wee bit louder than I should have.


  Make that a lot louder than I should have. There came a screech from the main room. I looked around the corner to see one of the females sitting upright and looking in our direction. She screamed again, rousing all of the tent’s occupants.


  Sally and I were covered from head to toe in Bigfoot excrement, but that didn’t even begin to describe just how deep in shit we were.


   


  The Great White North


  I turned to tell Sally to run, but low and behold, she was already making her way back toward where we’d come in. I took a split second to think bad thoughts in her direction before following her lead.


  I emerged from the back of Turd’s abode to find her standing with Grulg.


  “Go!” he whispered.


  “What about yo...” I started to ask, but apparently he was way ahead of me there.


  “TLUNTA SPIES!” he screeched and then swung a meaty fist. It purposely went over my head and smashed into the closest tree, sending splinters flying.


  I turned to run, but Sally hesitated for a moment. “Thanks, and sorry about this,” she quietly said to him. Without further warning, she swung an uppercut, connecting squarely with Grulg’s groin. Eight feet of solid muscle or not, you get your nuts turned into mashed potatoes and you’re going down. Grulg was no exception. A high pitched keen came out of his mouth as he dropped to his knees, his hands cradling his pulverized privates. Once down, Sally grabbed his head and brought her knee up into it like a pint-sized pile driver. Grulg flew backwards and landed on his back, stunned.


  “Now we go,” Sally said, then took off running.


  “What the hell was that for!?” I yelled as I caught up to her.


  “Keep your fucking voice down,” she hissed, running as quickly as the dense foliage would allow. “Just because they can’t smell us, doesn’t mean they’re deaf.”


  “Fine,” I replied, lowering my tone. “Why’d you take down Grulg?”


  “Don’t be an idiot your entire life. He’s one of their warriors. There’s no way they’d let him get away with just pointing and saying they went that-a-way. I saved his life by kicking his ass and I’m sure he knows it.


  “Did you really have to nail him in the balls? I mean...ouch.”


  “I do whatever works, and that was the fastest, most believable way to knock him down. Now shut up and keep running.”


  * * *


  Some days I really don’t mind being a vampire. Don’t get me wrong, if I wasn’t an undead freak, I wouldn’t be drenched in shit and running for my life in a frozen foreign wasteland from a pack of giant monkeys. Since I was, though, at least there were some perks to the job. Superhuman speed, strength, and especially endurance are really awesome things to have when being pursued by angry monsters.


  Sally and I ran aimlessly for what felt like miles. Hell, for all I knew it was miles. It’s hard to tell when the only things you can see in any direction are trees and more trees. All I know is that eventually Sally slowed down. She motioned for me to zip it, then stood there listening for a few moments. Since her senses were more acute than mine, I was happy to let her do the honors. Besides which, if she made a mistake and we got caught, then at least I’d get to blame her before we were torn limb from limb. Sometimes it’s the little victories that make life worth living.


  “I don’t hear anything,” she finally said.


  “Awesome. Think we lost them?”


  “Hard to say. These guys can be pretty quiet when they want to be. This is their backyard after all. The thing is I’m not entirely sure they were ever actually following us.”


  “Grulg?” I asked.


  “Yep.”


  “Makes sense. It doesn’t help him if we’re caught.”


  “Not to mention we might rat him out if that happened, just to save our own asses.”


  “No we wouldn’t.”


  “Speak for yourself,” she said matter of factly. Say what you will about Sally, but she’s a survivor. At the very least, if she’s going down she’s taking everyone else with her.


  I took a moment to look around. Endless forest stretched in all directions. I found myself wishing I had joined the boy scouts that one summer like my parents had wanted, rather than just sitting in my bedroom playing Nintendo for two months straight. “Where are we?”


  “The woods,” Sally blithely answered. Yep, ask a stupid question...


  “I meant do you have any idea where we are compared to, say, our camp?”


  “Do I look like a fucking GPS to you?”


  “Only if it stands for ‘gives people syphilis,’” I snapped. “Seriously, can’t you smell where the other vampires are or something?”


  “All I can smell is shit, and since we’re covered with it that doesn’t exactly help us.”


  “Speaking of which...” I pulled off my ski mask again. Gah! It was getting kind of hard to breath in that thing. Thank God for short Canadian days. The sky was already starting to darken, so we were probably okay. “Ah! That’s a bit better.”


  “For you maybe, now I have to look at your face.”


  “Hey, at least they didn’t see ours. Good thing we were covered up back there. Although you might want to ditch the hoodie. There’s still enough pink showing where it’d probably be easy to ID you.”


  “I guess you’re right. It’s not like dry cleaning is really going to help it at this point.” She stripped it off (sadly revealing herself to be wearing a shirt underneath. Oh, well, one can dream), and tossed it into the bushes. “At least I can’t freeze to death.”


  She did have a point. A human lost in the wilderness would be toast. A vampire, well the worst we’d probably have to deal with would be an extended walk...assuming of course we didn’t meet up with another angry moose.


  * * *


  And walk we did. Hours passed, or I assumed they did. I had left my cell phone back at the hut (not much good out here in zero bars land) and my watch, while supposedly waterproof, was apparently not shitproof. It had stopped working not too long after we took a nosedive into the Bigfoot latrine.


  We tried mostly to go in a straight line. Doubling back wouldn’t help us, especially if we ran into any of Turd’s group. We wound up changing direction only once or twice after Sally caught a few promising scents (it was like hiking with the world’s cutest bloodhound). Unfortunately, they were all false alarms. The stench coming off of us was wreaking havoc with both of our noses. Fortunately, though, smell isn’t the only enhanced vampire sense.


  As we walked in full darkness, Sally suddenly cocked her head to the side. “Hear that?”


  I listened. For a moment, there was only silence, but then my ears picked up a sound. It was distant, but definitely there.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  Of course, I got an eye-roll in return. “Did you spend your entire life indoors?”


  “Oh, like you didn’t,” I countered.


  “No, actually.”


  “Dressing up like Sheena: Queen up the Jungle for clients doesn’t count.”


  “Hey, at least I’ve been camping before.”


  “Oh, yeah, when?” I demanded.


  She opened her mouth to answer, but then hesitated. “Never mind,” she snapped.


  “Hold on. Spill! When were you camping?”


  “It’s not important...”


  “Then I’ll just assume you’re full of shit.”


  “Fine!” She rounded on me, causing me to back up a step. “I was a...Girl Scout, okay?”


  That being answered, we continued on our way in respectful silence.


  Oh, who am I kidding? I immediately started laughing my ass off.


  “Sally the Girl Scout. That’s great.”


  “It’s not that funny, asshole.”


  “So did you go door to door selling your cookies?”


  “Ignoring you now,” she replied and trudged ahead.


  “Tell me, do they give out merit badges for lap dancing?” I was just about to let loose with a tirade of Girl Scout jokes when the sound became noticeably louder. I finally realized what it was.


  I caught up to Sally just as she stopped at the edge of a drop off. About twenty feet below us, a river roared past. It wasn’t particularly wide, but it was moving quickly.


  “This’ll do,” she said.


  “For what?”


  “Bath time,” was all the answer I heard before being shoved forward into empty space.


  * * *


  FUCK ME! The water was cold as in just a few degrees above freezing. I surfaced, and immediately began screaming every obscenity in my arsenal (a not insignificant amount). There came a loud splash in response. I turned back and saw Sally surface about thirty feet behind me. I opened my mouth to voice my opinion on things, when I slammed into a rock. It felt about as good as it sounds. Unfortunately, before I could do much more than ponder my newly smashed skull, the current carried me into another rock, then another.


  This went on for about five minutes or so, the river playing human pinball with my body. Fortunately, it’s very hard for vampires to drown, that whole being dead thing coming into play. Sadly, there’s nothing wrong with my nerve endings. The only good part was that I was soon too numb from the cold to feel myself being pummeled.


  At last, the river became both wider and deeper. The pace of the current slackened and within a few more minutes, I found myself treading water. The sound of the roaring rapids started to fade, and silence settled in. I looked around to get my bearings and saw the shore about ten yards away. Teeth chattering, I began to paddle for it when something touched my leg.


  I stopped and looked around. Nothing but quiet...well that and a whole lot of freezing water. Must have been a...it did it again. What the hell? Was there some hungry fish debating whether I’d make a good meal? Did they have alligators in Canada? I decided that it was best not to stick around to find out. I began to swim for the shore...and that was when something grabbed my leg and pulled me under.


   


  Frozen Wasteland


  “Gee, Bill, I had no idea you could sound so much like a little girl,” Sally said, standing at the edge of the water wringing out her hair.


  “That wasn’t funny,” I replied, teeth still chattering.


  “And yet here I am laughing. Who did you think it was?”


  “I don’t know. But when you’ve seen Jaws as many times as I have, you get a little nervous about things in the water.”


  “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”


  “Fine, so you got your little payback from earlier. Happy now?”


  “You think I shoved you into that river just for some petty revenge?”


  “You didn’t?”


  “Well okay, I kind of did,” she smiled. Thank God she looked really cute wet; otherwise I might’ve been tempted to slug her. “But, it was also necessary.”


  “Define necessary.”


  “Take a breath, genius. Notice how we don’t smell like a pig pen any more? Now I might have a chance in hell of catching a scent and getting us back.”


  “Hopefully you can do it before I freeze solid. Aren’t you cold?”


  “Freezing,” she replied. “But unlike you, I’m not a wuss.”


  “Good for you, ice queen.”


  We began to walk again. The river had completely turned me around. As far as I was concerned, we were hopelessly lost. Sally, though, didn’t waver for a second before picking a direction and setting off in it. Who knows? Maybe she really had been a Girl Scout after all. Of course, it was possible she had as little clue as I did and was just faking it. Still, it beat just standing there on the riverbank like two lost idiots.


  “Think they started without us?” I asked, catching up to her.


  “No doubt. Hell, Francois’s men probably broke open the champagne when they saw that you weren’t there to stop them from selling us out.”


  “Maybe Ed and...”


  “I wouldn’t hold my breath,” she said. “They’re humans. Without you around, they’ll be given about as much consideration as two burritos. I’m hoping Nergui didn’t even let them go. It’ll be safer for them.”


  “Ooh, is that worry I hear in your voice? Sally and Eddie sitting in a tree...F U C...”


  “Finishing that thought would be detrimental to your health,” she growled. Suddenly she stopped, so abruptly that I almost walked into her.


  “Relax, Sally. I was just joking.”


  She turned and gave me a condescending look. “You need to try better than that if you want to ruffle my feathers.”


  “Then why...”


  “A scent, two of them actually.”


  “What is it?”


  “You want the good news or the bad news?”


  “I’m an optimist at heart. What’s the good?”


  “I’m pretty sure I smell vampires.”


  “And the bad?”


  “We’d better start walking a little faster. I think it’s about to snow.”


  * * *


  Snow was an understatement. One minute nothing, and the next we were walking in a winter wonderland. If you’re thinking it did nothing to help warm me up, you’re correct. Fuck this shit! Once I got back to New York, I was locking myself away in my office with a week’s supply of blood and a space heater.


  We doubled our pace. The way it was coming down, it wouldn’t be too long before we were wishing for snowshoes. Considering that Sally was unlikely to want to share body heat any time soon, that meant we had best track down the vamps she had smelled. I just hoped they turned out to be friendly.


  * * *


  “We’re close. Just up ahead,” Sally said.


  I still couldn’t tell the scent of other vampires for shit, but there was nothing wrong with my nose. I took a whiff. “I think I smell...”


  “Diesel,” she finished for me. “They might have a truck.”


  “As long as the heater is working, I don’t care if it’s a fucking Smart Car.”


  We moved more quickly, eventually breaking out into a full run - slippery ground be damned.


  After a minute or two at that pace, Sally hit the brakes. She came to a halt and I followed her lead.


  “What is it?”


  “They should be here.”


  “Who?”


  “The other vampires, idiot.”


  “Doesn’t look like anyone is here to me.” I cupped my hands over my mouth and shouted, “Hello!”


  “I’m pretty sure if we can smell them, they can smell us.”


  “Well then, where are they? Don’t tell me you led us into an encampment of the world’s stupidest vampires.”


  “Well then, they could crown you king,” she quipped, taking another breath. “Oh, no.”


  “I’m going to assume that’s not a good ‘oh, no.’”


  Sniffing the air, she walked a few yards to the right. She stopped and dropped to her knees.


  “So where are they?”


  “Here,” she replied. She bent down and began brushing snow away from an area. Within a few seconds, the slush began to mix with something black beneath it. It looked like soot or...ash. “And here,” she indicated a spot close by. “Four more scattered about the place, by the smell of things.”


  “Six dusted vamps?”


  “Yep. If I were to place a bet, I’d say four negotiators...”


  “And two bodyguards maybe?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Well I guess that mystery is solved.”


  “Not really,” she said. “I think by now everyone assumed this is what happened. The question is not so much what as it is how and why.”


  “Can you...err...sniff out any clues?”


  “Do I look like Grizzly Adams to you?”


  “Who?” I asked.


  “Never mind. And you call me pop culture ignorant,” she said with a sigh. “I can try, although this goddamn snow isn’t helping.”


  “You look here. That diesel smell is pretty close. I’m going to go check it out.”


  “Don’t wander too far. If have to come looking for you...”


  “Yeah, I know, I’ll never hear the end of it.”


  * * *


  Fortunately, I didn’t have to wander far at all. I crested a small rise about fifty yards away and saw the source of the smell down below. It was one of those big ass Snowcats, like the ones you see on the Travel Channel when they’re off exploring the Arctic tundra. Goddamn assholes. They sent me a piece of shit station wagon that my grandparents could have owned, but these fuckers got a piece of prime tech. I was tempted to go back and take a nice big shit on each of their remains. Fucking Draculas!


  Pushing my irritation aside, I realized that the Snowcat itself wasn’t the interesting part. It was both its condition and the surroundings that caught my eye. They told quite the story and it was pretty damn scary.


  The Snowcat was lying on its side. It had somehow tumbled down into a shallow ravine. It was all beat to hell, but it didn’t look like the crash had caused it all. The doors on the top side of the vehicle were completely torn off. Either something wanted out badly, or something wanted in even more urgently. Judging by the pieces of twisted metal strewn about, it seemed like that latter scenario was far more likely.


  What could...oh, who was I kidding? I knew quite well what could do this sort of damage. The wreck practically screamed that they had crossed paths with a couple tons of pissed off forest spirit. I had little doubt Sally was now coming to that same conclusion. A bunch of Sasquatches had waylaid our team, dumped the truck end over end, and then gone after the creamy center inside. The vamps, not being complete idiots, had made a run for it. However, their pursuers had...wait a second. Running full out, most vampires can outpace a Bigfoot. James had told me as much back when we were in Mongolia. Then how...hmm, maybe it was an ambush. A few monkeys scared the vamps, then chased them right into the waiting arms of Turd and his minions. That sounded plausible to me.


  I walked down to the Snowcat. It sure as hell wasn’t going to be getting us back to anywhere anytime soon. On the other hand, if the inhabitants had vacated the premises quickly then perhaps they had left some supplies behind. As I mentioned earlier, being a vampire means that I’m not all that worried about dropping dead regardless of the circumstances; however, I was still freezing my balls off. Hell, I’d settle for tearing apart a seat cushion and stuffing the foam down my pants...not that I need to stuff anything down my pants to impress the ladies. It would be strictly for warmth, you see and...


  I let that train of thought go as I reached the vehicle and considered the best way to investigate. Oh, well, when in doubt go for the obvious.


  Getting into the cab proved to be a snap. Not only were the doors ripped off, but the windows were all smashed too. Judging by the spray of glass, they had been broken outward. Now the picture began to get clearer. While something ripped apart the door, the vamps inside had taken the express route to try and run.


  Looking at the cabin (which was quite a bit more roomy than the clunker we drove up in), I saw that I was correct. The previous occupants had vacated the premises in a hurry. I saw bags of luggage and a large cooler stashed in the back. Suddenly I knew how my D&D character, Kelvin Lightblade, felt whenever he came across a treasure horde. Heck, I didn’t even have to kill any dragons to get it...yeah, all I had to do was dive in shit, run for my life, and then get swept down a river. Note to self: next time hope for dragons.


  I tore open the luggage, hoping for a few simple items that might be useful. I didn’t need anything fancy. Besides which, showing up at camp all decked out in the regal finery of recently deceased diplomats might look just a wee bit suspicious. I didn’t relish the thought of Alex kicking my ass if that happened. Oh, yeah, Alex. He would want to know about this.


  Of course, I had no idea how. For starters, I didn’t know if he was even still alive much less where he was. Secondly, what was I going to tell him?


  Hey, Alex, I found the negotiators.


  Where?


  Uh...somewhere in the forest.


  Oh, well, I’d cross that bridge when and if it became important. For now, I lucked out. I found a couple of coats and a few heavy sweatshirts. I stripped out of my still wet (and freezing, let's not forget that) clothing and put them on. They fit me okay, but Sally would be swimming in them. Oh, what a shame. Sally in clothing that was practically falling off of her...nice.


  Up next was the cooler. Much like ours had been; theirs was full of pints of blood. I knew most vamps preferred it fresh; however, large as it was, there probably hadn’t been enough room in the Cat for a gaggle of human-sized snacks. Regardless, I was absolutely thrilled with the bottled stuff myself. I bit into one. It was still fresh. The cold weather had refrigerated them, while the cooler had provided enough insulation to keep them from becoming bloodsicles. I sucked down two, then grabbed another handful along with some clothes for Sally. Never let it be said I was a bad sharer.


  * * *


  I came back over the rise to see Sally seated on a log. She was holding something and had her head lowered to it. What the fuck?


  Hearing me approach, she looked up in my direction. I saw the telltale smear of blood on her face that told me she had been in the middle of eating...err, something.


  “It’s about time,” she said.


  “Worried about me?”


  “Not so much for you as worried that you fucked something else up.”


  “Your concern is touching,” I said. “Beware of vampires bearing gifts. Here.” I tossed the bundle of clothes to her.


  Though she hadn’t shown the slightest outward hint of inconvenience, she quickly pulled a sweater over her head and put a coat on. She gave me just the briefest look of gratitude - so quick I could have probably just imagined it - before beckoning me over.


  “I have something for you too.”


  “Ooh,” I replied salaciously.


  “Not that, ass. I caught a rabbit while I was examining the area. I left half for you.”


  I was touched that she had thought of me...grossed out, sure, but touched nevertheless. Still...


  “Pass,” I said, opening my coat and tossing a few blood packs to her.


  She caught them and gave me a glare. “You couldn’t have shown up with these things ten minutes ago?”


  “Sorry. Didn’t know the dinner bell was ringing.”


  “Well, thanks anyway. I hate rabbit.”


  “Doesn’t taste good?” I asked.


  “It tastes fine. I just can’t stand picking fur out of my teeth.”


  * * *


  I filled Sally in, both on what I had found and on my assumptions. She wanted to take a closer look, so we began walking back toward the disabled vehicle.


  “So what did you find?” I asked, walking alongside of her.


  “Nothing.”


  “Nothing?”


  “Just six dead vampires.”


  “Well, I didn’t expect the Bigfeet to stick around and gloat.”


  “That’s just it. I don’t think they were ever there. There aren’t any giant footprints or damaged trees. There’s barely any sign of a struggle.”


  “Ambush?”


  “Unlikely. It’s too clean. Also, there’s no smell. I take it you’ve noticed that Grulg and our buddy Turd are somewhat on the fragrant side.”


  “Oh, yeah,” I replied.


  “Well, that kind of stink tends to stick around for a while. I mean, if I could smell those vamps, I should’ve been able to smell any lingering squatch-stink from twice as far away.”


  We crested the rise and the Snowcat sat before us. I pointed it out, although a blind man wouldn’t have missed it.


  “Well, whatever tore into that thing was definitely big and mean,” I said. “The damn thing looks like it was hit with a wrecking ball.”


  “Mean, yes...but I’m not so sure about the big part.”


  Her implications immediately clicked in my head. “Francois?”


  “Yep. He might’ve been able to do this.”


  “By himself?”


  “Maybe,” she replied a little doubtfully. “It’s hard to say. I haven’t seen too many elder vamps go all out. To be honest, I’m not entirely certain what a vampire of his age can and can’t do.”


  I nodded in agreement. Up until now, the Khan had been the oldest vamp I had ever met. Since the most action I had seen from him was shoveling food and drink into his fat face, that didn’t exactly give me too many reference points. Still, I had seen James a few times. If he decided he needed to kill a truck, I don’t think I would put my money against him.


  By now, the snow was coming down even more heavily. I was still in favor of examining the wreck and the surrounding area, but things were rapidly starting to look like the North Pole, minus Santa’s merry workshop. Soon enough, we’d have a better chance of building an igloo than conducting an investigation, besides which I barely even watch CSI. What the fuck did I know about crime scenes?


  We decided that getting back was more important, especially since the victims there were all beyond our help.


  “I’m open for suggestions,” I said. “Maybe they have a GPS in the cab.”


  “The battery would be dead by now,” she replied, as usual spoiling my plans with a little well thought out logic. “Follow me.” With that, she started walking toward the wreck.


  I started after her, having no idea what she meant. For all I knew, she was planning on pulling off some kind of A-Team like stunt and fashioning a working snowmobile from the pieces. I mean, I had never seen Sally with a welding torch before...and actually I didn’t really fancy the thought of her with one. Still, that would be cool if...


  Sadly, that train of thought was derailed as she came to the Snowcat and kept right on walking.


  “So that’s your brilliant plan...just keep wandering aimlessly?”


  “If I were as dimwitted as you, then yes. Fortunately, for us, though, I am just a wee bit smarter than that.”


  “Well lead on then, Ms. Soooper Genius.”


  “It’s pretty simple really,” she continued. “The Cat obviously rolled down this hill.”


  “I could’ve told you that.”


  “Yes, but what was it doing up there to begin with?”


  “Well...err...I don’t know,” I admitted.


  “Hence why you’re following my lead. Duh.”


  * * *


  Hot damn, Sally was right. We crested the hill the vehicle had tumbled down, and found ourselves standing on a dirt road. It wasn’t exactly a super highway, hell it was barely a wide trail through the trees, but it was a sight for sore eyes nevertheless.


  “I never cease to amaze me,” she proudly proclaimed.


  “I’d be a lot more amazed if you could tell me which way we’re supposed to go.”


  “That way,” she said evenly and pointed.


  “Let me guess, you have a fifty-fifty shot of being right?”


  “A bit better than that.” She indicated down toward the wreckage. “The Cat looks like it rolled down the hill sideways. That means it was probably going the same way as it’s facing now. Care to guess what’s waiting in that direction?”


  “A whole menagerie of freaky creatures?”


  She tapped her finger to her nose. “All of them no doubt wondering where the legendary Freewill has wandered off to. Well, let them wonder no longer.”


   


  What Happened While I Was Out?


  I’d like to say we made good time. If the weather had been clear, we probably would have. A vampire running all out could probably beat a car on a road like the one we were on. Unfortunately, blizzards tend to be the great equalizer in these sorts of things.


  With each passing mile, the snow got deeper and even with our vampire senses it was sometimes difficult to not wander off the trail (for me anyway).


  Fortunately, we had Sally’s nose to help us along. Eventually she began to pick up traces of Sasquatch scent. We were entering their territory again, which meant we were going the right way. Soon she mentioned other scents as well...lots of different creatures up ahead. If that wasn’t the very definition of the peace conference, then I don’t know what was. Good thing too, as the weather kept getting nastier.


  I was about to ask her, for probably the tenth time, if we were getting close, when she stopped dead in her tracks. Before either of us could utter a word, another voice rang out, “What are you doing here?”


  * * *


  I recognized it. As a shape materialized from the storm, I called out, “Alex? Is that you?”


  “The same,” he replied sternly, walking up to us. Unlike our mishmash of purloined clothes, he was dressed for the environment. Gone was the cloak he had worn earlier, in its place was an outfit straight out of one of the Call of Duty Arctic missions. The dude looked like some combination of snow ninja and navy SEAL. “I ask again, what are you doing here? Need I remind you that there is a peace conference going on...” he trailed off again, looked briefly at Sally, and then apparently made up his mind to continue. “A conference which I gave you specific instructions to oversee.”


  “Yeah about that...”


  “Instructions?” Sally asked, but then her eyes lit up with recognition. “I see. That’s what you were trying to tell me the other day.”


  “Trying?” Alex asked.


  “Sally stopped me. She was afraid Francois would compel her...which oddly enough is exactly what happened.”


  Alex turned to her and inclined his head respectfully. “An impressive amount of foresight. I dare say, Sally, my people may have to keep a closer eye on you in the future. You have potential.”


  “Yeah,” I commented. “Potential to be a...”


  “But that still does not answer my question,” Alex stated, cutting me off. “Is there a reason why you are out here rather than doing your duty?”


  I shrugged and started telling him of our adventures from the past several hours. Since most vampires tended to be backstabbing assholes, I would normally err on the side of caution with one I didn’t know too well. Unfortunately, James’s hands were kind of tied in this situation. Being that my choices of who to trust were limited to Francois, Turd, and Alex, it seemed to be a pretty obvious choice to me.


  Several times during the telling, Alex raised an intrigued eyebrow at my story. Sally, of course, had to jump in at points to correct some of my details and/or to point out my failings. Alex had to warn us back on track a few times after we broke down into our typical bickering. Finally, I finished. Thank God too, as the snow wasn’t exactly tapering off.


  “Well, I guess I should be thankful I ran into you both after your little dip in the river,” he quipped once we were done.


  “Hilarious, I’m sure,” I replied. “Can you take over now? I think we have enough here to hang the guilty parties by their bootstraps.”


  “Do not be so sure. You have circumstantial evidence at best against Francois. Elders are often given the benefit of the doubt in cases such as this.”


  “What about the First?” Sally asked. “Couldn't they compel him to confess?”


  Alex shook his head. “Doubtful. It is difficult to compel any vampire over half-a-millennium in age. Even the most powerful of the First would be hard pressed to do that. Then there is the matter of the Grendel’s leader.”


  “Turd?”


  “Yes. What are you going to accuse him of? Vampires have no laws against music, at least last I checked. Besides, he isn’t one of us. Any direct accusation against him would go a long way toward causing these talks to fall apart.”


  “I hate to break it to you, buddy,” Sally spat. “But these talks are already up shit’s creek without a paddle.”


  “Not the way I would put it, but I can see how you might think that,” Alex replied.


  “Wait a second!” I exclaimed. “You said direct accusation, right?”


  “I did.”


  “What about an indirect one?”


  “I’m not sure I follow you.”


  “That’s okay, I doubt Bill is even following himself,” Sally quipped.


  I ignored her (despite knowing that she wouldn’t go away) and explained. “I’m led to believe that the rest of Turd’s tribe wouldn’t be too happy to know about his little technology fix.”


  Understanding appeared in Alex’s eyes. “Quite true. The Grendel have always shunned it.”


  “So I imagine their leader would be knocked down quite a few pegs if they discovered he was a gizmo junkie.”


  “Blackmail?” Sally asked. “I’m proud of you, Bill. You're playing with the big boys now.”


  “That almost sounded like a compliment, Sally.”


  “Don’t worry. Won’t happen again,” she replied. “The only question, though, is who’s hooking up Turd?”


  “Francois, obviously,” Alex said. “I just do not know why.”


  “Careful, that sounds a lot like an accusation.”


  He smirked at that. “I directly serve the First, Freewill. My accusations carry a bit more weight than most. Still, you are correct. Knowing what is not the same as why. That is why you must get back to the talks. Perhaps then, we might gain insight into this.”


  “What about you?” I asked, exasperated that I was still somehow neck deep in this crap.


  “I will go check on the remains you found. Perhaps there is some bit of evidence that you have missed, something that will help tie this all together.”


  We gave Alex directions as best we could. Hopefully, he’d be able to find the wreckage, and maybe even more. Being pretty much a newborn in the vampire world, my senses weren’t that great. Sally’s were better, but she’s not exactly ancient either. Perhaps Alex would be able to sniff out some clues that we could use to stick it to Francois once and for all.


  We just had to be careful. If the French fuckhead caught wind of this, he’d no doubt try to stick me first...no doubt with something sharp and pointy.


  * * *


  “You certainly picked an interesting time to disappear.”


  “Sorry, James. Sally and I took a walk in the woods...and got lost.” I shot him a quick wink. Hopefully, he got the point that I was being coy (as opposed to hitting on him) since there were others potentially within earshot.


  “I see. And your somewhat interesting choice in attire?” he asked with a smirk.


  “We had a bit of an accident.”


  “Indeed. So where is your hiking partner anyway?”


  “She refused to come here without changing first. You know how women are.”


  “Well, be that as it may, I’m sure you can fill me in on your adventures at another time. Unfortunately, you’re a little late for tonight.”


  That wasn’t particularly surprising, although that didn’t make it suck any less. It also explained why I ran into James on the path to the meeting valley...or whatever it was.


  “They ended already?”


  “Already?” James asked, surprised. “This was the longest session by far. They were negotiating for hours.”


  “Sorry. My watch kind of died. Unlike us, when it goes it tends to stay dead.”


  “I should say so. Alma excrement is full of their fae essence. It can wreak havoc with electronics.”


  Now it was my turn to look shocked. “How...did...”


  “The Alma have a very unique odor. It takes a fairly thorough washing to completely eliminate it. I might suggest a good delousing before tomorrow night’s proceedings.”


  “Noted.”


  “Come, walk with me,” James beckoned me to follow. “The conference has already broken for the evening. We can take the scenic route back to your hut. It’ll give us a chance to offer our proper respects.”


  “Respects?”


  “Yes, one of the outcomes of this night’s talks...a very peculiar one at that.”


  * * *


  “Does this place look familiar?”


  “Yep. That’s a tree...and that’s a tree. Oh, look there. Another tree.”


  James sighed in response. “I meant the area. I believe we’re fairly close to where your friend...”


  “Took the shit heard round the supernatural world?”


  “As always, Dr. Death, you do have quite the way with words.”


  “Thanks, I try. Oh, speaking of my friends...”


  “They’re fine. They took their seats at the table and were mostly respectful...well at least one of them was, Ed I believe his name is.”


  “Oh, well, as long as Tom didn’t get himself killed. Although I’m surprised they were there at all.”


  “Why?”


  “I didn’t think they’d go without me. I mean I had told Nergui...” I trailed off before I said something that indicated my and Sally’s little adventure had been premeditated.


  “Don’t worry,” James replied, “They never left Nergui’s sight.”


  “Well, that’s good. So, anyway, you were going to tell me how badly Francois’s minions sold us out.”


  He raised an eyebrow at that. “I was going to say no such thing. I was merely going to tell you that Francois’s team offered the Alma some concessions with regards to the grave insult the night before.”


  “Uh huh. And pray tell what concessions did they make?”


  “That’s the odd part,” James said, continuing to walk. He seemed at ease, but I could see his eyes continually scanning the brush as well as the flare of his nostrils. If his spider sense started tingling, I was sure there would be an abrupt change in topics. “They offered up to Turd that we vampires would wish to pay homage to the Alma’s dead as a show of respect.”


  “We vampires?”


  “Not you or I, to be sure. To my great surprise, Turd was open to this.”


  “What’s so surprising about them accepting a little ass kissing?”


  “Am I correct in assuming that the envoy of the First brought you up to speed on the Humbaba Accord?”


  “Alex? Yeah.”


  “Then you know that the dividing line between our territories and the Alma’s are quite strict. The forests and mountains are theirs, plain and simple. Cities and towns are ours. Plains and Deserts are neutral territory.”


  “Glad I’m not a big fan of camping.”


  James waved his hand dismissively. “The occasional trespass is allowed; however, that tolerance does not extend to their sacred areas. We’re here today by the Alma’s invitation. Had we stepped foot into these woods at any other time, the response would have been both swift and brutal.”


  “Let me guess, in return Francois offered to let the Bigfeet wander into our areas whenever they liked? Not like anyone in New York would probably notice.”


  “Hardly,” he replied. “There was no such exchange, just the offer on our part. What I also found odd was how the offer’s details were settled upon. On the one hand they’re quite specific, yet they almost seem to purposely leave other aspects as vague as possible.”


  “How so?”


  “The offer is not an open invitation. Only a set number of vampires will be allowed in and only at predetermined times and locations.”


  “So when, where, and how many?”


  “That was the vague part. That notion was tabled for post conference discussions; to be determined between the respective regional leaders of both the Alma and vampire nations.”


  “Francois and Turd.”


  “Precisely, and also exclusively.”


  “Exclusively?”


  “Yes. The Alma have many such places of spiritual significance throughout the world, yet this is the only one that was brought up. Turd quashed any consideration for elsewhere and Francois’s men were quite happy to not argue the point any further.”


  “Because they got what they wanted.”


  “That is merely speculation, of course,” James remarked, although the glance he gave me said he agreed.


  “Of course,” I replied. “Speaking of speculation, care to hear what happened after Sally and I got ‘lost’ together? You might be able to speculate a few new ideas from that.”


  Without warning, James spun to face me. “Your dalliances with that trollop are of no concern to me.”


  What the fuck? He thought I was going to tell him about how I banged Sally in the woods? Don’t get me wrong. I was flattered that he thought I had a shot with her. Not that I wouldn’t have a shot. It’s just...


  That wasn’t the case, though. I looked into his eyes and noticed him quickly glance over my shoulder. Not wanting to turn around and be entirely obvious, I listened. For a moment, there was nothing, but then I heard just the faintest crunch of leaves. I could have easily missed it had I still been yammering. Oh, yeah, the hills definitely had eyes.


  “Your loss, but let me tell you...the things she can do with her legs, woo!” I shot back, maybe a tad over dramatically. Sorry, but I’ve never been good at this espionage shit.


  He let out the barest of sighs. I had little doubt his opinion of me dropped a notch every time we spoke. “Yes...well for now at least, you’ll have to keep your adventures to yourself and your friends,” he replied, dropping a hint that even I was able to pick up on.


  In other words, I was on my own. What a surprise.


   


  The Lying, the Witch, and the...err...Zombie?


  I had just gotten back to my hut, still considering whether Sally and I might need to conduct some more “dalliances” as James put it, when I heard a cry from inside.


  “Ow! You bit me!”


  That wasn’t exactly a confidence builder, especially when surrounded by vampires. I immediately rushed in, hoping that one of the neighboring vamps hadn’t decided to snack on my roomies.


  At first, I didn’t see anyone. Then I heard the voice again, coming from behind Sally’s curtain.


  “You need to watch the teeth.” It was Ed.


  “Sorry, got carried away a little,” a snarky female voice replied from the same location. Motherfucker!


  “Get a room, you two!” I loudly announced, stomping over to my luggage for some clean clothes.


  Ed immediately came running out. Fortunately for my sanity, he was still fully clothed. He did have one hand on the side of his neck, however.


  “Oh, hey Bill,” he said, a little flustered - a rare thing for Ed. “We were just...”


  “I believe the phrase you meant to say,” Sally said, also stepping out, “is that it’s none of his fucking business.” There was a slight smudge of blood on her bottom lip.


  I glared at them for a second, until he replied, “Yeah, I guess she is kind of right.”


  “Men are such pussies,” she commented with mock disgust.


  Ignoring the hundreds of things I wanted to say, I instead opted for the practical. “Are you all right?”


  “Yeah. Nothing a Band-Aid won’t fix,” Ed replied, taking a seat at the table.


  I turned to Sally. “I thought I was pretty specific on that whole no snacking on my roommates thing.”


  “Oh, please. It was just a playful little nip.”


  I was about to make another snide comment when a thought hit me. “He’s going to be okay, right?”


  “What do you mean?” Ed asked, getting a bit wide-eyed.


  “Social diseases aside,” I continued, still facing her. “He isn’t going to...you know...turn is he?”


  “Oh, shit, I forgot about that,” he said.


  “Relax, stud,” Sally replied. “You’re fine. I’m not exactly a newb here.”


  “Well, that’s good. Not that I wouldn’t make a better vamp than Bill.”


  “I wouldn’t argue that,” she said.


  “You both can go fuck yourselves...separately. Where’s Tom?”


  “He went off with Christy after the meeting ended.”


  “Figures,” I replied. “James brought me up to speed on what happened. How about you, did you tell Sally or was your tongue too busy...”


  “Yes, I told her what happened,” he said, cutting me off. “Although, speaking of that, thanks for sneaking out earlier. When we saw you gone, Tom and I thought maybe Turd had dragged you both off. We were going to try to find you, but then we learned you had left Nergui behind as our guard dog.”


  “I already said I was sorry,” Sally purred. “Besides, didn’t I just make it up to you?”


  “Does anyone have a stake handy, because I suddenly feel the need to impale myself on one?”


  “Get over it, Bill,” she sighed.


  I took a deep breath and counted to ten. She was right. Getting all pissy about one of my best friends hooking up with a confirmed mass murderer could wait until we got back to Brooklyn. For now, we had bigger fish to fry. Though the possibility of all-out war appeared to be less likely, we needed to find out what Francois was up to and stop him before he handed Turd any more concessions on a silver platter.


  “Fine,” I said, getting my emotions under control. “I will, as long as you two keep it in your pants for now.”


  “We were just letting off a little steam,” Sally sniffed.


  “Then you should have packed a dildo,” I replied.


  “Well...”


  “Too much information, Sally,” I snarled, before turning to Ed and saying, “No comments from the peanut gallery.”


  He mimed zipping his lips, although he couldn’t quite keep the smirk off his face. Christ! And people complained that I acted immature. This was not the time for such infantile...oh, fuck it!


  Who was I kidding? Like images of Sally and her battery-operated friend weren’t running rampant through my mind. My track record with women has never been great to begin with. Thoughts like that can definitely help a guy get through a dry spell, if you know what I mean.


  Still, in times of crisis one must be able to keep one’s priorities straight. At that moment, figuring out what Turd and Francois were up to was at the top of that list. Jerking off to thoughts of Sally...well, that could be tabled for a later time (and believe me, it would).


  Changing topics, I asked, “Sally, did you bring him up to speed on our little adventure - assuming you weren’t otherwise occupied?”


  “Relax. She did,” Ed said.


  “Including how she and I took a bath in Sasquatch shit?”


  His look told me she had left out that little detail.


  “And I bet she didn’t even brush her teeth before kissing you.” Oh, yeah, we were supposed to be getting back to business. I quickly added, “But enough of that, what do you two think about this mess?”


  “Even a moron could see that they’re up to something,” Sally said, ignoring my comment. “I just don’t see what sense it makes.”


  “Maybe Turd’s forces are even stronger than we thought,” Ed surmised. “It’s possible that Francois knows it and is doing his best to placate them.”


  “Sounds a little weak to me,” she said. “Think about it. If I had an army at my command - one that I was just itching to unleash upon Canada - it would take a lot more than an MP3 player and an offer of respect to keep me from turning this place into the killing fields.”


  “I don’t know. Ed might be on to something,” I replied. “Why else would Turd make such a show about what was otherwise a minor offense? He could have been trying to force Francois’s hand.”


  “Yeah, and maybe Francois has been offering more to him under the table,” Ed added.


  Sally shook her head. “Then why kill the Draculas’ negotiators? He could have just told them what was going on and made them aware of the threat. Also, there’s Francois himself. Every time we’ve seen him, he’s been a smug little prick. The only time he lost his composure was when Bill kicked Turd’s ass, and even then he didn’t look worried, just pissed.”


  As usual, she had a point. Francois didn’t act like someone who was desperate. If anything, he seemed far more like a puppet master. The only question was, whose strings was he pulling and why?


  Before we could continue any further with that train of thought, Tom entered the hut with Christy in tow. Sally shot quick warning glances to us as they came in. Tom wasn’t the issue. I had known him since Kindergarten and he knew more than his fair share of embarrassing shit about me. Christy was a different story, though. I was fairly sure that, regardless of her good intentions as of late, she still had a long way to go before we were going to let her join our inner circle.


  “Hey, Bill,” Tom said as way of greeting. “Glad to see you’re still alive after you left us high and dry.”


  “Sorry,” I said. “Places to be, monsters to see. You know the drill.”


  “Really?” he replied, taking a seat at the table next to Ed and pulling one of the bowls over. “Out in the woods, five hundred miles from nowhere and suddenly you have a social life?”


  “Be nice, Tom,” chided Christy, once again unexpectedly coming to my rescue. “I think there’s enough going on here to keep us all busy.”


  “If you say so, hon,” he replied, scooping a handful out of the bowl and beginning to munch on it.


  Before this trip began, I wouldn’t have considered asking Christy for directions to my own bathroom for fear that she’d fireball my ass the second I turned my back. However, adversity makes strange bedfellows...not that I’m into Tom’s sloppy seconds or anything.


  “What’s going on over at your end of things?” I asked her.


  She appeared to mull it over for a moment before replying, “It’s a little strange. Two days ago the Forest Folk were trying to rally us to their cause due to Ed’s...you know.”


  “Fertilizing their garden?” I offered.


  “Yeah, that’ll work. They even asked us to call up our master to discuss it with him.”


  I frowned at the thought of Harry Decker getting involved. I doubt he’d need much convincing to act against me. “Good thing there’s no cell reception out here,” I commented.


  “It was via magic mirror.”


  “Lovely.”


  “But that’s just the thing. They were beating the wars drums when yesterday it suddenly all changed.”


  “How so?” Sally asked.


  “Before today’s session, we started hearing that peace was looking more likely.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. We all thought it odd, especially considering what happened between Bill and their leader.”


  “Yeah, you totally rocked Turd’s ass,” Tom said.


  “I really don’t want anything to do with Turd’s ass, thank you very much,” I replied. “Go on, Christy.”


  “Well, I’m sure they told you that today’s mood was very positive all around.” I nodded at that and she continued. “Just a little while ago, I started hearing rumors that the treaty was almost hashed out. There’s supposed to be some sort of announcement tomorrow.”


  “WHAT?” Sally and I both shouted.


  “Christy’s right,” Tom replied, still crunching away. “I heard them say it too. Still freaks me out, hearing those things talk. Gives me Planet of the Apes douche-chills.”


  ‘Well, I guess that’s a good thing, isn’t it?” I asked, giving both Ed and Sally a meaningful glance.


  Christy, unlike Tom, though, wasn’t oblivious to these things. “What am I missing?” she asked.


  Crap! I really needed to learn the fine art of subtlety. Now I had a choice. I could stonewall her, which would probably be for the best, but would completely erase any goodwill we had built up. Or, I could spill my guts and try to hope she kept her mouth shut.


  “Dude, what the fuck are you eating?”


  Or, I could rely on a convenient save.


  I turned toward the sound of Ed’s voice.


  “What? It’s just that trail mix shit they keep giving us,” Tom replied.


  “Does this look like trail mix to you?” Ed asked, holding out the bowl. It was full of grubs.


  “Gross!” I cried out.


  “What the fuck!?” Tom yelled, nearly falling out of his chair.


  Ed sighed, “I was afraid something like this might happen.”


  Christy stepped over to her boyfriend’s side. “Something like this? What are you talking about?”


  “Tom didn’t tell you?”


  “Tell me what?”


  “Before we came up here, we stopped off at vampire HQ in Boston and...” Ed trailed off.


  “And what?” she demanded.


  “Tom got bitten by a zombie.”


  “What!? Tom, why didn’t you tell me?”


  Tom, looking a little green around the gills, replied, “I kind of forgot.”


  “Oh, this is not good.”


  “I feel fine,” he added.


  “That,” she indicated the bowl of bugs still in Ed’s hand, “is not fine. One of you should have said something,” she cried. All three of us males gave her sheepish grins back. Sally gave a casual shrug, as if to say she could have cared less (which probably wasn’t far from the truth).


  Christy grabbed Tom’s hand and dragged him to his feet.


  “What are you doing?” he asked.


  “You’re coming with me,” she replied, sounding close to panic. “We can fix this. I know cleansing rituals. We’ll perform them all night if need be.” She began dragging him toward the door.


  “But I feel...”


  However, Christy was not to be dissuaded. She looked him straight in the eye and said, her voice indicating she was not taking no for an answer, “I will make this better, I promise...even if I have to burn that creature out of you.”


  With one last look back at us, his face now mirroring the panic on Christy’s, Tom disappeared through the door of the hut.


  For a moment, silence reigned in the room. Then Ed leaned back in his chair and casually asked, “Can we get back to discussing the issue at hand now?”


  “Harsh, man,” I replied. “Aren’t you worried about Tom?”


  “Not particularly,” he replied with a grin.


  “Why not?”


  To my surprise, Sally answered for him. “It’s because he swapped bowls while everyone was listening to Sabrina there.”


  “You saw that?” he asked, impressed.


  “Out of the corner of my eye.”


  “Why?” I asked.


  “Because I figured you probably weren’t ready to spill your guts to Christy quite yet...”


  “True.”


  “And also because it’s fun to fuck with Tom.”


  Bemused grins broke out amongst us. It soon became laughter. After the week we had been having, we all needed it. Poor Tom.


   


  Ninja Vampire Attack!


  We decided that another mid-day expedition was in order. Considering our near miss the previous day, I originally assumed Turd would have his whole tribe up in arms about spies. After Christy’s news; however, I thought that less likely. If there was a big announcement planned, they would hopefully be otherwise occupied. It was a big risk either way.


  Still, it probably couldn’t wait. If what we heard was correct, the negotiations were close to being complete. If we didn’t act now, then Francois’s fiendish plans (whatever they were) would be set in stone. Once a treaty was signed, the only way to undo it would be an act of war. The vampires weren’t going to risk that...hell, I wasn’t going to risk it. On the flipside, if a treaty were signed that essentially fucked us up the ass, that wouldn’t be particularly wonderful either...especially since I had a feeling I’d somehow wind up getting blamed for it. Asshole vampires and their need for scapegoats!


  Tom was still out being unzombified (and yes, it was still funny), and this time Ed wasn’t about to be dissuaded from coming along, so we all turned in early...or late...the whole nocturnal schedule thing still had me screwed up (stupid Canadians with their idiotic short days). The plan was to wake up during the daylight hours and sneak out again. Hopefully, Nergui wouldn’t give us any crap about it. I’m not sure the excuse we used the day before would work with Ed around...although I guess we could always claim that we were bringing him along as a picnic lunch. Yeah, that might work.


  Part one of the plan went...well, as planned. We rose just before the sun came up, dressed for the day, and prepared to head out. As a precaution, we left a note for Tom, in case Christy ever finished zapping him. It was purposely vague to be safe, but it would hopefully clue him in, although that was sometimes a tall order with him.


  Unfortunately, as with most plans I make, part one was as far as we got before fate stepped in and took a great big steaming dump all over it.


  Thus, when we finally stepped outside, it was only to be met by a trio of...ninjas?


  * * *


  I was just beginning to wonder when I had stepped out of reality and into a Sho Kosugi film, when realization hit. They (probably) weren’t real ninjas, just vamps dressed that way for daylight operations.


  When they saw us emerge, they formed up ranks, blocking our way.


  “Um, excuse me, guys. I need to get past,” I stammered. The good one-liners are never there when you need them.


  “I am afraid that is impossible, Freewill,” one of them replied in a French accent. “Our orders are specific.”


  “Orders?”


  “We are to keep you safe. It is rumored that there was an intruder seen in ze’ Sasquatch encampment. We wouldn’t want to put your life at risk at ze’ hands of those scoundrels.” Frenchy’s smarmy tone suggested no such thing. I should have figured Francois would have heard about our snooping and done something like this.


  “Thanks, but I think we’re good. I already have a bodyguard,” I replied. Unfortunately, a quick glance beyond them confirmed that Nergui was nowhere in sight. Oh, crap.


  “I am afraid that Monsieur Nergui has been called away on other ‘business,’” came the response in that same irritatingly smug tone.


  “Oh, enough of this shit,” Sally said, stepping in front of me. “You have no idea who you’re speaking to. If I were you assholes, I’d get out of the way before...” *ZAP*


  There was a crackle of electricity and she went down like a ton of bricks. Ed and I were by her side immediately. I looked up from her still twitching form to see that one of the pseudo-ninjas was holding a cattle prod. A thin trail of smoke rose from it.


  “Oops,” he chuckled.


  “I’ll give you an ‘oops,’ asshole,” Ed barked. He ran back into the hut, reappearing a second later, shotgun in hand.


  “Hold it!” I quickly said. Gripping Sally with one arm, I got back to my feet, then stepped between him and our black-clad ‘friends.’ “Let’s all relax here before someone gets hurt.”


  “Someone already got hurt,” Sally growled, already shaking off the effects of being tased.


  “You know what I mean.” Still keeping a firm hold on her (and only barely noticing that my arm just so happened to be wrapped around her breasts...they were firm yet soft at the same time...err, anyway), I stepped back into the hut, motioning for Ed to follow.


  Only once we were back inside, did I release her. She immediately rounded on me, black eyes, fangs and all. I instinctively took a step back. Tiny or not, Sally was not on the list of people I wanted to tangle with.


  “We could’ve taken those...”


  “Shhh!” I hissed at her. Then in a much lower voice, “Don’t forget they can probably hear us.”


  “I don’t care,” she said. “I’m getting my gun.”


  “I’m with Sally,” whispered Ed. “Three on three, and us with the boom-sticks...I kind of like those odds.”


  “I don’t care about the odds,” I replied, half-amazed to be the lone voice of reason. “But if you two open fire like this is the fucking O.K. corral, every vamp, wizard, monster, and blob in the area is going to hear. Think about it. Even if James shows up, he’s going to have a hard time convincing everyone that we haven’t gone nuts. Best case: they kick us out of here and Francois wins. Worst case: they kill our asses...”


  “And Francois still wins,” Ed finished for me, lowering his gun. “I hear you. So what then? We just sit here and act like good little prisoners?”


  I shook my head. “No, we can’t afford to do that. I think we should wait them out for a while, give them a false sense of security, and then try sneaking out the back.”


  “There is no back.”


  “This place is made of shit-covered twigs. We’ll make a back.”


  “Or,” Sally said, walking past us, “we just kill these fucks quietly. That’d work too.” She went over to the table and ripped one of the legs off. She turned back toward the entrance, makeshift stake in hand.


  I quickly stepped in front of her. “You need to relax.”


  “No, I really don’t. I have a rule about anybody who puts a couple thousand volts through me.”


  “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” I commented. “But acting hasty isn’t going to help, especially since I’m pretty sure Francois didn’t just put a couple of schlubs out there to babysit us. I’d be willing to bet that those guys know what they’re doing.”


  “Yeah, Bill’s right,” Ed said. “Getting our asses kicked by a bunch of frogs would be kind of embarrassing.”


  * * *


  We spent the next ten minutes arguing back and forth. Unfortunately, as tends to happen with our bickering, at times we got loud enough so that I’m sure the guards outside were more than aware of every single plan we came up with. The dickheads were probably snickering to themselves, in French no less.


  I will admit that thought did make me wonder whether Sally’s plan had some merit after all. Back in college, during my freshman year, the third floor of my dorm was reserved for international students. Let me tell you, there is definitely a secret to uniting people of all races, creeds, and religions...just add some French assholes to the mix. It didn’t matter where they came from or what they believed: Muslim, Jew or Hindu; Chinese, Japanese or Korean; black, white or mixed, they could all agree on one thing, everyone hated the French students. My god, what a bunch of smug, cliquish douchebags.


  I was still caught up in this reverie when I heard a noise from the entrance. The three us of turned to see a flash of light. There was a quick grunt of surprise and then two more flashes followed. I may not be the most experienced vamp, but I had seen more than my fair share of dustings to know one. I had little doubt that there were now three smarmy piles of ash lying in front of our tent.


  Before we could step out to investigate, the “who” part of the equation was answered for us. A figure stepped inside. Though covered up against the sun, the mismatched eyes were a dead giveaway.


  “Well, what are you all waiting for?” he asked.


  “Alex?”


  “Obviously,” he answered, pulling off his hood.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I’m pretty sure he just...”


  “I know what he did, Sally. Now’s not the time.”


  Alex ignored our little back and forth. “Indeed. The time for subtlety is over. Francois’s plans are nearing fruition. The First are counting on you, Freewill. Fulfill your destiny.”


  Okay, that was a little heavy. Still, I guess he had a point. The fate of vampire-kind, heck potentially the entire world, was in the balance. I’d hate to go down in history as the dude who fucked it all up.


  “And that involves what exactly?” Ed asked.


  “Whatever you were planning on doing, human. I have simply removed the obstacles in your path. We do not have time to play Francois’s games any longer. Unfortunately, this place is swarming with those loyal to him. They will not take kindly to the disposal of their comrades, so you need to get moving now.”


  And just like that our original plan was back on. That was convenient. It was nice having my own personal deus ex machina. I could definitely use one of those in my day to day life. Hmm, wonder if Alex would be available for hire after this whole debacle was done with. I mean if I pulled this off, then working for the legendary Freewill might be just as prestigious as working for the Draculas - with the added perk that I’m not nearly as big of an asshole.


  “Are you just going to stand there daydreaming?” he asked, snapping me out of my self-important delusion.


  “Sorry. Yeah, let’s get going.”


  Ed still had his shotgun and this time there was no argument from me when Sally grabbed her own sidearm. That being done, I motioned for them all to follow me. Alex hesitated, though. What a surprise.


  “Let me guess, you have other business to attend to?” I sighed.


  “Sadly, yes. I am still gathering my own evidence. We will get more done if we split up.”


  Ah yes, spoken just like the victims from any of a hundred different horror movies. Oh, well, it’s not as if he was part of my original plan anyway.


  “Fine,” I replied. “Good luck.”


  “To you as well. May the luck of the First smile upon thee.”


  Yeah...okay. Personally, I’d rather they didn’t. It seems that the luck of the Draculas brings with it a flood of unwanted crap, much like giving your phone number to a telemarketer.


  We all stepped out of the hut. Alex immediately took off, heading...err...left (like I said, it’s not like I carry a compass). Within seconds, he was gone.


  “Well, that was a little weird,” Ed commented.


  “There’s a vamp after my own heart,” Sally replied, kicking one of the mounds of vampire dust. “Everyone packing?”


  Ed and Sally both had their guns. That left me. Thinking fast, I reached into one of the ash piles and plucked out a cattle prod. “I am now. Let’s go before anyone else shows up to rain on our parade.”


  * * *


  As before, I let Sally take the lead. Her nose was better attuned than mine. I could smell Bigfoot stink all around us, but she could pinpoint the direction from whence it originated. Even without Grulg to show us the way, I had little doubt we’d come across Sasquatch central soon enough. The only question was whether we could do so unseen. Considering that we were armed, I doubted they’d believe we were just out for a morning stroll. People (and other things) are funny that way.


  Fortunately, luck was on our side...well okay, it probably wasn’t. I imagined that luck was probably waiting for just the right moment to deliver a massive kick to our teeth. What can I say, my almost-year of being a vampire had made me just a wee bit cynical about these things.


  Eventually we came across a fairly well-traveled trail. The number of oversized footprints leading both ways confirmed that we were on the right track. We followed it, trying to look as non-suspicious as possible - and probably failing at it.


  As we got closer and still didn’t see any sign of Turd’s people, my confidence in our plan grew. This time yesterday, the Sasquatch tribe had been mostly asleep. Considering the “big news” that was being bandied about for the conference, I was hedging my bets that the majority of Turd’s followers would either be resting up for tonight’s festivities or off preparing for it. Of course, if we wound up being wrong...well that would be bad.


  * * *


  “It smells worse than the time Tom and I went to that all-you-can-eat Mexican buffet,” Ed commented.


  I had noticed it too. The Sasquatch village was just up ahead. We decided to chance leaving the trail to perform a little reconnaissance. If things looked too hairy (hah, I kill me), we’d bug out, hopefully without being caught.


  “There,” Sally whispered. Sure enough, I could see crude huts ahead. All looked quiet. So far, so good.


  We found a patch of dense bushes that offered both concealment as well as a good view. We hunkered down and proceeded to watch.


  For several minutes, there was little of interest to see. I soon grew bored. I have no idea how cops on stakeout do it. I’d be there for five minutes, see nothing and then radio in, “Looks like he’s innocent,” before driving off to find a donut shop.


  I was just about to suggest we either find a new vantage point or start moving in to investigate, when Sally grabbed my arm and pointed.


  “What?” I whispered. “It’s just a hut.”


  “Watch and learn, stupid.”


  “Fine, but I don’t see...holy shit!”


  “Pay dirt,” echoed Ed.


  On the far side of the village, about a hundred yards away, was an oversized, but otherwise unremarkable, hut. I figured it for maybe barracks or a meeting hall, nothing really interesting. However, there was one decisively odd thing...namely the vampire stepping out of it. It was Francois. He was dressed as dapper as ever, holding an umbrella to shield himself from the sun. He looked like a prissy little fuck. If he was a mega-douche, though, he was still dwarfed by the giant shit that followed him...a shit named Turd.


  * * *


  “Motherfucker,” I gasped.


  “We got the asshole,” Sally said, a wicked smirk coming over her face.


  “Yep. Ed, get a photo.”


  “What?”


  “Take a picture.”


  “With what?”


  “Didn’t you bring your cell phone?”


  “Why the fuck would I do that? If you wanted photos you should have brought your own fucking phone.”


  Oh, crap.


  “Sally?”


  “Don’t look at me.”


  “Goddamn it!”


  “Relax,” she said. “Look, they’re leaving.” Sure enough, they started walking off together.


  “How cute,” I replied. “It almost looks like they’re on a date.”


  Ed remarked, “For Francois’s sake, I hope he’s the pitcher and not the catcher.”


  I had to cover my mouth to keep from snorting laughter at that one. Asshole.


  Finally, the unlikeable duo disappeared from sight, seemingly headed toward Turd’s hut. Who knows, maybe Francois had a real case of jungle fever after all. Unfortunately, that brought on a case of the chuckles again.


  “If you’re through amusing yourself, let’s go,” Sally said.


  “Go where?”


  “Inside there, moron,” she indicated the large hut. “There might be some proof as to what those two are up to.”


  Oh, yeah. I had been so preoccupied with the thought of Francois riding himself some giant monkey meat, I had almost forgotten about that part.


  I mentally got back into the game. I felt we were close. I didn’t know what awaited us, but I was sure we were on the precipice of something big. Whatever was inside that dwelling was important enough for Francois to gamble the fate of the world over. Surely, the risk to our lives would be worth it to prevent global Armageddon.


  I just hoped we didn’t have to find out whether or not that was true.


   


  A Sticky Situation


  We took it slow and made our way across the outskirts of the village. No point in fucking this up when we were so close. Finally, we made it. We emerged from the brush behind our target.


  “Should we make a hole?” I pointed toward the back of the building.


  “No, it’s clear,” Sally replied. “Let’s try the front door. We just need to be quick about it.”


  “Okay. Ed, maybe you should stay here and cover our rear.”


  “And maybe you should suck my dick. No way am I missing this.”


  I glanced at Sally. She gave an unconcerned shrug, then started forward. At the edge of the clearing, she stopped and looked around. Seeing nobody, she crouched down and waved us forward. The three of us crept toward the entrance about twenty feet hence.


  I don’t think any of us let out so much as a breath until we were safely inside the structure. Once there, we stopped to listen. I didn’t hear any sounds, but just to be safe I turned to Sally. She quickly shook her head, so we continued forward. The back of the entranceway was concealed by a rough curtain of what looked to be various animal pelts stitched together. I pushed it to the side and stepped through. As I waited for my eyes to adjust to the darkness within, Ed flipped on the flashlight attached to his shotgun.


  It wasn’t a barracks or a meeting hall (thank God for that former).


  “It’s a warehouse,” I whispered.


  “Or a distillery,” Ed said.


  Crudely made wooden barrels filled the area, save for the far end. There, a series of large cauldrons rested over a bed of coals.


  “Do you smell that?” Sally asked.


  “Sasquatch ass?”


  “No, besides that. It smells...sweet.”


  “Sugar-coated Sasquatch ass?” I ventured, earning myself an eye-roll.


  She stepped up to one of the barrels. “It’s coming from inside of these.” It was capped, but little things like breaking and entering weren’t a concern for a person such as Sally. Extending her claws, she dug them in until she found purchase, then easily pried the top off.


  Ed and I both stepped forward to look. Inside was a thick, viscous liquid.


  “What is it?” Ed asked.


  “Sally’s right. It does smell sweet.”


  “That doesn’t answer my question,” he rightly pointed out.


  “True enough,” Sally said. “Only one way to find out.” She reached forward and dipped two fingers into the substance. “Hmm, it’s sticky. I wonder...”


  “Wonder what?”


  Before either my roommate or I could say anything else, Sally’s other hand shot out and grabbed Ed by the throat. His mouth opened in surprised and she jammed her fingers into it.


  “There,” she said brightly. “Is it what I think it is?”


  “What the fuck?” I growled. “That stuff could be...”


  “Syrup,” Ed said, licking his lips - the surprise evident on his face.


  “What?”


  “You heard him, simpleton,” replied a smarmy voice from behind us. “It’s maple syrup. Now kindly step away before you contaminate the whole batch.”


  * * *


  “So now you know,” Francois said. He and the massive form of Turd stood there, blocking our escape. “The question is what do we do with you now?”


  “Ignoring the whole ‘what the fuck are you talking about’ part for the moment,” I replied, “how did you know we were here?”


  “Smelled Tlunta coming,” Turd answered. Oh, yeah. We forgot about throwing ourselves into Sasquatch crap to cover our scent. Argh! What a bunch of fucking idiots we were. On the upside, at least we weren’t caught covered in shit. That would have been fairly embarrassing...not to mention kind of nasty when Sally jammed her fingers into Ed’s mouth.


  “Fair enough,” I replied, trying to buy time...for what, I had no idea. “Now we can get back to my main point: what the fuck are you talking about?”


  “As if you didn’t know.”


  “Actually I don’t,” I said honestly.


  “Don’t try and...” Francois stopped and looked thoughtful for just a moment. “You really have no idea?”


  “Nope.”


  “Me neither,” Sally replied.


  “I got nothing,” Ed added.


  “They lie!” Turd growled, taking a step toward us.


  Oh, crap. Even armed as we were, we stood absolutely zero chance against both of them together. Francois appeared willing to talk, but if Turd decided we needed to die a grisly (and sticky) death, I was willing to bet that Francois would be more than willing to lend a hand.


  Thinking quickly, I decided to do what I did best when confronted by deadly hell-beasts...bluff my ass off.


  “We’ve already done this dance, Turd,” I snarled, taking my own step forward...coming disturbingly close to being within his reach. “You lost. Try me again and I’ll chew you up and spit you out like the little shit you are.” (Did I just imply that I eat shit?)


  To my incredible relief, Turd actually hesitated. It gave Sally and Ed both a chance to level their respective weapons at him, hopefully adding to my threat.


  Still, if Turd smelled us coming I had little doubt he’d soon catch a whiff of our desperation. I needed to keep talking and hope for a break.


  “Is it really worth it, you two? Seriously, you’d both risk war over...syrup?”


  “War?” Francois spat. “You honestly don’t know what this is about, do you?”


  “That’s what we said.”


  “Turd, stand down. I don’t think that will be necessary.” The monstrous ape turned toward him with a glare, to which Francois quickly added, “Please, your mightiness. It behooves none of us to resort to bloodshed...for now.”


  Mollified, Turd relaxed and stepped back. I wasn’t sure if Francois was genuinely afraid of him or just kissing his hairy ass, but whatever the case, it worked. I nodded to my friends and they lowered their guns. This was the break we were hoping for. Now we just had to make use of it. The trick was going to be getting these two psychos to talk and then figuring out some way to make a break for it. I tried thinking back to my high school chemistry classes. Was maple syrup explosive? Nah, probably not.


  “There will be no war, Freewill. There was never going to be,” Francois said in a confident tone.


  “So then why the hell are we all out here in Bumblefuck, Canada?” Sally asked, not really helping things.


  “Stupid Tlunta. You here because Turd is smart. I know worth of sacred trees. Worth that others will pay dearly for.”


  “So...you want to be a lumber baron?” I asked, confused.


  “No!” Francois exclaimed. “My god you are dense. I’ve already said it. The syrup, it’s worth its weight in liquid gold.”


  My friends and I exchanged dubious glances with one another. I was fairly sure none of us had been expecting that. Hell, I suddenly wasn’t sure that we hadn’t somehow walked onto the set of some weird-ass reality TV show. This was almost too fucking surreal to be happening.


  “So let me get this straight,” I said, indicating the barrels behind me. “This whole thing: the conference, the threat of war, everything...is all so you two can corner the worldwide syrup market?”


  “He who controls the maple, controls Canada,” Francois replied, an avaricious gleam in his eye.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


  “Foolish child, do you not know the value of that which you stand before? Why in your country alone it’s a six billion dollar market.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes!” he cried, the crazy coming to the forefront.


  “So all that shit from the other day, the ritual combat and all was a setup?” Sally asked.


  “Quite true.”


  “But what about Turd’s mate?”


  At this, Turd chuckled. “Turd have many mates. She was least favorite.”


  “Harsh, dude,” Ed commented.


  “All’s fair in love and war,” Francois replied with a sneer. “There are always bound to be pawns in any chess game. Take the Khan for instance. The fat fool dared occupy my rightful seat on the First Coven.”


  “That was all part of this too?” I stammered, not quite willing to believe a syrup-derived plot could be so far reaching. This shit would blow Scooby-Doo’s mind.


  “Of course. We needed a way to bring all the parties to the negotiating table. He was a more than acceptable casualty.”


  “And now that we know, we get to be acceptable casualties too, right?” Sally asked, gripping her gun tighter. “Just how I always wanted to check out, killed by Aunt Jemima.”


  “So that’s how it’s going to be then, eh?” I asked, readying myself for an attack that was probably only moments away.


  “There’s no need for that,” Francois said calmly. “Unless you force my hand, that is. Killing the tramp and the human would be inconsequential; however, killing the legendary Freewill would lead to uncomfortable questions. I would just as soon not deal with such.”


  “But you have to know I’m going to rat you out,” I replied.


  “Will you?”


  “Uh, I’m pretty sure I just said I would.”


  “That would be a shame. Then I couldn’t offer you a share of the profits in exchange for your silence.”


  There was a pause in the conversation. Did this dickhead just offer me a bribe? He must’ve thought we had rocks in our head to...


  “How much are we talking about?” Sally asked.


  “What? Are you seriously...”


  “I’m with her, Bill,” Ed said. “Let’s hear him out. He did say it was a six billion dollar industry.”


  “Yeah but...” and then it hit me. Ed was right. I could stand on my principles and try to fight my way out of this mess...probably losing in the process. Or I could take a big fat paycheck, keep my stupid mouth shut, and walk out of here both wealthy, a hero, and without getting my ass kicked. Don’t get me wrong. I like to think of myself as a pretty ethical guy...but I’m not a fucking idiot.


  I looked at my companions. They both nodded. Still, I had to consider the consequences of my actions. I’d be a hero, sure, but it would be undeserved. Also there was a good chance that this asshole would get credit for the peace talks and wind up winning the open slot with the Draculas. From what I had heard, they were already a giant cluster of dicks. Did I really want to make it worse by putting this douche on the ruling council, fucking over a friend - James - in the process?


  On the other hand, not dying was definitely appealing. Fulfilling this would also get the Draculas’ off my back with regards to the debt they felt I owed them. Then there was the money. Not having to work again was a serious perk. I could buy myself a new computer. Hell, I could buy a nice car and new clothes. I could even afford to whisk Sheila away on a romantic weekend for two to someplace exotic like Aruba. But, would she respect me if she knew I had done this?


  Fuck it! It’s not as if she would ever know. Should I ever confess my love to her, I doubt it would include a statement about selling out the vampire nation. That settled it. Aruba, here we come.


  “I think we can make a deal,” I said. “Like Sally said, how much are we talking about?”


  “Ten million at the very least,” Francois answered with a big grin.


  Whoa! Papa gonna buy himself a very nice brand new bag. “Each or split three ways?” I asked - hey since we were negotiating.


  “You misunderstand, Freewill,” Francois said. “There will be no split. The less who know about this, the better. As I said, their deaths are inconsequential.”


  Uh oh.


  I opened my mouth to protest. “Now wait just a...”


  Unfortunately, I was a second too late. One of the barrels went flying over my head, slamming into Turd like a...syrup filled missile, I guess. The container shattered, drenching both Francois and him in the goop. Unfortunately, Turd didn’t budge an inch from the force of the impact.


  “Turd no like being sticky.”


  “You’ll regret th...” Francois didn’t get a chance to finish the threat as another barrel slammed into him. Sally’s aim was impeccable.


  “Move, now!” she ordered, right before opening fire. Before Ed and I could even take a step, both Francois and Turd had each taken a fifty caliber slug in the leg. No way was it going to stop them, but it would hopefully make all the difference in a foot race - which is exactly what we found ourselves in; except instead of a gold medal, the prize was our lives.


   


  French Fried Mountain Oysters


  “Please tell me you’re still packing those silver slugs,” I said, making it back outside.


  “Never leave home without them,” Sally replied with a sly grin. That was good. Silver didn’t mix well with vampire blood. Right about then, Francois’s leg should be starting to look like a giant Roman candle. Unfortunately, I had no idea if it would have the same effect on Turd.


  “Think it’ll stop them?” Ed asked.


  A bellowing roar answered before I could. Yep, that was about what I expected.


  “Sally, you take Ed and make a run for it. I’ll try to hold them off.”


  “Really?”


  “No, not fucking really! Do I look batshit crazy to you?” I yelled, bolting for the tree line.


  * * *


  “Crippled or not, we can’t outrun them as this pace,” Sally stated. She was right. Our vampiric speed was one thing, but Ed was still human. Though arguably in better shape than I was, he wasn’t exactly a long distance sprinter (I had once heard him say, “People who have time to jog should get a second job.”). I wasn’t about to leave him behind and thus had matched his pace. Sally, in a surprising show of humanity, had done likewise.


  “I’m open for suggestions.”


  “You could leave me behind and try to find help,” Ed said.


  “No way, dude.”


  “Good,” he replied with a grin. “Because if you had said yes, I would’ve shot you in the back.”


  “Asshole.”


  “If you two are finished verbally blowing each other,” Sally growled, “we could use a real plan.”


  Another roar followed by a splintering crash told us that the Sasquatch leader was on the move. If we were going to come up with something above and beyond let Turd run us down and tear us limb from limb it would have to be soon.


  “It sounds like there’s only one of them,” Ed said. That made sense. As I had noticed earlier, the settlement had looked deserted. The other Bigfeet had presumably been sent ahead to prep for the day’s events. Still, I would have expected at least a few guards. Was it possible that Turd was keeping his dealings with Francois under wraps from his own people?


  Turd obviously kept some of his followers in the loop; that would explain the squatch that accused us of being defilers. On the other hand, there was Grulg. He was obviously not overly pleased with his leader’s antics. The big question was whether the majority of his people knew about this. Considering the empty village, I was willing to bet the answer to that was a big fat “no.” I had pretty much dismissed Turd’s technology fetish, but perhaps there was something to it after all. Maybe it was something we could use.


  Another bellow echoed through the woods, this one a lot closer.


  Shit! I wouldn’t be able to use anything against anyone if I got my head pounded into mush.


  “We need to make a stand,” I shouted, before I could consider the idiocy of saying so. Seems the Dr. Death persona deep within my psyche was once again feeling brave. Oh, well, it was better than nothing...barely.


  “We can’t outrun him in the woods, and we can’t hide either,” I explained. “But if we concentrate everything we have, we might be able to stop him.”


  “I can dig that,” Sally said, loading a fresh clip into her comically oversized handgun.


  “No killing,” I warned.


  “Aw, you take all the fun out of my afterlife.”


  “If we do that, we might as well sign the declaration of war ourselves.”


  “Bill’s got a point,” Ed agreed.


  “First time for everything,” Sally replied. “What about Francois?”


  “Fuck him,” I said. “We light that asshole up like the Fourth of July.”


  “Ooh,” she purred. “Now you’re making me all tingly inside.”


  * * *


  We got lucky and emerged into a small clearing. At the far side, we stopped and took cover amongst the trees. Sally and Ed aimed their weapons, while I readied the cattle prod just in case they didn’t stop him.


  As we waited, inspiration hit me (sorta). “If he doesn’t go down, stop firing and try to draw him off.”


  “Why?”


  “I’ll jump on his back and bite him.”


  “Will that work?”


  “Beats the fuck out of me,” I replied.


  Sally and Ed both exchanged doubtful glances. Gotta love their faith in me. Oh, well, fuck it. It’s not as if they had anything better to offer.


  We hunkered down and waited. The second Turd showed his ugly face we were going to give him a twenty-one bullet salute.


  Only he didn’t show up. Only seconds earlier, it had sounded like he was right behind us, but now it was quiet - too quiet.


  Oh, fuck! Suddenly I remembered that these guys weren’t just giant, foul-smelling apes. They were giant, foul-smelling forest spirits. Trying to catch Turd in an ambush would be like a bunch of backwoods rednecks hoping to master the intricacies of the NYC subway system on their first try. A sinking feeling hit my gut; however, that almost immediately paled in comparison to the feeling that hit the back of my head.


  *WHAM*


  One second I was thinking how fucked we were going to be, and the next I was sent flying, completely clear on the concept of how fucked we actually were.


  I landed hard, eating dirt (I hoped) as the sound of gunfire erupted behind me.


  * * *


  I was lifting myself from the ground, when a foot planted itself squarely in my back, forcing me down. It was way too small to be Turd’s.


  “You disappoint me, Freewill,” said Francois. “Such a strategy would have been pathetic for a two-year-old, much less a being of your legendary status.”


  I tried to spit out a witty retort, but my face was pressed down into the dirt.


  “What was that?” he asked, bemused. “Sorry, I didn’t catch you?” The foot lifted off me, but almost immediately impacted into my side. I rolled over onto my back with a gasp of breath. Francois’s foot came down onto my chest, again pinning me in place and cracking a few ribs for good measure.


  I blinked the debris out of my eyes and looked to find him grinning down at me. “I believe you dropped this,” he said, bringing up a bloodied hand and dropping something from his fingers.


  The bullet plinked off my forehead (ouch). I looked at the leg holding me down. There was a massive gash in it, partially cauterized. Goddamn! The crazy asshole had dug the bullet out with his own fingers. This guy was hardcore.


  The sounds of battle caught my attention from behind Francois. It was a tree splintering, followed by a cry of pain...Sally.


  I struggled to sit up, but he just pressed down even harder. It was getting difficult to breathe.


  “No no no, Freewill. Let us not interrupt. Turd would be ever so cross if we intervened in his fun. You really should have taken my offer. Your friends are still going to die, and now you’ll be left with nothing.”


  “Nothing?” I spat back. “I can still rat you out.”


  “And who would believe you? You are the aggressor here after all. You came to Turd’s village to assassinate him. It just so happened that you failed.”


  “Assassinate?”


  “Yes. You obviously got past my guards - probably even killed them - in your mad quest to start a war. We even have the wounds to prove it now.” Francois’s sneer grew ever more arrogant. “Why, if Turd wasn’t so busy killing your little trollop, I would almost consider thanking her for setting this up so perfectly.”


  As he rambled, I began feeling around with my hands for something I could maybe use as leverage to get him off me. I didn’t stand a chance against him or Turd, but I’d be damned if I was going to let either of these shits kill my friends without trying to do something about it. All I needed was a rock, a branch or a...my hand closed upon something even better.


  “I’ll tell you this, asshole. Your plan is pretty ballsy.”


  “Isn’t it, though?” he replied.


  “Yeah...pity that you aren’t,” I said, bringing the cattle prod up and slamming it into his smarmy French crotch.


   


  Round Two


  There was an instant satisfying sizzle (although don’t ask me about the smell, let’s just say it’s going to be a while before I can enjoy fried salami again) and Francois let out a yelp. He actually backed up a step, letting the pressure off me, but sadly, that was it. A shock powerful enough to knock a buffalo on its ass was little more than a joy buzzer to a vamp of his age.


  He swung and knocked the weapon from my hand. It was little more than a casual swat for him, but I felt at least two of my fingers break. Goddamn, this guy was tough. If only...


  Jesus Christ, sometimes I can be such a fucking moron. I have this nasty tendency to forget that I have a few tricks up my own sleeve.


  Quickly, before my rational mind could talk me out of it, I tried to sit up. As expected, Francois aimed a kick at my head. Stupidly for him, he did it with the same leg that had been holding me down...the leg with a still oozing wound. I let him catch me square on the mouth with it, sinking my teeth into the still raw flesh without really being aware I was doing it.


  I wrapped my arms around his leg, and held on for dear life as I bit deep into his thigh (damn, if that didn’t sound a bit fruity). The force from the blow would have probably knocked me flat out unconscious had I not managed to get a mouthful of blood at the same time. I swallowed and it hit my gut like a flamethrower. Immediately I felt myself powering up. Time to go Super Saiyan, motherfucker.


  Francois screamed as I dug in like a tick. I felt his fist slam into the side of my head and for a moment was pretty sure I had been decapitated. Fortunately, his blood had also kicked my vampiric healing into overdrive. I bit deeper and felt my cracked skull knitting itself back together. One more crunch and I found what I was looking for. A massive gush of blood washed over me as I chewed through Francois’s femoral artery (or whatever it’s called...I leave the anatomy shit to my friend Dave). I sucked it down as quickly as I could. I was going to need the extra juice.


  Finally, with one last gulp, I shoved Francois away before he could try and punt a field goal with my head again. He went flying back, nearly to the edge of the clearing.


  I stood up, feeling his power course through me. Suddenly a worried thought hit me. I waited for a second; however, no change came over me. A moment later, I realized why. As amped up as I was (and believe me, I felt like I could bench a truck), Francois’s blood wasn’t as strong as that which had transformed me two days prior. Heck, it wasn’t even in the same ballpark.


  That was a sobering thought. Somewhere out there was a vamp whose power made James and Francois look like children comparatively.


  I was brought out of my ill-timed reverie by another of Turd’s growls from off in the trees. My friends! Hopefully I wasn’t too late. I turned to where Francois lay. Amazingly, he was getting back to his feet. His leg was still gushing, but even as I watched, I could see the flow beginning to slacken. With the silver bullet out of his leg, his healing was starting to kick back in. Still, he had lost a lot of blood. He was currently no match for me and he knew it.


  “Enjoy your friends’ funeral, assassin.” He turned and ran. Even with his mangled leg, he was gone from my sight within moments. His speed was now mine as well, though. I turned toward where I had heard the sounds of battle. The world seemed to slow as I accelerated far past my normal limits. Maybe there was still time.


  * * *


  Yep, there was still time.


  “Hurry up and fucking reload!” I heard Sally’s voice from up ahead. “I can’t do this all day.”


  In the space of a heartbeat, I came upon them. Ed was busy jamming shells into his shotgun. Sally, being both faster and more durable, was playing a dangerous game of chicken with Turd - a game she couldn’t win.


  From the look of things, Turd had already bounced her off a few rocks. Her left arm hung at a bad angle, one side of her face was bruised almost beyond recognition, and blood flowed freely from a gash on her scalp. Still, she continued bobbing and weaving, trying to stay just out of his reach.


  “She-tlunta give up and Turd make death painless,” the chieftain of the Sasquatch growled, taking another swing at her. Sally backed up, but her feet got tangled in the brush. She went down.


  “Turd lie!” he screamed gleefully, then leapt. Sally’s eyes opened wide as he flew at her. Then they opened even wider as a blur of motion (that’d be me) slammed into Turd, mid-leap, driving him into, then through a tree.


  “It’s about time,” I heard her gasp.


  “You’re wel...” was all I was able to get out before Turd backhanded me off of him. I went flying and once more landed ungracefully in the dirt. It hurt a lot more than when he had hit me the day before. I needed to remember that this battle wasn’t going to be as easy. I had Francois’s strength, but for all I knew I was still heavily outclassed by Turd.


  Oh, well, only one way to find out. I got back to my feet and faced the now extremely pissed off Bigfoot leader. I raced forward and drove a fist into his gut. He let out a heavy “Oof!” but then nailed me with his own swing, easily knocking me aside. It felt like being hit by a freight train. Once again, I felt my overcharged healing kicking in to mend bone. Still, the exchange had answered my question. I was faster, but Turd was definitely stronger.


  Oh, well, I could still use that. I had been in enough scrapes to know a thing or two about facing down a superior opponent. I just had to time things right. If I could bring Turd down to my level, I could maybe stun him enough for us to get away.


  I just stood there as he charged forward, opening my eyes wide and trying to look scared (which wasn’t all that difficult to do). He loomed over me, triumph showing on his face, and brought his two massive fists down...onto nothing. At the last second, I had put everything I had into one quick burst of speed.


  I sidestepped Turd, and came up behind him. I locked my arms around him and tried to force him off balance. Unfortunately for me, that put my head just about even with his ass. As luck would have it, just then Turd let out a sasquatch-sized fart.


  Holy mother of all that is unholy! Let me tell you, I have been in the presence of some nasty ass stink in my day. Hell, one time Tom ate a whole bowl of beans and then let one loose in my face while I slept. I thought I was going to die then...but this, this was a whole new world of punishment. I backed up coughing, sure that my eyebrows were in the process of melting off. It was a mistake.


  Quicker than I would have thought a creature of his size capable, Turd spun and wrapped his massive hands around me. I was little more than a ragdoll to him and he knew it. He lifted me over my head and, before I could do anything about it, I was airborne.


  I must have flown over ten yards when - *RIIIP*- I slammed into something and an incredible pain shot through my body. I opened my mouth to scream and nothing but a gurgle of blood came out. No wonder. I looked down to see the jagged end of a tree branch protruding from my abdomen. I was impaled at least fifteen feet off the ground. The branch had missed my heart by inches at most, but unfortunately, had gotten pretty much everything else. I felt absolutely shredded on the inside.


  “Bill!” I heard a female voice yell. Hmm, she sounded vaguely familiar. Wish I could’ve spared a few moments of thought trying to remember her name. Sadly, there wasn’t much room in my head for anything other than, “HOLY MOTHER OF GOD, THAT FUCKING HURTS!!”


  Oh, no! Not that!


  Amidst the pain, I could feel a glimmer of red rage building up in my head. My involuntary Freewill powers were kicking in. A part of me wanted to give in to it. I knew the change increased my power far beyond what even Francois’s blood could provide. In its grasp, my body would probably shrug off this injury. Even better, my mind would blank out and I wouldn’t feel or remember a thing.


  The rational part of my brain knew that would be a mistake. There was little doubt I could and probably would kill Turd in that state. That would be bad...really bad. It would mean war. Even beyond that, though, I didn’t trust this Mr. Hyde persona hiding deep inside me. So far it hadn’t hurt anyone I cared about, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t. Neither Ed nor Sally would be able to escape if I decided to turn against them. That thought sobered me up.


  I brought up a hand and slapped my own face. My head rocked back from the impact...oh yeah, I was still amped on Francois’s blood. That’s the second time I’ve done that. Idiot! I really needed to remember my own strength. Fortunately, it served its purpose. My head cleared a bit and I felt the rage recede back toward controllable levels.


  I looked down to see Turd standing there, his arms raised in triumph. Asshole!


  No, wait...make that stupid asshole.


  He was either too busy gloating or just didn’t consider my other friends to be a threat. It was going to cost him.


  A shotgun blast rang out through the forest. The slug caught Turd in the side. There was a spray of blood, but the impact itself barely rocked him. It did, however, get his attention, which was apparently the goal.


  Turd didn’t notice that Sally had gotten back to her feet. She tackled him at the knees from behind and he went down hard. She then leapt upon his back and brought her fist down into the back of his head, hitting with enough force to crack a cinder block. It was a hell of a shot, but I doubted it would do much against Turd’s thick skull.


  She looked up at me. “Well, are you going to hang around all day?”


  You gotta love Sally, supreme bitch that she is. But, she had a point. As much pain as I was in, I wasn’t dust yet. As bad as it might be, I would (probably) survive. It was time to extricate myself from this mess.


  Pity it was going to hurt...a lot.


  * * *


  Did I say it was going to hurt? Hurt would have been a pleasant vacation compared to the all-consuming agony that transpired. I gripped the end of the branch that was sticking through my front and snapped it off. Unfortunately, doing so vibrated the part still stuck inside of me, which had the effect of making it feel like someone was taking a hacksaw to my internals. Tears streamed down my face from the effort. Sadly, I still wasn’t done.


  Bracing my feet against the trunk, I pushed. Doing so scraped the shit out of my organs, but finally, after what seemed an eternity of pain, I was free...free to land face-first on the hard unforgiving ground, the only cushion being a slurry of my own bodily fluids.


  “Any year now,” Sally growled, still doing her best to keep Turd grounded.


  “Are you all right, Bill?” came Ed’s far more sympathetic voice. I felt his arm loop around mine as he attempted to get me back to my feet.


  “No,” I gasped through a mouthful of blood.


  I looked up at my friend and realized I could hear his heart thumping away. Francois’s power was mine, but so were his heightened senses. Even aside from all the gore I was covered in, I could still smell the blood running through Ed’s veins. Worst of all, I wanted it...badly.


  No! I recoiled from his touch, not even wanting to consider the thought.


  “What?” he asked, worry masking his face.


  “Stay back,” I warned in a slightly stronger voice than before. “I’m having a vampire moment here.” I needed to concentrate on something else. I had never felt so intensely the need for blood. Then again, I had never gotten a six inch hole punched through my gut either. Live and learn.


  I began to realize that I was indeed going to live. With every second that passed, I felt the pain continue to recede. Older vampires are stronger and heal a shitload faster than us newbs. Fortunately, Francois was pretty damn old. I could feel my insides knitting themselves back together. Within a few minutes, I was going to be back in the fight.


  Sadly, I didn’t have those few minutes. Without warning, Turd rolled over and brought up a massive fist. He hit Sally full-on and she went flying. She landed hard, finally skidding to a stop...unmoving, either stunned or fully unconscious.


  Ed, raised his gun, but I said, “No,” even as I was already on the move again. It hurt like a motherfucker to do so, but I had a feeling it was going to hurt much worse if I didn’t end this quickly.


  Ignoring the pain, I grabbed one of Turd’s big feet (hah!) before he could stand. Using my stolen strength, I began to turn, dragging the oversized monkey with me. He had no leverage save to claw at the dirt and it wasn’t enough.


  I spun faster and centripetal force took over. Turd’s body left the ground, just like a kid being swung in a circle by an adult...except for the fact that he weighed half-a-ton, smelled like shit, and the landing I had in mind would be anything but gentle.


  “Let Turd go!” he bellowed.


  “As you wish!” I cried, bringing my momentum to a furious climax and letting go (damn, I really needed to watch the porno puns). It was a hell of a toss. Turd went careening through the air before smashing headfirst into the base of a tree.


  “And the shit hits the fan!” I yelled, right before losing my balance and falling on my ass.


  “Nice one, bro,” Ed said, offering me a hand, three of them to be precise (I’d been spinning pretty fast). I eventually grabbed the correct one and he hauled me to my feet.


  “Yeah,” I gasped. “That was pretty damn clever.”


  “I meant the throw, not the line.”


  “Everyone’s a critic.”


  “Yeah, well everyone’s going to be a dead critic if we don’t get moving,” he dragged me in the direction where Sally still lay. “I don’t think that’s going to keep him down.”


  He was right. There’d be plenty of time for patting ourselves on the back later. We needed to beat feet before Turd got back up.


  We reached Sally and I turned her over. A small groan escaped her split lips, which was good. Unfortunately, the rest of her didn’t resemble any part of good. She looked like she’d been run over and then dragged by a team of horses. I could see missing teeth, a broken nose, and God knows how many other contusions, but she was alive...at least in the vampire sense.


  “Still want to bang her?” I asked Ed.


  “What?” he joked. “A little makeup and you’d never notice.”


  “God, I hope she can’t hear us,” I said, hoisting her up and throwing her limp form over my shoulder.


  “Me too...hey! What the fuck are you doing?”


  “Sorry, man. We need to move fast, which means you need to shut up and play the bitch.” I grabbed Ed with my free arm, and tossed him over my other shoulder. Fortunately, I still had a little nitrous left in my system. I was carrying two people, but they practically felt like feathers. “Now keep your head down. This could get tricky.”


  Thus, without further ado, I began running - putting as much of my stolen speed to bear as I could...hoping that I was going in the right direction.


  If not, it would prove to be a fatal mistake for us all.


   


  Crossing Enemy Lines


  Luckily for me, I’m not a complete idiot. I had gotten only about a hundred yards when I remembered to use all of my senses. I sniffed the air and caught multiple scents. I’m not a bloodhound, so rather than try to figure out which one was what, I simply put the ass-like stench of the Sasquatches behind me and kept all of the others to my front.


  “I think I’m gonna puke,” Ed complained as I ran.


  “Aim for Sally!” I shouted back. “I like these pants.” Whether or not he heard me, I’m not sure. At the speed I was making, there was a lot of wind hitting my face. And damn, I was making good speed. Hadn’t I been impaled only a few minutes earlier? My gut was still tender, but the worst of the damage had already been repaired. Hot damn, elder vampire powers were awesome. To think that one day I’d have that kind of power all the time, well it was a little heady. Of course, that assumed I lived long enough...a big assumption as of late.


  “Don’t look down,” I said, spotting a small ravine ahead and having absolutely no desire to go around it.


  “Why...Oh, God!” came the reply as I vaulted the thirty foot crevasse.


  Yep, he looked down. Oh, well, I did warn him. I landed on the far side with a few feet to spare then continued onward. Hopefully, wherever my nose was leading me would be friendly.


  * * *


  Sorta friendly counts too, I guess. I had been hoping to emerge in the vampire encampment and maybe find James. Then I could tell him...hmm, actually I had no idea what I was going to tell him. The whole thing was so stupidly convoluted as to sound entirely unbelievable. I mean seriously, syrup...really?


  That point turned out to be moot, though. I saw a camp up ahead and it was definitely not ours. I really didn’t care at that point. I could feel the power rapidly draining from me. The impaling and the extra juice required to stitch up my innards had depleted my batteries. I could feel Ed and Sally getting heavier and myself getting slower. As long as I didn’t emerge into the waiting arms of Francois and his buddies, I would be happy.


  “It’s the Freewill,” a female voice shouted. “And he’s carrying victims!”


  Or maybe not.


  I stopped at the edge of the clearing, not wanting to further agitate the white-robed witch who stood there, arms up in a defensive gesture. Great, of all the various life forms there, I had to stumble upon the magical morons who wanted me dead.


  “Relax,” I said, holding up my hands. “We’re all under truce here.” I lowered Ed to the ground. “See, no victims.”


  Her eyes then shifted to Sally, still lying over my shoulder. “The beast has turned on his own kind!”


  Now others of her coven were starting to emerge and they didn’t look happy. I quickly scanned the area. Where the fuck was Christy? If she was off porking my roommate and I got fried because of it, I was gonna be just a wee bit pissed at them both.


  “Open your fucking eyes,” Ed snapped at her. “Stupid is no way to go through life.”


  A confused, if somewhat insulted, look came over the witch’s face as her companions began to gather round.


  “Way to improve the situation,” I said out of the corner of my mouth. “Help me with Sally.”


  I lowered her to the ground and her eyes fluttered open. “Where are we?” she weakly asked.


  “About to get zapped by the mages guild...you know, the usual.”


  I got an eye-roll for that. Beaten to a pulp though she might be, Sally was back in the game. I offered a hand to help her up.


  “You shouldn’t have come here, Freewill,” an older witch said, stepping forward. “You are not wel...”


  “Sorry, they’re with me,” a voice called from behind her. Suddenly Christy and Tom were there, pushing their way to the front. Tom didn’t look so hot...actually scratch that, he did. In fact, he kind of looked like a boiled lobster. His skin was all red as if he had been repeatedly scalded.


  “They’re here at my...invitation,” Christy said to the older witch. “To help...foster...the peace.”


  “They look like they just stepped out of a slaughterhouse,” the other witch pointed out.


  “Well, you know vampires,” Christy replied in a chipper voice. “Filthy animals that they are.”


  “Fuc...” Sally started to say, when I clamped a hand over her mouth.


  “What my friend meant to say was sorry about that,” I quickly stammered out. “You know us vampires. We just can’t control the ol’ bloodlust.”


  A ripple of tension passed through the assembled coven. For a second I was sure we were about to get fireballed. Finally, the elder witch spoke again, “Just because we are under truce, do not think our mission has changed, Freewill. You would be wise to slink back to whatever foul grave you crawled from.” With that, she waved at the others to disperse. She began to walk away, but not before turning back. “The master will hear of this, Christy. You’re playing a dangerous game.”


  “Nice to meet you too!” I called after her before turning to Tom. “What the hell happened to you?”


  “I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s just say I had one horrific day.”


  I raised an eyebrow at that, then gestured to myself and Sally.


  He just shrugged and replied, “Doesn’t look so bad.”


  I immediately had to restrain Sally from rearranging his beet-red face. Unsurprisingly, she still had a little fight left in her. “Down girl!”


  Ignoring our antics, Christy stepped forward and asked, “What happened?”


  “I don’t think we have time for the full story right now,” I replied. “We need to get back and find James.”


  “James?”


  “One of the few non-asshole vampires I know. He’s one of the good guys.”


  “Oh. Sadly, time might be shorter than you think. We were all getting ready to head over to the meeting place.”


  “Great, I really need to invest in one of those rugged sports watches.”


  “Dude,” Tom said. “Maybe you should invest in a new shirt first. Showing up looking like the lone survivor of a horror movie might not exactly fit the dress code.”


  “So says lobster boy,” I shot back.


  “Enough,” spat Sally, stepping in front of me. “You two can fondle each other’s balls later. We need to find James before Francois and Turd can convince every creature here to put you on their most wanted list.”


  “She’s got a point, Bill,” Ed replied. “Time is not on our side.”


  “Agreed,” I said. “Let’s get going.” I took a step and then stopped. “You too, Christy.”


  “Me?”


  “Yeah...you’ve earned the truth.”


  She looked surprised for a moment, but then smiled. “Thank you, Bill.”


  “Welcome to the inner circle,” Tom proudly stated.


  “Besides, Christy,” I continued, “If this turns into a cluster fuck - which I’m sure it will - they can’t touch you. I’d prefer that at least one person makes it out of this mess alive knowing the truth.” (As idiotic as that truth might be)


  * * *


  “Are you okay?”


  “Just need a minute,” I gasped. Nearly back to our own encampment, I had gotten lightheaded. The next thing I knew, I was down on one knee.


  “What’s wrong?” Sally asked.


  “Nothing,” I replied, getting back to my feet. “I’m just running on empty. Francois’s blood has worn off and I lost a ton of my own back there.” It was the truth. Between the fight, the trauma, and the running; I had used up everything I had. Now even the adrenalin in my system was fading, leaving me wanting to do nothing more than crawl into bed for the next couple of years. It was a pity that a rest break didn’t seem to be in my near future. If any fighting broke out right then, the best I’d be able to do is stand there and let the bad guys break their hands against my face.


  I took a couple of deep breaths to steady myself, then turned to tell my companions to keep moving. I saw my roommates exchange a meaningful glance.


  “What?” I asked, ready to spit out a pithy comment regarding their sexuality.


  “Here,” Ed said. With that, he held out his hand, wrist up.


  “Me too, bro,” Tom added, doing the same.


  I looked down at their outstretched arms in confusion. “You want to hold hands with me? I’m flattered.”


  “Don’t be a fucktard your entire life,” Ed snapped. “Blood. You need it. Go ahead and take some.”


  “What!?” I stammered, horrified - partly because I was tempted to take them up on the offer.


  “You heard him,” Tom said. “Just don’t tell anyone about this. It would be weird.”


  Sally sighed, but then offered her hand too. “Might as well count me in. You’ll get more bang from mine than from the fleshbags anyway.”


  I was...touched. “You’d all do this for me?”


  Tom just laughed. “Dude, we’re you’re buds...just as long as you don’t make a habit of it.”


  “What the meatwad said,” Sally added. “Besides, if you go down, chances are I’ll come tumbling after. We are partners, after all.”


  I didn’t know what to say, but I did know what to feel. I was proud as all hell to know them. With them at my side, I could face down every single Turd that life had to throw at me.


  “Thanks, guys. I mean it,” I replied. “If I didn’t have enough to go on before, I think I do now. Suddenly I feel a lot better.”


  “Are you sure?” Sally asked.


  “Well, maybe I’ll still bite you...but only if you beg me first.”


  “Moment’s over,” she declared, putting her arm down.


  “Aw, you know you will someday,” I joked, right before noticing Christy. She had been watching the whole thing. She actually had tears in her eyes.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, in a low voice.


  “For what?”


  “For everything. We’ve been wrong about you. You don’t deserve our wrath.”


  “I’ve been telling you that, silly,” Tom said fondly.


  “I’m going to tell Harry that when we get back.”


  “Are you sure?” I asked. “He doesn’t seem like the type who’ll take no too kindly.”


  “I’ll be okay. He needs to know that you’re not going to be our downfall. The prophecy must be wrong.”


  “Thanks, Christy. I mean it.” A smile crossed my face and I really did find I had the strength to go a little further. I started to walk.


  “One more thing, Bill,” she said.


  “Huh?”


  She turned to Tom instead. “Hon, remember that warding powder I gave you for your apartment?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Be sure to vacuum it up before you let Bill step over it. It...kinda would have...vaporized him.”


  “What!?” I shouted, my jaw dropping open.


  She smiled sheepishly at me. “Technically our truce was only for the duration of the conference.”


  * * *


  The vampire camp was mostly deserted. I didn’t see any of Francois’s goons, which was good. Unfortunately, I also still didn’t see Nergui, which was not so great. I would’ve felt better if we had him there backing us up, just in case. But, oh, well. I knew this wasn’t going to be easy.


  We decided to take a few minutes to freshen up. Tom was right about showing up looking like the last survivors of a Jason Voorhees massacre.


  I had just barely put on a fresh shirt when I heard sounds coming from outside. I peeked out and spotted some figures walking in our direction. It was James and his people. Nergui was by their side.


  “Thank God,” I said, stepping out to meet them. A smile broke out on my face. “You have no idea how glad I am to see you.”


  James, however, didn’t return my mood. “Alas, I wish I could say the same, Dr. Death,” he said with a nod to his people. They immediately moved to surround me. “For now, I am afraid that you are my prisoner.”


   


  Guilty By Association


  “Let me guess,” I said, not entirely surprised. “I tried to assassinate Turd and Francois?”


  “You might not wish to sound so glib,” James warned. “Others might view what you just said as a confession.”


  I turned to Sally and Ed. “I knew I shouldn’t have let that asshole get a head start.”


  “I’m assuming you’re just going to ignore what I said about watching your tongue,” James commented.


  “C’mon, James,” Sally said, “Let’s be realistic here. You and I both know that Bill is a lot of things...but a killer? I’ve owned kittens that were more terrifying.”


  “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I quipped.


  “Be that as it may,” James continued. “Francois showed up at camp not long ago. He was gravely injured and had quite the tale to tell. He told me and any Alma that were present. He even managed to summon the moderator early.”


  “In other words, anyone who would listen.”


  “Exactly. I hate to say it, Dr. Death, but your impressive display of power against the Alma leader the other day has only fueled this speculation.”


  “Yeah, but do you believe it?” Ed asked.


  James smiled and replied, “Well, I have seen Dr. Death in action under other circumstances. To say that I was less than impressed...”


  “Yeah, yeah, we get the point,” I interrupted, annoyed that I was being both arrested and insulted in the same breath. “So then why this?” I motioned around us.


  Sally replied, “It’s obviously to keep you alive, stupid.”


  “As always, my dear, you are quite astute with your observations,” James said, a note of admiration working its way into his voice. “I am limited in regards to my actions here. However, Francois could not have refused my aid without sounding suspicious. Thus by taking you into custody ourselves, Nergui and I can ensure that you remain unharmed until you get a chance to speak your peace.”


  “Makes sense,” I replied. “I do prefer the unharmed part. Although speaking of which...Nergui, where the fuck have you been?”


  My so-called bodyguard remained silent. He simply stood there by James’s side.


  “I’m afraid he can’t answer,” James said. “He’s been like this ever since I found him. Poor fellow was standing there guarding a tree stump, most likely thinking it was you.”


  I narrowed my eyes as a thought hit me. “Compelled?”


  “Undoubtedly. Sadly, whoever did so is stronger than me. I can’t undo it.”


  “Then why is he here?” Tom asked. “Isn’t that, y’know, a little risky?”


  “A fair enough question,” James replied. “I don’t believe so. Nergui appears to have been given several neutral compulsions. I can’t tell the details, but obviously it includes orders to not speak of it. But, fear not. His honor is unbending. He is here to provide protection at his mistress’s wishes. Even compelled, I believe should anyone make an attempt against Dr. Death’s life that his original orders will take precedence.”


  “Will that work?” Christy asked.


  I replied to that one, having some firsthand experience. “Yeah, it should. Older vamps have more resistance against these things. Also, they can be shrugged off if the emotion is strong enough.”


  “Quite true,” James added. “And I will vouch that there is no stronger emotion for Nergui than seeing his duty fulfilled.” He nodded at his men to step aside for Christy. “I must apologize for my rudeness. As a member of a rival delegation here under protection of truce, you are of course free to go.”


  “Thank you,” she replied, then added. “What about this human?” She indicated Tom. “He was with me when these alleged crimes were committed.”


  “Alas, he is a member of Dr. Death’s contingent. As such they must all stand with him.”


  “Thanks for trying, hon,” Tom said with a smirk. “It’s no big deal. I’m used to Bill pulling the rest of us down with him.”


  I somehow resisted smacking him upside the head. Instead, I asked James, “So what now?”


  “Typically conspirators at functions such as this would immediately be put to death.” I opened my mouth to reply, but he held up a hand. “However, since you are the figurative leader of our side that’s a little different. I believe you will be given special consideration and at least be allowed to speak in your defense. I will caution, though, you should choose your words wisely.”


  “We are so fucked,” Sally mumbled. Unfortunately, knowing my own penchant for verbal sparring, I wasn’t entirely sure she was incorrect.


  * * *


  Fortunately, there weren’t any handcuffs or restraints added to the scenario, another perk of my current station. Marching in with my head held high, as opposed to dragged in chains, might have a bit of a psychological effect in my favor...hopefully.


  Christy left us to rejoin her own group, assuring us she’d keep them in check for the time being. It was small comfort at best. The witches were the least of my worries. Being torn limb from limb by a bunch of Sasquatches was my chief concern right at that moment. Of course, being disintegrated by the giant glowing ball of doom wouldn’t exactly be a walk in the park either.


  Oh, well, I was sure I had an ace up my sleeve…somewhere. Hopefully I could even figure out what that was before it was too late.


  * * *


  In many ways, I was kind of glad that Turd had set me up as the bad guy the day before. It made the crowd’s reaction to my entrance seem less surprising. I was already used to feeling like the heel at a WWE event. I could handle th...


  *Sppt* “Take that, assassin!”


  Ewww, goblin spit. That was fucking nasty. Got it in my hair too. Jesus Christ, when this was all over (assuming I survived) I was going to spend an entire week in a nice hot shower.


  “Ouch!” Again! This time some little six-armed pixie thing nailed me in the forehead with an acorn. It was so comforting to know that, regardless of species, angry mobs were pretty much all the same.


  James’s men and Nergui all moved closer to me. James was right, compelled or not, Nergui was still doing his duty (sorta). That was something, I guess.


  Or not. Some flying thing buzzed over us and spilled its drink on my head...at least I hoped it was a drink.


  Either way it was clear, someone had been working the crowd against me. It was pretty obvious who that someone was. Francois had probably made a beeline back to the conference after escaping. It made sense. After all, he had more to gain by ratting me out than by staying and fighting. He knew I couldn’t kill Turd without starting a war. Conversely, if Turd won he would have killed my friends and dragged my battered body back for the same end result. I had walked right into their trap just like a dumbass.


  Sure enough, standing there in the arena was Francois surrounded by his lackeys. Two of them were supporting him. One of his legs was wrapped in blood-soaked bandages. That was odd. He had already been healing when last I saw him.


  I didn’t see any sign of Turd yet, but did notice an awful lot of fur. Numerous Sasquatches stood around the perimeter of the meeting area, far more than had been there on previous days. That explained the empty village earlier. This was supposed to be a momentous day after all; it was rumored that a new treaty was to be announced. Now, though, they all had a possible execution to look forward to as well. Wonderful; two spectacles for the price of one.


  James and his men marched us to the bottom of the valley. There, all but Nergui stepped aside. Rather than leave and take their seats, as before, they all moved to the perimeter. My friends and I were left standing there, unshackled and unguarded. It was clear, though, that such precautions were unnecessary. Considering the vamps and Sasquatches standing all around, there was no chance for escape.


  * * *


  A crackle of thunder blasted forth, no doubt meant to catch the crowd’s attention; however, they were far rowdier than in days past. Our floating moderator thingee actually had to do it twice to get everyone to quiet down. I was personally hoping to see whether it would do so a third time or just start disintegrating random creatures. That’d be a hell of a way to deal with hecklers. Unfortunately, no such luck. The orb glowed brightly for a moment, possibly irked that its authority had been questioned, but then settled back down to its normal weirdness.


  “THIS SESSION IS NOW IN ORDER...THE GATHERED WILL RESPECT THAT.” The threat hung in the air for a moment or two before it continued. “UNUSUAL CIRCUMSTANCES (unusual?) HAVE BEEN BROUGHT TO LIGHT. NON-PARTICIPANTS IN THESE TALKS HAVE REQUESTED AN AUDIENCE FOR GRIEVANCES. IT IS DECIDED THAT THEY WILL BE HEARD BEFORE PROCEEDINGS WILL CONTINUE.”


  Grievances? Jeez, talk about an understatement.


  “FRANCOIS OF THE VAMPIRES IS RECOGNIZED.”


  Francois had time for one quick look of smug satisfaction before hobbling (no doubt milking it a bit) forward to the center of the area.


  He cleared his throat loudly (douche) and said, “Today was to have been a momentous occasion. In a show of mutual respect, my people and our honorable rivals have been meeting outside of the confines of this conference...”


  “THAT IS HIGHLY UNUSUAL,” the glow-ball interrupted.


  “Unusual, but necessary. We wished to meet each other face to face as equals, away from the eyes of those who have sought to disrupt the peace process.” He cast a baleful glare at me. The motherfucker had no doubt rehearsed this, probably had a script in his back pocket and all.


  “It was time well spent. We discovered that neither of our species wishes war and were able to build upon that mutual desire. In just a few short days, we have been able to accomplish what our ancestors took months to do. Today we were to share those results with you. Sadly, this historic undertaking has been marred...marred by treachery.”


  Whispers, growls, and gurgles of “Treachery!” rose up from the crowd. Talk about playing to the audience.


  “SPEAK YOUR ACCUSATION.”


  “Yes,” said Francois, building up the drama in his voice. “I shall. I accuse the Freewill!” He pointed a finger directly at my face. I was tempted to bite it, but I had the feeling that wouldn’t exactly help my case.


  “Just a few short hours ago,” he continued, “I met with the leader of the Northern Tribes. I had been told of the wonderful news - that our two races would continue to coexist peacefully. As the humble servant (yeah right) of my people in this region, I wished to convey my personal thanks to Turd for his honorable actions.”


  A slight movement in my periphery caught my eye. All of the Sasquatches at the perimeter were standing in rapt attention to Francois’s tale. I could have sworn, though, I saw a distinct sneer of contempt from one at the mention of Turd’s honor. Was that Grulg? Damn, how I wished these fucking monsters were all wearing nametags.


  Despite my momentary distraction, Francois continued speaking. I missed a bit, but it’s not as if I couldn’t fill in the blanks. “...Freewill had already shown his disdain by defiling this place. But, was it enough? No, not nearly enough to satiate his war-mongering. He and his cohorts, whether compelled or simply enthralled by him, ambushed us. We fought back, knowing that peace is worth more than either of our lives. Sadly, you are all well aware of the Freewill’s power. I was barely able to escape with my life, sustaining grievous injuries in the process.” He indicated his leg. “Turd’s fate, alas, is unknown. He bravely fought on, demanding I flee and live to tell of this tragedy. I have since asked the members of his tribe to send a search party looking for him. I can only hope that he too was able to escape the ravenous clutches of the beast that stands before us.”


  Various cries came from the audience as he ended his little fantasy.


  “Murderer!”


  “Enemy of the peace!”


  “Filthy pile of klobagh!”


  I didn’t need a translator to figure out that last one. Motherfucking Francois! He had played them all like a violin. It was like standing in a courtroom facing off against a masterful lawyer...which come to think of it wasn’t entirely outside the realm of reality. The guy was at least seven hundred years old. Who knows what kind of degrees he had.


  Well, fuck that, I say. He may have had a lot more experience, but I wasn’t exactly a slouch. I had a decade of role-playing experience and a semester with the NJIT drama society. Hell, I’ve even watched Law and Order once or twice. If I was going down, I’d do so swinging...verbally at least.


  “THE ACCUSED SHALL ANSWER THE ACCUSATIONS.”


  I moved to step forward, but Sally grabbed my arm. “Don’t fuck this up,” she hissed. Gee, whatever happened to “good luck” or “go get ‘em, sport”?


  “No worries,” I confidently replied. “I got this in the bag.”


  I walked forward and then took a dramatic pause to scan the crowd. I made brief eye contact with as many beings as I could (at least those with eyes) before attempting to entrance them with my oratory eloquence.


  “Francois’s charges are all...bullshit.” (Did I say eloquence?) Maybe not the best opening line ever, but that was okay. I could still win the crowd over. “For starters, you’re several hundred years old, correct?”


  “I don’t see what my age has to do with your crimes, but yes,” he answered.


  Now for the coup de grace. “A vampire of your age should heal pretty damn fast. I say you self-inflicted the wounds on your leg right before coming out here.” There were murmurs from the crowd at that. Oh, yeah, his entire case was about to fall flat on its ass and I wasn’t even finished with my first thought yet. “I think we both know that any damage I did to you would have healed long before now.”


  “Like when you attacked me earlier?”


  “Yes...I mean no! I didn’t...”


  “See?” Francois bellowed to the crowd. “He admits his crime!”


  Oh, crap. I turned back toward Sally. She let out an exasperated sigh and dropped her face into her hands.


  “That’s not what I...”


  “Shall we be forced to listen to more of his lies?”


  “Hold on,” I cried, trying to get control. “I’ll admit there was a fight...”


  Cries of “Deceiver!” and “Treachery!” began rumbling through the crowd.


  “But it was all Francois’s fault. He and Turd...err...there were these barrels of syrup...um.”


  “SYRUP?” the glowing thing asked in a doubtful tone.


  “Well...yeah.”


  “Must we continue this charade?” Francois spat. “It is obvious that the Freewill is either lying or has been driven mad by his bloodlust.”


  Oh, boy, this wasn’t quite turning out as I had planned. Maybe I should’ve stayed in the drama club for an extra semester.


  The crowd was now in an uproar. Innumerable threats were voiced. More debris was thrown onto the field. It looked like they were about ten seconds away from turning into the world’s freakiest lynch mob. I noticed Nergui inch closer to me. Bless his insane honor, not that it would do me any good if a hundred monsters straight out of my childhood nightmares descended upon me.


  “ORDER!” the moderator demanded. Unfortunately, even he was starting to lose control. I had little doubt the disintegrations were only a few moments away.


  Just then, though, the crowd quieted. A hush came over them, followed by surprised gasps.


  I started looking around for the source, when one of the Sasquatches pointed and barked, “Turd! Turd lives!”


  I looked to the far side of the hollow to see (not surprisingly) that he was right. Turd entered, flanked on either side by two other Bigfeet. He was an absolute mess. Blood was splattered across his front and sides. Nail marks ran down his cheek and chest. The skulls he wore across his chest glistened with gore. In short, he and Francois must’ve shared the same playbook because he looked a hell of a lot worse than when I left him. I had merely stunned him, but he looked as if I had backed over him with an eighteen wheeler. Bunch of fucks.


  As he walked toward the arena floor, the Sasquatches around us all broke into chants of, “Turd, Turd, Turd!” Despite the grimness of the situation, I had to smirk. Damn, but it was still funny.


  All eyes were on his entrance save Francois’s and mine. Ours met and locked on each other. I mouthed the word, “asshole” at him and he just grinned in return. Between the two of them, they were going to bury me. Talk about unfair.


  Turd made his way to the center, directly opposite me. Francois gave him a respectful bow and stepped aside.


  “TURD IS RECOGNIZED,” came the booming voice of our moderator.


  “Freewill Tlunta try to kill Turd. But Turd still lives!” the ugly fucker screamed to the crowd. “Freewill want war!” he added, drawing more nasty responses from those around us. He raised one hand to point it accusingly at me. It was covered in dirt and grime. Leaves and twigs stuck to it. I could see ants and assorted other bugs scuttling through his glistening fur. Wait a second…glistening! That was it. Whereas Francois had been smart enough to clean himself up a bit before coming here, Turd had merely messed himself up more. The filthy fucker hadn’t bothered to wash off the syrup. Maybe I still had a chance.


  “Turd wish for peace with...”


  “Turd wishes for nothing but profit!” I yelled out, drawing silence from everyone in the arena.


  “THE FREEWILL HAS NOT BEEN REC...”


  “Excuse me, but this is important,” I said, risking a lightning bolt to the face. “Look at him. I mentioned syrup before and this asshole is practically covered with it. Syrup...the sap from the sacred tree.”


  That obviously meant nothing to most of the participants there, but the Sasquatches around us immediately became a whole lot more interested.


  “Freewill is...” Turd started, but he was interrupted by another voice.


  “Freewill speaks true! Grulg smell it.”


  Taking his cue, the other Bigfeet in the arena began to sniff the air. Each of them had a nose far more sensitive than even mine. Turd still smelled like shit, but I had little doubt that to them he now smelled like sweet shit.


  That caught him off guard, but he quickly recovered. He growled at Grulg, then turned back to me. “Freewill throw Turd into sacred tree.” Oh, crap. What if they bought that?


  “Fuck that!” Sally cried out. “He’d have to throw you through a dozen trees to get that sticky.”


  Guess her knowledge of syrup production trumped mine. Way to go, Sally.


  More murmurs from the crowd. I still wasn’t home free, but at least there was some doubt. Sure, being covered in syrup wasn’t exactly a crime. That fact didn’t exonerate me in the least. Still, hearing a little doubt from the crowd was music to my ears.


  The world seemed to pause for a nanosecond as this thought sunk in. Jesus Christ, how could I have forgotten? Music! Turd was wearing his skulls, the same ones I had seen that iPod stuffed into. It was a slim chance, but better than none at all. I had to hope he was anal about keeping his tunes nearby.


  Before anyone could say anything further, I dashed toward Turd. Screams of outrage flew through the crowd as I stepped up to him.


  Before I could do anything about it, powerful arms grabbed me from behind - Francois’s.


  “No! No more bloodshed, Freewill,” he implored, starting to drag me back. He leaned forward and whispered in my ear, “Thank you, fool. You couldn’t have done that better had I planned it.”


  “Yeah, well plan this, asshole!” I reached back and slammed my fist into his injured leg. He gasped in pain and his hold on me loosened just enough for me to surge forward.


  Unfortunately, I ran straight into the waiting arms of Turd. He grabbed me with his claws, and I could immediately feel the bones in my ribs start to bend. Goddamn, he was strong. It didn’t matter, though. I was close enough. As he lifted me, I grabbed the string of skulls from his chest and tore them off.


  I threw them to the ground, right as I became airborne myself. As I flew through the air, a sound not unlike shattering pottery told me I had done the job. Now I just had to hope...OOF! Okay, first I had to land.


  “ENOUGH,” the glowing orb declared. “SUMMARY JUDGEMENT HAS BEEN PASSED. FOR HIS ACTIONS, THE FREEWILL SHALL BE...”


  “Look!” I heard Grulg’s (I think) voice shout.


  I lifted my head from the ground and saw that I had been right. Lying there in the remains of a shattered skull was a now broken MP3 player.


  “Get up,” I heard Sally say from next to me. She hooked an arm around mine and hauled me to my feet. “I sure as shit hope you have something else,” she whispered. “Syrup and shitty rock music are pretty goddamn weak against their accusations.”


  Once back to my feet, I shrugged. “I’m open for suggestions.”


  Still, maybe it was enough. The crowd as a whole was somewhat nonplussed by my “revelations.” The meeting place floor, however, was a different matter entirely.


   


  I Can’t Hear You, I’m Screaming Too Loud


  The Sasquatches at the perimeter had begun to close ranks around us. This time, though, their attention was focused entirely on Turd and what lay before him. Snorts of disbelief rose from them (I think. Hard to tell with snorts), but they gradually gave way to snarls of anger. Grulg’s voice was chief amongst the agitators.


  “You betray the spirits! You betray our honor!” he growled. Soon similar accusations began to fly from the others as well.


  “THIS IS HIGHLY UNUSUAL,” the glowing thing commented. Since he had yet to proceed with my disintegration, I had to assume he was likewise intrigued. Hopefully, this would be enough to make him rethink his summary judgment - which I assumed wouldn’t exactly be in my favor.


  I turned toward Francois. A look of disbelief was on his face, no doubt at Turd’s idiocy. I mean, jeez, who brings the “murder weapon,” so to speak, back to the scene of the crime? He began to back up.


  “Hold on there, Frenchy!” I called out to him. “You might want to stick around. I have a feeling this is about to get goo...URK!”


  Faster than I could even blink, he was upon me. His hands wrapped around my throat and I could feel his claws extend as they began to dig in.


  My air cut off (can vampires suffocate? Good question. Never bothered to ask about that) as he quickly increased the pressure to the point where I felt my head might pop off.


  My roommates appeared by my side. They each grabbed one of Francois’s arms, but they might as well have not even been there for all the good they were doing.


  They weren’t about to give up that easily, though, thank goodness. Tom grabbed that dopey Optimus amulet still around his neck. He yanked it off and pressed it into Francois’s arm. Way to go, dude!


  There was a flash and one of the hands choking me out began to sizzle. Sadly, the pressure didn’t let up. Who was I kidding? This vamp had already shrugged off much worse damage than that today. Oh, well, it was a nice sentiment on Tom’s part.


  “Die Freewill!” Francois snarled at me, but his voice suddenly sounded far away.


  A fist crashed into the side of his head, Sally’s. Unfortunately, she barely moved him. I saw blood begin to spurt out from my direction, covering Francois’s arms. Hmm, wonder if it was mine. For some reason it didn’t seem all that important.


  I felt all...floaty inside. It was kind of nice. I began to wonder why everyone seemed to be fighting against the friendly man in front of me. He was just doing me a favor...letting me rest comfortably while he...


  And then, he wasn’t there. Another fist had entered my field of vision from the other side. It was now where Francois had been just a moment earlier. Before I could see who it belonged to, though, I found myself flopping to the ground, gasping, and holding my now-gushing throat.


  My attacker was gone, but the damage had been done. I had already lost far too much blood today. I didn’t have any left to spare. The world continued graying out. It was time for a nice long nap...


  * * *


  Or maybe not. An angel appeared in my field of vision, a pretty blonde angel. Gee, if Heaven was populated with babes like this, I couldn’t wait to get there. Rather than fly me to my final resting place, though, the angel then did something a bit weird. She held up her arm and tore into her wrist with her teeth...her very long and sharp teeth. Did Angels have fangs? Maybe I wasn’t going to Heaven after all. Still, if she was indicative of the demons waiting for me below...that might not be so bad either.


  “Don’t fucking argue with me, just take this!” the demonic angel commanded before jamming her arm against my mouth.


  Ooh yummy! I thought, slurping the blood from her wrist - although I could think of other parts I would rather suck on a lot more. This babe was definitely a tasty dish. I couldn’t believe Sally was...wait that was her name, Sally!


  The fog slowly began to clear from my head. I was lying on the ground and Sally was force feeding me her own blood. That was little out of the ordinary. My vision became clearer and I saw not only her, but the worried faces of my roommates looking down upon me too.


  How the fuck did...oh, yeah. Francois had tried ripping my head off...had done a pretty good job of it too if I remembered correctly. And Sally was...hot damn, Sally was saving my ass. She wasn’t nearly as powerful as some other vamps I had mixed it up with. Still, she was more than twice my age. That meant I would get at least a minor healing boost above and beyond my own abilities. Sure enough, it seemed to be working. I didn’t feel particularly wonderful, but I could sense the worst of the damage beginning to knit itself shut.


  I took one last sip, then gently pushed her arm away. She and my friends looked down expectantly at me.


  “I’d have rather been breast fed,” I croaked.


  “He’ll live,” she replied with mock disgust, not even bothering to disguise the smile on her face.


  “Help me up,” I said, my voice still ragged and barely recognizable, but alive...at least in the vampiric sense of the word.


  * * *


  Chaos had apparently broken out while I had been down. I could no longer see Turd - just a sea of angry, smelly fur as the Sasquatches converged in a group, angry growls coming from them.


  My friends were standing around me, probably making sure I didn’t keel over again. I turned and took in the rest of the surroundings. Our moderator hung in the air, glowing an angry green color, but otherwise not doing anything...which was probably a good thing. I saw James’s men off to one side in an apparent standoff against Francois’s.


  Speaking of the devils, James had the asshole restrained in a chokehold. A silver dagger was in one of his hands, tightly pressed against Francois’s back. Francois, for his part, wasn’t struggling. Smart. More powerful or not, he wouldn’t have been able to do much before James dusted him. Regardless, a part of me kind of hoped that he would try.


  The only one not doing anything was Nergui. Apparently still stuck under Francois’s compulsion, he stood there glassy eyed and unmoving. Even with the attack against me, the compulsion was still too strong for his base beliefs to overcome. Oh, well, at least Francois hadn’t been able to compel him to attack me. Glass half full and all of that.


  “What happened to not getting involved?” I called out to James once my throat had mended enough to do so.


  He smiled and threw me a wink. “Your bad habits must be rubbing off on me.”


  “It matters not,” Francois spat. “I’ve still won.”


  The sad thing was he was right. Peace was still our primary mission. Saving my own ass or not, that didn’t change. Even if his little syrup scheme got disrupted, peace would still mean a significant feather in his cap. He would probably wind up with a seat on the Draculas’ coven, and at that point, I’d have made an uber-influential enemy.


  “ENOUGH!” thundered through all of our minds. It wasn’t quite the same as a compulsion, but it got my attention the same way an air horn to the ear would. If that had been vocal, I’m sure there would be ruptured eardrums all around.


  “THESE DISRUPTIONS HAVE BEEN TOLERATED, BUT NO MORE,” our moderator beamed out, again at triple volume. “ORDER WILL BE RESTORED NOW!”


  I gave James a nod and he released Francois. It was pretty clear from the warning, that if he tried anything against me, he’d wind up a pile of ashes.


  “ALL WILL LEAVE THE FLOOR SAVE FOR THE LEADERS AND THEIR RESPECTIVE PARTIES.” It did not sound like a request.


  * * *


  It took several minutes, even with the orb’s prodding, for order to be restored. Even then, the crowd continued whispering amongst itself. The Sasquatches seemed more interested in tearing Turd a new asshole than listening, but at last, they backed off. They resumed their former places at the perimeter, but all kept their angry eyes locked onto their “leader.” Turd’s negotiators, meanwhile, had been replaced. Maybe they had been a part of the whole thing. Who knew? All I could tell was that a new group now sat at the other end of the table, Grulg amongst them.


  For his part, Turd looked worried. A picture was beginning to form in my mind of what his share in all of this was. In exchange for letting Francois’s men tap their sacred trees, his gadget fetish would be well fed. Before you knew it, he and his buddies would probably be all pimped out with Cadillacs, PCs, and big screen TVs. It would be only a matter of time before more and more members of his tribe were seduced by technology. If that happened, within a few years they wouldn’t be all that different from us (in a manner of speaking of course).


  “YOU ARE STILL ACCUSED, FREEWILL,” the moderator said. “WHAT SAY THE ACCUSER?”


  Oh, boy. Turd could still drag me down with him if he wanted. Peace would be maintained, but they could still demand my head on a platter.


  Before Turd could speak, though, Grulg growled something at him in a language I couldn’t understand. The others at the table snarled similar vocalizations.


  Turd finally spoke, his eyes downcast. “Misunderstanding between us...me...and Tlunta Freewill. Accusation dropped.”


  My friends and I let out a collective sigh of relief.


  I turned toward the crowd and caught sight of Francois. He noticed me and our eyes locked long enough for me to mouth “Fuck you” to him. I then turned back to the negotiating table with a smile on my face.


  “THE CHARGES ARE DROPPED AND STRICKEN FROM THE RECORD,” Glow-ball said, thus making it official. Oh, yeah, case dismissed with prejudice, baby! “AN ANNOUNCEMENT WAS TO HAVE BEEN MADE. SHALL THAT TOO BE STRICKEN FROM THE RECORD? IF SO, NEGOTIATIONS WILL CONTINUE.”


  Oh, yeah. We were back to that. Damn, didn’t Alex say that peace had taken a year to hash out last time? I was really hoping, now that the drama was over and done with, we weren’t going to be settling in for the long haul. I was starting to jones for a hot shower.


  Grulg stood and spoke, giving Turd one last growl before doing so. “New treaty invalid,” he said. Yep, I’d better just change my name to Tarzan and get used to living in the wilderness. “We instead offer Tlunta the Humbaba Accord. We reinstate old treaty as was done by our ancestors.”


  Whoa! That was a surprise...a pleasant one too. I once more sought out Francois in the crowd. The look on his face was priceless. I quickly flipped him the finger. No syrup for you, douchebag. Sure, he’d still likely get a seat on the First Coven, but at least he wouldn’t profit obscenely in the process. A small victory, but I’d take it.


  “AN OFFER FOR PEACE HAS BEEN MADE. FREEWILL, DO YOUR PEOPLE ACCEPT?”


  I didn’t bother to wait for Francois’s asshole buddies to open their mouths. Alex had told me I was running the show, so it was finally time to take charge.


  “We accept,” I said.


  With that, the crowd went wild, except this time it was finally in my favor.


   


  A Small Piece of Peace


  “PEACE HAS BEEN BROKERED IN ACCORDANCE WITH THE TERMS SET FORTH IN THE HUMBABA ACCORD...”


  Awesome!


  “THE EXCHANGE OF VOWS WILL TAKE PLACE IMMEDIATELY TO SEAL THE PACT.”


  Vows? Okay, I guess we needed to pledge ourselves to maintaining the peace. Not a big deal.


  “AS WAS DONE BEFORE, SO AGAIN SHALL THE LEADERS OF BOTH PARTIES TAKE A MATE FROM THE OPPOSING SIDE AS A SHOW OF FELLOWSHIP.”


  Hold on...What? “Did he just...”


  “I’m pretty sure he did,” Ed said, a smirk starting to work its way onto his face.


  “Does that mean...”


  “THE MATES SHALL BE SELECTED AND MARRIAGE BONDS MADE IN ACCORDANCE WITH EACH SPECIES’ RESPECTIVE BELIEFS.”


  Tom started snickering. “Congrats, Bill. Guess you’re a family man now.”


  “Fuck you, dude.”


  “Yeah, Bill,” Sally added, not bothering to conceal her mirth. “Have fun staying with the in-laws over the holidays.”


  “TURD, YOUR CHOICE?”


  Both defeat and disgust were evident on Turd’s face. He morosely huffed, “Turd’s daughter.”


  One of the creatures at the periphery stepped forward. Oh my god. It was over seven feet tall, uglier by far than even my worst blind date, and had tits that drooped almost to the ground.


  “That’s going to be one hell of a wedding night,” Ed commented.


  Assholes, all of them.


  “FREEWILL, WHO WILL YOU OFFER?”


  “Who...I...” A truly evil thought hit me. I turned to Sally. “Partners forever, right?”


  Her eyes opened wide. “Hold on! I swear to God if you...”


  She never got to finish the threat for we were suddenly drowned out by a collective gasp from the crowd. What the!?


  * * *


  I quickly scanned the audience and saw all eyes facing the same direction. I followed them back to my “bride-to-be.” That’s when I saw it.


  The hilt of a dagger was protruding from her chest. I recognized the weapon. She glanced down at it, a confused look on her apelike face, and then, without making a noise, fell backwards to land on the ground dead.


  I quickly spun around. “Nergui?”


  He stood there calmly, his arm still outstretched.


  “What the fuck, dude?”


  “The princess was specific in her orders,” he said calmly. “None but she are to wed the Freewill.”


  Holy fuck! That was the thing to snap him out of his compulsion!?


  “I have fulfilled my duty,” he continued with a smile. “I can die with honor.”


  You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. Motherfucking Gan!


  Before I could turn to address the table, an earth-splitting roar of rage caught my ear. I spun back around to find looks of outrage on the faces of each and every Bigfoot in the place. Grulg stood and pointed a massive finger at Nergui.


  Ten of the creatures immediately rushed forward from the sidelines. They descended upon Gan’s overly loyal minion, clawing and tearing. He didn’t even put up a fight. In fact, he was still smiling when he finally disappeared from my sight. Within moments, I saw the telltale flash of fire that said Nergui was no more. Just like that, he was gone, but the beasts didn’t stop there. Driven into a frenzy of rage, they continued to stomp and pound on his ashes.


  Oh, crap. How the fuck did this happen? We were so close.


  “Listen, Grulg, Turd. I...”


  But, it was too late. Turd stood, once again firmly in charge, and shouted, “WAR DECLARED!”


  Fuck me sideways with a jackhammer.


  * * *


  Pandemonium erupted. Howls and cries rose up all around us. Flashes of energy could be seen in the stands as myriad creatures readied themselves for battle. In the midst of it all, I sat back down in my seat, utterly stunned.


  “What do we do now?” Tom asked.


  “Fucked if I know,” I answered honestly. I again looked around. Aside from Nergui, there didn’t appear to be much bloodshed...yet; however, there was a lot of angry posturing.


  Across the table, I saw Turd lunge out of his seat, but several of the Sasquatches present restrained him before he could dive across the table at us. With a nod from Grulg, they began dragging him away...whether to save him from the fight that was about to break out, or for another fate...well, who knew.


  I looked up at the glowing orb of death that just hung there while everything went to Hell around us. Maybe there was still a chance to salvage this.


  “Excuse me!” I shouted to it, my voice barely heard above the din. The entity flashed once, which I took as acknowledgement to go on. “Is there any way you can...”


  “A DECISION HAS BEEN REACHED IN THIS ACCORD,” it interrupted. “UNFORTUNATE THOUGH IT MAY BE, MY DUTY HERE IS CONCLUDED. FAREWELL, FREEWILL.”


  “What? Hold on a...”


  Before I could finish the sentence, there was an incredible crash of thunder and lightning. It was utterly blinding and deafening. When at last it subsided, the moderator was gone. Silence returned to the area...for a moment anyway.


  “Oh, yeah? Well, fuck you too!” I barked at the empty space it had occupied just moments earlier.


  “I’m sure that’ll help,” Sally commented.


  “Freewill!” one of the creatures across the table cried. “Kill the Freewill!”


  Another joined in. “Kill the Tlunta!”


  Oh, crap.


  Before they could make good on their threats; however, a roar drowned them all out. It was Grulg. Fuck! I remembered what he said would happen if we went to war. Just like that, I once more found myself unsure that any of us were going to make it out of there alive.


  Once again, though, Grulg surprised me.


  “No!” he commanded, catching many of the Sasquatches’ attention. “This sacred place. Under truce.” He leaned across the table and looked me in the eye. “Truce remain until sun come up. Leave this place...now.”


  Some of the others looked as if they were about to raise a protest, but Grulg shouted them all down. Eventually they began to back off. It was odd. Had it been my side that had the superior numbers, I’m not sure we would have let them walk away to regroup.


  One by one, the Sasquatches heeded the order. They turned and left. Grulg was the last to go. Our eyes met just before he turned away. I could have sworn there was the ghost of a smile on his face. In the end, he had gotten what he wanted...his honor. Maybe there was something to that after all.


  * * *


  The witnesses to this cluster fuck of a peace conference quickly took the hint. Many of them beat feet out of the area. Others disappeared in a flash of light. A few even melted away into nothingness. While this went on, I sat there with my friends, none of us speaking, just watching it happen. Little by little the crowd dispersed until only a few beings remained. At last, a white-robed figure caught my eye. Christy was walking toward us.


  Tom stood to meet her. I shrugged to Ed and Sally, then rose to join him. Christy had been supportive of me in the end. The least I could do was face the music like a man.


  She gave her boyfriend a hug before turning to me. There was a momentary pause in which I wondered if I was about to get blasted, but then she said, “Just tell me you didn’t plan for that to happen.”


  “Not for a second,” I replied.


  “I believe you.”


  “Thanks. I mean that.” I took a deep breath before continuing. Unfortunately, the next part had to be asked. “So what side are you guys on in all of this? Is it safe to assume whatever one I’m not on?”


  She looked thoughtful for a moment. “The Magi have traditionally been neutral in these affairs. But...”


  “But, now I’m around - the so-called great harbinger of doom, right?”


  She nodded. “There is that.”


  “Do you believe it?”


  “Believe what?”


  “That I’m actually going to bring about the rise of these...Icons? After everything you’ve seen, do you really believe that I’m purposefully going to destroy anyone?”


  There was no answer at first, but then she shook her head. “No, I’m beginning to think the prophecy must be wrong. Maybe we’ve...misinterpreted it.”


  “Although the way Bill’s luck seems to be...” Tom added.


  “Tell me about it,” I sighed. “For all I know I’ll open a can of Coke tomorrow...and POOF, it’ll somehow be the magical resting place of an army of infernal destruction.” A little chuckle broke out amongst the group.


  “Either way,” Christy continued, “I’ll try to talk to my coven. Hopefully they’ll realize we’re going to be busy enough in the days ahead.”


  “I appreciate that,” I replied, meaning every word of it. “Not to push my luck, but could I maybe ask for another favor?”


  “What?”


  “Is it safe to say you’ll be apparating out of here, or whether the hell you guys do?”


  She let out a small laugh. “You watch too many movies. But yes, we’ll be leaving this place via magical means.”


  “Is there any chance you can take Tom and Ed with you?”


  At that, Ed started to protest, but I held up a hand.


  “Don’t argue. Despite what Grulg said, this place is bound to get unfriendly real fast. Between the Bigfeet and the vampires, everything here is going to want to either squash you, bite you...or worse.”


  “Bill’s right,” Sally said, showing almost a modicum of concern.


  Christy nodded. “I can do that. It’s pretty far, but I might be able to get a few of my sisters to help.”


  “Just tell them Bill tried to eat us,” Tom said, eliciting a chuckle from me.


  “Not the way you smell,” I replied.


  “Same to you, bro,” he smiled back. “I wish we all used Dial right about now.”


  “What about you and Sally?” Ed asked.


  “Don’t worry about us. I’m hoping we can bum a ride with James.” I pointed toward the far end of the small valley where I could see his and Francois’s respective groups waiting. Neither looked particularly pleased.


  “Or maybe we can find where Grulg parked our Jeep,” Sally added.


  “Yeah,” I said with a grin. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and they’ll have gassed us up and washed the windows too.”


  * * *


  “You’ve killed us all. You realize that don’t you?” Francois spat, breaking the silence.


  After seeing Tom, Ed, and Christy off, we had rejoined the two groups of vampires waiting for us. We were all walking down the trail leading away from the scene of the failed conference. The woods around us were almost deathly quiet. It was like Turd, Grulg, and the rest of their fun bunch had simply disappeared. It was kind of spooky to tell the truth.


  “He did nothing of the sort,” James replied, stepping between us. “Alas, I fear this may have actually been my fault.”


  “Your fault?” I asked.


  “Yes. I obviously hadn’t thought things through. Gan’s wishes combined with Nergui’s hurt honor...I had no idea the two would prove to be such an explosive combination.”


  “Don’t let him off so easily,” Francois said. “Were it not for his meddling, peace would have been assured and we would have all come out of this ahead.”


  Sally pointed an accusing finger at him. “Yeah, but you would have come out a lot more ahead, isn’t that right?”


  “What of it, you insipid little slut? In matters such as these, there are always winners and losers. Now, though, we are all losers thanks to this inept clod.”


  “Don’t blame me, asshole,” I fired back. “This whole thing happened because of you.” James raised an eyebrow at that, so I said. “Yeah, it’s true. This French fried fuck caused it all. He somehow got the Sasquatches to attack the Khan just to set this whole thing up. All so he could become the fucking syrup king of Canada. Isn’t that right?”


  Francois stood back and sneered. “So what if it is? What does it matter? I removed an enemy and set myself up for a great reward. Don’t fool yourself into thinking I’m the first of our kind to do so.”


  James’s eyes momentarily turned black; however, he somehow managed to control himself. He took several deep breaths before asking, “You risked war over something as petty as monetary gain?”


  “Have you not been listening? There would have been no war. This whole conference was nothing but a ruse. Turd and his minions were pathetically easy to bribe. The First’s negotiators alone would have most likely cost a thousand times what it took to sway that lummox.”


  “I’m sure they would have,” I said. “But you cheaped out and killed them instead.”


  “What?” Francois replied, his eyes narrowing. “Their disappearance was fortuitous, I admit, but if you are daring to imply...”


  “Don’t bullshit a bullshitter,” I snapped. “After all this, are you seriously trying to claim you didn’t have them offed?”


  “Actually he did not,” a voice replied from just inside the tree line. “I removed them from the equation.” A figure stepped out toward us. It was Alex. “The act was regrettable, but alas necessary.”


  “What the hell!?” I sputtered, completely flummoxed.


  Did he just...? The entire thing had come from completely outta left field, catching me entirely off guard. Before I could even begin to digest this confession, though, I realized that Alex, Sally, and I were the only ones still standing. All of the rest, James and Francois included, had fallen to one knee.


  “Lord Alexander!” James exclaimed from his prostrate position.


  “My liege!” Francois likewise bellowed.


  Sally and I exchanged a glance. “Did I miss something here?” I asked her.


  “Don’t look at me. I didn’t get the memo either.”


  “On your knees!” hissed James. “Do you not know who that is?”


  “Uh...no.”


  Alex simply smiled and walked over. “Well, then allow me to introduce myself. My name is Alexander.”


  “I kind of guessed that,” I replied drolly.


  “More commonly known,” he added, “As Alexander of Macedon.”


  The name didn’t ring a bell so I just stood there, waiting for him to continue.


  “Son of Philip of Macedon...”


  I just shrugged.


  Sally reached over and smacked me upside the head. “Alexander the Great, stupid.”


  “Oh...OH!” I said, realizing whom she meant. I probably should have joined the others down on my knees. We were in the presence of a two-thousand-plus-year-old vampire; not only that, but one of the most legendary conquerors of all time. Unfortunately, right then my mouth remembered that it had a mind of its own. Instead of saying something humble and respectful, I asked, “So was your mother really as hot as Angelina Jolie?”


  * * *


  There were shocked gasps from all around and I realized why. If this guy was as old as I thought, he was undoubtedly one of the Draculas...and they were not known for their sense of humor.


  Even Sally took a step back, as if afraid of getting splattered by my impending dismemberment.


  Instead, Alex actually chuckled. “You do continue to surprise me, Freewill. It is most refreshing, and in answer to your question...no. Had she been, I most likely would have never left Greece.”


  “Forgive him, my lord,” James said. “He’s young and...”


  “Stupid?” I asked. One didn’t need to be a master of mad libs to be able to fill in that blank.


  Alex ignored me, though. He stepped over to where James still knelt. “Ah, Wanderer. It is good to see you again.” He put one hand on James’s shoulder. Oh, crap. I hoped I wasn’t about to see the Draculas’ wrath firsthand. It would be totally unfair to make James an example for my failures...not that vampires had any real sense of what’s fair.


  Fortunately, rather than do something dickish like that, Alex said, “Rise, Wanderer. The First kneel to no one, not even those of our coven.”


  Whoa!


  “My lord?” James asked, perhaps the first time I had ever heard him unsure of himself.


  “You heard me. I choose you to fill your sire’s place. You have proven yourself more than worthy.”


  “What?” Francois hissed, rising. “I protest. This is...”


  “This is my will,” Alex said, the threat evident in his voice. “Or would you challenge that?”


  A look of fear crossed Francois’s face. He wore it well. It suited the weasely little dick. “No...of course not.”


  “A wise answer, perhaps the only one I have heard escape your lips since this began. I must say I am disappointed, Francois. This is not the first time you have attempted and failed to betray our race, am I correct?”


  “I was just...”


  “Fear not. Your death shall not come at my hands. I have a bit of admiration for ambition after all, inept though your efforts may be. Fortunately for you, there will be plenty of chances to prove yourself again in the coming days.”


  “There will?”


  “Of course. This is your domain is it not?”


  “Yes,” Francois replied, a little uncertain.


  “Well, I dare say then, you are on the front lines of this war. When the Grendel attack, yours will be the first line of defense standing before them.”


  “But...”


  “But nothing! You have much to prepare for...NOW BEGONE FROM MY SIGHT!!”


  The compulsion was aimed squarely at Francois. Such was its force, though, that the trees around us all shook as if a tremor had passed through them. I may be the Freewill and immune to such things, but I had a feeling Alex could’ve popped all our heads like water balloons had he felt like it. As it were, Francois’s eyes glazed over. Without another word, he turned and walked away. His men quickly followed his lead, not wishing to risk Alex’s wrath.


  A recent memory hit me as I watched them leave. “I thought you said...”


  “I said it was difficult to compel someone of Francois’s age...not impossible,” Alex calmly replied, turning back toward me. “Now that the refuse has been taken out, I must say well done, Freewill.”


  “Well done?”


  “Yes. I am quite pleased.”


  “Um, you do realize I just started a war back there, right?” I asked. “I thought the Drac...err...First Coven wanted peace.”


  “Partly true. My brothers and sisters desired that outcome.”


  “I’m not following.”


  “What a surprise,” Sally commented under her breath.


  “Sally...” James growled in a slight warning tone, shutting her up.


  “Though I am first amongst equals,” Alex said, showing that low self-esteem was obviously not one of his vices, “I am occasionally forced to acquiesce to the whims of the other First, but not so this time. The opportunity was too ripe.”


  “Opportunity for what?”


  “To finish what I began two millennia ago, of course. I had half of Asia bowing down before me when an unfortunate encounter in India led to my being turned. As the recently reawakened, I was forced to obey my master and step into the shadows. Helpless, I watched as my armies squabbled amongst themselves and eventually dispersed.”


  “Yeah, I remember reading about that in history class.”


  Alex ignored my interruption, apparently lost in his own thoughts. “I bided my time, gaining strength and power while removing any rivals. At long last, I became the first of the First. After all these countless centuries, I knew that it was time for our people to step forth from the shadows and claim this world as our own...as my own. Alas, the others begged to disagree. It’s been a point of consternation amongst us for some time now.”


  He stepped forward and looked me square in the eye. “When you were born, though, I knew it was a sign, a call to action if you will. We shall rise and conquer, the wishes of the others be damned.”


  “Okay,” I replied slowly, feeling the crazy coming off of him in waves. “So you planned all of this yourself?”


  “Not entirely. Your reputation precedes you, Freewill. In such a short time, you have developed quite the aptitude for...how do I say this...”


  “Fucking things up?” Sally offered.


  “Yes, that will do nicely. You really are astute, my dear. I meant it when I said that earlier. I see a great future for you.”


  “Thanks,” she answered blithely. Bitch!


  “I knew deep down,” he continued, “That by putting you in a position of authority, you would find a way to fulfill your destiny.”


  “My destiny?”


  “Have you not listened to the prophecies, boy? You are the Freewill, the one who shall lead our forces against our enemies. Well, congratulations, now you have enemies to lead the charge against.”


  “That was your blood,” I said, beginning to understand.


  “Of course,” Alex admitted. “I will say it had quite the effect on you, startling in fact. You are everything the legends said you would be. You just require a bit of polishing before you reach your full potential.”


  “But...the world, my lord...” James stammered, still not having regained his composure.


  “I already told you, Wanderer, enough with the groveling. We are brothers now. As for the world...the world needs a good purging. It has been far too long since the last great flood or Black Death. This time we shall remake the world in our own image.”


  Sally and I exchanged glances. Oh, yeah, this was not good.


  “This is a great day, my friends,” Alex said, clapping us each on the shoulder in turn. “The vampire nation shall rise from the ashes, supreme in a world of darkness!”


  Yeah...a world of batshit crazy darkness.


   


  The Awesomely Important Epilogue


  The world of darkness would fortunately have to wait. Work was my most pressing concern right at that moment. Our trip back from Canada turned out to be considerably faster and easier than the trip there. Once the truce had been dissolved, we didn’t need to worry about the Sasquatches’ restrictions on technology. After filling us in on his plans for an extreme global makeover, Alex conveniently produced a satellite phone and made a quick call. An hour later, a pair of black, heavily-armed helicopters arrived to pick us up and take us back home. I guess it's good to be king.


  Alex and James departed in one, headed for parts unknown. There were preparations to be made on both sides. Despite Alex’s posturing, neither faction was prepared for immediate battle, which I guess was good. I wasn’t quite ready to kiss my own ass goodbye yet anyway.


  Sally and I were flown back to the city on the other, being told that the vampire nation would call upon us when it was time. Essentially the fuckers set me up to doom the world and then gave me a “Don't call us, we'll call you.”


  We spent most of the trip back in silence, a rarity for us. I knew we were both thinking the same thing, but the vamps flying us were undoubtedly Alex’s men. In such company, it was best not to voice our true thoughts on the “glorious” future ahead of us.


  That being said, once back it was amazing how quickly the whole frigged-up experience began to feel like a bad dream. Sally and I had the same top priority once we got back...the world’s longest shower (sadly separate). She went back to Manhattan to deal with coven issues...although I suspected her main issue would involve a massive amount of pampering at the hands of Alfonzo (note to self: stake that guy just to piss her off). I made my way back to Brooklyn where I happily found my roommates waiting for me. Christy had made good on her part of the deal. They had even cleaned up that “disintegrate Bill” dust for me, which was awfully cool of them considering I had completely forgotten about it by then.


  Upon my arrival, I filled them in on what went down after they had poofed out of there. Tom summed it up best of all.


  “What a bunch of fucking cocks!”


  Couldn’t have said it better myself.


  * * *


  Our boss, Jim, was overjoyed at having us back. I was kind of glad too, since that meant I still had a good chunk of my vacation days left. I figured there was no reason to upset him by mentioning that the concept of programming video games was all for naught since civilization was teetering on the edge of total destruction. I’m considerate that way.


  Despite my status of permanent telecommuter, Jim asked if I wouldn’t mind popping by the office on a day when I was feeling up to it. He wanted to have a face-to-face to go over existing projects as well as some new priorities that were coming down the pipe from the higher-ups.


  He was referring to the, unbeknownst to him, bullshit cover story of my “illness.” For me, though, this meant picking a day when I wasn’t likely to be turned to dust. I quickly checked the weather report (yeah, a gamble I know), discovered it would be overcast on Friday of that week, and set our meeting for that day. It made sense. I could stop in and talk to him, then head over to the office to see what shenanigans Sally had been up to.


  Knowing what I know now...I should have prayed for sunshine.


  * * *


  I arrived at the office of Hopskotchgames around mid-afternoon. My first impression was that they had redecorated. The entire programming floor had been rearranged. There was still the prerequisite sea of cubes, but several open work areas had been created.


  One of the database guys, Mike, saw me standing there taking it all in. “Hey, Bill. Heard you were dead.”


  “What!?”


  “Just kidding, man. Haven’t seen you in a while.”


  “Oh...yeah,” I stammered. The joke shouldn’t have caught me off guard; however, sometimes I can get paranoid over the whole undead thing.


  “Like the new digs?”


  “It’s definitely different. One of the VPs get a bug up their ass about the décor?”


  “Nah. Upper management hired these new efficiency experts. Apparently, they made quite the pitch. They’ve been changing things left and right.”


  “More management bullshit?”


  “Not really. Some of it actually makes sense. Go figure,” he replied. “They’re all here today. You should stick around and meet them.”


  “Why would I care?”


  “I think you’ll like them,” he finished with a smug smile and said no more. I was about to pump him for more info when Jim spotted us and beckoned me over.


  We spent about an hour and a half going over stuff. There was nothing really special to discuss, just your typical type-A personality boss crap: him having a near aneurysm about new priorities and me making assurances. Still, he seemed in a better mood than when last we spoke. I learned it was because he was close to hiring a new admin. The relief coming off him was palpable. Personally, I could have cared less. There had been nothing wrong with the old admin. In fact, she had been perfect as far as I was concerned.


  That pretty much ended the meeting for me. Jim droned on for another half hour, but I didn’t hear him. I was stuck thinking about Sheila and how our potential future had been snatched away...first by her quitting and now by me destroying the world.


  We finished up and I said my goodbyes, preparing to head over to the coven. As I was walking out, though, I noticed a few of the executive team exiting one of the larger conference rooms. I remembered Mike’s suggestion. It looked like they were wrapping up anyway, so I figured it wouldn’t kill me to wait a few extra minutes. I leaned up against a wall to get a load of the jokers that were here to make us all super-efficient worker drones.


  And that’s when all my thoughts pretty much ground to a dead halt.


  * * *


  It wasn’t the sight of our CEO that got me. It was whom he was shaking hands with. No fucking way! It was no wonder Mike had been so goddamn sly. I had been told that my infatuation with our former admin wasn’t exactly a well-kept secret. Guess they were right. Suddenly I was glad I had listened to him, smug grin and all.


  Sheila stood there talking to our CEO. Hell, just a few weeks ago, I doubted he would have recognized her if he’d run her down with his BMW. Yet there she was, looking him straight in the eye and talking as if they were old friends. I almost couldn't believe I was actually seeing her again. At the same time, though, it almost wasn’t her.


  It's hard to explain, but she had changed. I could tell that just with a casual glance – not that there was anything casual about the way I was staring at her. Gone was her typical bland office attire. She was dressed in a business suit, an expensive one by the looks of it. She held herself straight and proud, an aura of confidence about her. The shy girl who had, just a short time ago, confided in me about not believing in herself was nowhere to be seen. Standing there was a woman who looked like she could conquer anything that stood in her way.


  Despite all of that, though, she was still the most amazing person I had ever seen...just more so, if that was even possible.


  I stood there gawking like a complete idiot for what could have been hours for all I knew. She said her goodbyes and then her eyes shifted in my direction. Normally I would have picked that moment to dive into an unoccupied cubicle; however, I had changed too. With the fate of the world resting upon my shoulders, the very least I could do was stand my ground and say “hi.”


  When she saw me, she broke out into a big smile and I could tell it was genuine. She was just that type of person (or it could’ve just been wishful thinking on my part…either way).


  She walked over and I immediately felt my veneer of bravery collapse (guess I hadn’t changed that much after all). It was as if the cool, confident part of my brain decided that it was the perfect time for a nap. Fucking asshole subconscious!


  “So...you’re back?” I stammered, feeling sweat break out on my forehead.


  “Hi, Bill,” she said, the warm smile never leaving her face.


  “Sorry. I mean, it’s great to see you again. I didn’t know if...well...I would ever...”


  She giggled at that. “You can’t get rid of me that easily. I’ve just been really busy.”


  “I can imagine,” I replied, having no real clue. “So are you...they said efficiency experts...and...”


  “Yes, and yes.” She reached into her breast pocket (oh, those heavenly breasts) and produced a business card. “Check it out.”


  “I will,” I replied, absentmindedly sticking it into my own shirt pocket. That could wait until later. No way was I wasting a moment of our time together staring at a stupid business card.


  We stood there in awkward silence for a few moments. Could it have been that she was as nervous as I was? Nah, not the way she looked. She was probably just thinking of a way to escape from my...


  “You know, it’s weird running into you here.”


  “Yeah, I know. The whole work from home thing...”


  “No. It’s just that...this is going to sound a little bizarre, but I had the strangest dream about you the other night.”


  “Really?” (please let it be a sex dream)


  “Yeah. You were in the woods and these things were chasing you. Weird huh?”


  I blinked stupidly at that for a moment. “Uh yeah...weird.” Holy crap, hadn't I dreamt of her too just a few nights back? Well, okay, I tended to dream about her all the time. Still, maybe this was the sign I was looking for, the one that proved we were connected by fate. Yeah, I liked that. Worked for me.


  “So, anyway,” she continued, “were you on your way out?”


  “Um, yeah...just popped by to see Jim.”


  “Well then I guess luck is with me twice today (it was?). That was my last meeting. Maybe you can walk me to the train.”


  Maybe? Maybe!? If Alex, Turd, and Francois all appeared and said that I could do so, but only if I fought them all first, I’d dive right into that shit without a second thought.


  So of course, I answered, “Okay, I guess so.”


  * * *


  Someone pinch me. I must’ve been having a dream. No, fuck that! Don’t pinch me, because I didn’t want to wake up. The walk to the train didn’t end there. We kept talking and laughing...and, well, just kept going. Eventually it turned into me walking her home. Holy fantastic fantasies, Batman.


  Along the way, I learned a few things. Sheila’s little efficiency operation wasn’t quite so little. Hopskotchgames was just one of her clients. In a short time, she had used her contacts to get a foot in the door at several other companies all across SoHo. She now had a small staff and had even managed to secure a modest amount of venture financing.


  “...and it’s mostly because of you,” she finished as we neared her apartment. We had been walking for a while, taking the scenic route so to speak. The sky was fully dark by the time we approached her stoop.


  “Me? Yeah, I doubt that.”


  “Don’t.” She stopped and looked me in the eye, serious. “You said it yourself. Sometimes we just need someone else to believe in us before we can believe in ourselves. You’re the one who gave me that push.”


  “You would have gotten there yourself...”


  “That’s just the thing,” she interrupted, “I don’t know that. My other friends, my family...” she trailed off. “It’s hard to explain, but I know what I believe.”


  “Oh,” I replied stupidly, coming up with absolutely zilch as way of answer.


  “I just wanted to say...thank you,” she whispered, stepping closer, now edging into my personal space. Every wuss instinct in my body (of which there were quite a few) screamed at me to run.


  No! I wouldn’t do that this time. There might never be another opportunity like this (especially if we all wound up enslaved by Bigfoot).


  “You’re welcome,” I said, leaning in closer - barely believing I was doing so.


  This was it. Time to go for the kill, figuratively of course.


  Our faces began to approach one another (Oh, yeah, T-minus seven to kissy face!). I looked deep into her eyes. I still couldn’t believe how much she had changed since last I had seen her. Everything about her was different, more confident: her demeanor, her attitude, her clothes, even her eyes seemed to have changed. Gone was the subtle grey they had been. Now they seemed to sparkle, almost like silver.


  Our lips were about to touch (YES! This was it!)...


  Wait a second...silver eyes!?


  *KER-BLAM!!!*


  One second I felt all tingly, almost like I was on fire. The next, I actually was on fire.


  An explosion of white flame flared around me and I was catapulted backwards. The next thing I knew, I was lying in a pile of trash all the way across the street. Flames covered the front of my body, but through them, I could see her. She stood there, in shock but completely unhurt. A soft white glow surrounded her body. No fucking way!


  Unfortunately, it wasn’t over for me. My body subconsciously reacted to the pain. I felt my eyes blacken against my will. My fangs and claws both extended as she started crossing the street toward me. But, I wasn’t finished yet.


  Oh, no! Not now!


  Whatever dark power flows through a Freewill such as myself began to assert itself. I could feel the beast inside me pushing its way out. I was starting to change.


  “Stay back!” I warned.


  But, Sheila just stood there, a mixture of confusion and fear upon her face.


  “What are you?” was the last thing I heard her say before I stood and ran like my life depended on it. Both of ours may have.


  * * *


  “What the fuck happened to you?” Sally asked, taking the cucumber slices off her eyes long enough to give me the once over.


  The worst of the damage had already healed, but I was covered in soot and my clothes were charred tatters. Fortunately, the change had subsided before fully taking hold. Getting away from Sheila had apparently been the key to that.


  “She’s the Icon!” I shouted, near hysterics.


  “Alfonzo, can you leave us for a moment?”


  The effeminate little douche made a sniffing noise, but did as told. He walked from Sally’s office and shut the door behind him. Once we were alone, she sat up and gave me her full attention. “Now say that again.”


  “Sheila is the Icon.”


  “Who?”


  “That girl I like.”


  “Oh, her,” she replied offhandedly. “How do you know?”


  I gestured down at myself. “She blew me across the street.”


  “She blew you on the street?”


  “Across!”


  “That is a bit different. Well how did it happen?”


  “I tried to kiss her.”


  “Really? You dog you.”


  “Not funny, Sally.”


  “Sorry,” she held up her hands in a placating manner. “Well, it could have been worse.”


  “Worse?”


  “Yeah, you could have been banging her.”


  “Not helping,” I growled. I got up and started to pace, scores of thoughts racing through my head, none of them good. “It’s all coming true.”


  “The prophecies?”


  “Yes! Me leading our armies in battle, and now this. Despite what I said to Christy, I actually did it. I created the Icon!”


  “I’m sure you didn’t create her.”


  I trudged over and explained everything. How I had believed in Sheila and how that had somehow sunk in and caused a chain reaction. At last Sally’s eyebrows raised in surprise.


  “I take it back. You did create her. Damn.”


  “Damn is right.”


  “I’m so sorry, Bill,” she said, losing the attitude.


  “So am I.”


  “No, I mean I’m really sorry.”


  “Why?”


  “You have a thing for her, don’t you?”


  “You have no idea,” I sighed.


  “Well, I’ve been doing a little digging. After that whole situation with Decker and Gan, I had Colin send me any information in the archives about this.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. Sorry I didn’t tell you, but it all seemed like bad fairy tale bullshit.”


  “What did?”


  “The Freewill and the Icon...you’re arch-enemies.”


  “Historically, yeah. I know that.”


  “No, eternally,” she said, dead serious. “There are more prophecies about this than you know...hell, probably lots more than I could uncover. But, they all say the same thing. You’re either going to kill the Icon, or the Icon is going to kill you.”


  “Are you sure?”


  She just nodded in reply.


  I had no answer to that, not even a clue. I leaned forward on her desk and lowered my head, not wanting to think about it. As I did, something slipped out of the remains of my vest pocket. It fluttered down to the desk.


  It was Sheila’s card, somehow undamaged. Perhaps enough of her aura had remained to protect it. Either way, Sally picked it up and read it.


  “No fucking way.”


  “What?” I asked despondently.


  She flipped over the card so I could read it too. I knew she was talking about the title, but the tagline did it for me. It confirmed what I already knew; that this was entirely my fault. I had done it. In trying to be supportive of my dream girl, I had somehow turned her into my greatest nightmare.


  Iconic Efficiencies


  We believe you can do better


  -Sheila O’Connell, CEO


  No fucking way, indeed.


  I sank back down in the chair opposite Sally. Sometimes when life decides to shit all over you, it takes a mega-dump. I had seen some dark moments since becoming a vampire, but this was the first time when I could see absolutely no hope on the horizon. Damn. To say that it sucked to be me would be the understatement of a lifetime.


  “I have no idea what to do.”


  “Same here,” she said, sitting across from me. After a moment, she added, “But we’ll figure out something.”


  “We?”


  “Of course. Partners forever, right?”


  “Seriously?”


  “One-hundred percent.”


  To my surprise, I actually smiled at that. “You know, Sally, for all the times you’re a complete bitch, I could really hug you right now.”


  “You could try,” she replied with a smirk. “But I’d kick your ass.”


  I couldn’t help but laugh. It was a good feeling. I decided to enjoy it because it would most likely be the last real laugh I was going to have for quite some time.


  THE END


   


  Holier Than Thou


  The Tome of Bill


  Part IV
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  Part 1


   


  Hungry, Almost Like the Wolf


  They say that man is the ultimate predator. Should he not also make the ultimate prey? It’s a thrilling concept. Imagine taking that to the next level...hunting a predator that’s even higher on the food chain. There’s a fitting reason it’s called the most dangerous game.


  Running through the thick forest, I felt truly alive. The woods were pitch-black, but that wasn’t enough to slow me down. My supernaturally attuned eyes cut through all but the darkest gloom as I sought out my target. She thought she could evade me, perhaps even turn the tables and win. She would soon find out how wrong she was.


  As I pursued her through the forest primordial, a small voice reminded me to be cautious. She was far more dangerous than the others. I indulged myself in memories of the ones already dispatched - two humans, frail and weak. In another life they had meant something, but not out here. The one called Ed had been the first to fall. She had seen to that. Tom was next, by my own hand. I had sensed his impending betrayal and been the first to act. He had begged for mercy, but received none - such is the way of my kind.


  I stopped and got my bearings. Sounds, sights, and scents filled my very being. It was tempting to throw back my head and howl primal defiance at the moon, but that would be foolish. She might be listening. Though I felt no fear at facing her, I had no intention of giving her any edge.


  There...a scent, hers. It was intoxicating - awakening a deep need - but I pushed those thoughts away. I was here to hunt and would not be distracted quite so easily. Her smell played out across my hyper-sensitive nostrils for a moment before I bounded off into the darkness once more.


  I savored the feel of the weapon in my hand. It would do nicely. She would never see it coming. It would be quick and clean...if I wanted it to be. But I didn’t. She needed to know who had hunted her down. The look upon her face as she realized who had vanquished her would be too much of a prize to turn down. I smiled in anticipation and quickened my pace.


  Victory was mine for the taking, as was fitting. Even amongst predators, I am at the very apex. My name is Bill Ryder and I’m a vampire, an immortal beast of the night - but that’s not all. I am the legendary Freewill of vampire lore. The others speak of me and my coming in hushed tones. A great destiny has been foretold for me. Much honor and glory shall be laid at my feet one day.


  Feh! Let them keep their prophecies. I do not exist for them or the future they proclaim for me. No, I live only in the here and now...and right now I was closing in on my prey.


  * * *


  There! A lesser being might have missed it, but not me. The fabric of her jacket peeked through the foliage. She was lying in wait, hoping for an ambush. She was a smart girl, but sadly not smart enough.


  I circled her position, keeping outside of her range. None, save perhaps another of my kind, would have been able to sense my presence. Therein lay the challenge. Though not of my lofty status, she had skill and power of her own. She might well be able to sense that I was advancing upon her.


  I bent low, picked up a few pebbles from the ground, and held my breath as I counted to ten. The ruse would only fool her for seconds at best, so it would have to be fast.


  Now! Pebbles rained down from the sky, disturbing the area where I had been only moments earlier. Before the last of them had hit the ground, I was once again on the move. Bringing all of my speed to bear, I raised my weapon and advanced upon her hiding spot.


  She never saw me coming. There was no movement from the bushes, so intent was she on waiting for me to fall into her trap.


  “It’s over, Sally.”


  I pulled the trigger.


  * * *


  My aim was true, but something was wrong. Though I struck her with multiple rounds, there was no movement at all. I stepped forward and cursed. It was her jacket, all right. It practically reeked of her perfume. But she herself was nowhere to be seen.


  A quiet whisper floated from behind me out of the darkness.


  “Dumbass.”


  My body stiffened as shot after shot peppered me. It was over. I, the mighty Freewill, had been vanquished after all.


   


  The Games that Children Play


  “That was just sad, Bill.”


  “Did you have to shoot me so many times?”


  “Stop whining.”


  “Those paint pellets sting.”


  “Good,” Tom cut in. “Serves you right for shooting me in the back, asshole.”


  “What part about it being called a deathmatch did you not understand?” I replied, my tone extra condescending.


  “Was still a dick thing to do! We were supposed to be partners.”


  “There can be only one,” I replied blithely.


  “Yeah,” said Sally, “and you’re not it.”


  “I almost had you,” I replied, climbing into the back of the Dodge Durango she had procured for the trip. We had all known better than to ask where she had gotten it. Best case scenario was that it was stolen. Worst case...well, Sally wasn’t known to be shy when it came to bumping off those who stood in her way.


  “Horseshoes and hand grenades,” she answered as she climbed in next to me. “Besides, you tried a move that wouldn’t have fooled a grunt in basic training. I mean seriously, throwing rocks? I don’t think that even works in the movies.”


  “Hey, at least I was trying to be tactical. Wasn’t that what you said I needed?”


  Sally rolled her eyes in my direction. “When I said you needed some training, I didn’t mean an outing to play paintball.”


  “I’m easing into it.”


  “I’m with Bill,” Ed, my other roommate, said from the driver’s seat. “Besides, you have to admit it was fun.”


  “No,” she shot back. “The only thing I’ll admit is that I can feel my social status dropping several notches. This is not how I prefer to spend my weekends.”


  “Sorry,” I muttered, “next time we’ll bring along a stripper pole so you feel more at home.”


  Tom started to chuckle, but immediately clamped a hand over his mouth. No doubt he remembered she sat directly behind him and was more than capable of tearing his spine out through the front seat if the mood so came over her.


  “I get it,” she said to me, ignoring him. “You need a break, something to take your mind off of things...”


  “Don’t start, Sally.”


  “But this really isn’t doing anything to prepare you.”


  “Sally...” I warned through gritted teeth.


  “It’s been a full month since things went down in Canada. That’s a long time to have your head in the sand when all-out war could erupt at any moment.”


  I turned away from her and watched the dark road slip by as we drove. The impending war wasn’t what I was hiding from, and she knew it. Don’t get me wrong, I was pretty damn worried. An army of nine foot apes running out of the forests at any moment, screaming their heads off, would be enough to cause anyone to lose their cool.


  Hell, that wasn’t even the worst of it. If the vampire nation went to war with their ancient enemies, Bigfoot (and yes that sounded just as ridiculous to me), all of our allies from the dawn of time would be drawn into it. We’re talking primal gods and shit like that - beings that would be the equivalent of walking nuclear arsenals - creatures that have been itching to re-reveal themselves to mankind. Not cool.


  “There’s also the issue of...”


  “Here she goes,” Ed muttered.


  “Your...friend,” she finished, dropping her voice to a bare whisper - almost spitting out that last part.


  I was sorely tempted to just open the door and dive out. It wouldn’t kill me or even hurt...hopefully. Though not much to look at - five-ten, a little overweight, glasses - I was still a vampire and had access to all of their powers, like superhuman strength, speed, durability - not to mention the inability to die. Scraping my face off the pavement wouldn’t exactly be a walk in paradise, but it wouldn’t keep me down. With any luck I’d be up, running, and a mile away before they even stopped the car. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t seriously consider it.


  Still, Sally was right. I had been avoiding the issue at hand and with good reason: Sheila. The world was on the brink of global annihilation, but all I could think about was my girlfriend (well okay, prospective girlfriend). Had I known a year ago that I would be turned into one of the undead - and subsequently set in motion the chain of events that had occurred - I would have jumped in front of a bus.


  Well, alright, maybe I wouldn’t have. But I would have at least made it a point to stay home that fateful night. Sally was a piece of ass, as were many of the other members of the coven I became a member (and eventual leader) of, but she had turned out to be every bit as dangerous as she was beautiful. Had I been thinking with my brain instead of my dick, my life would have continued down its boring, but predictably safe, path. It also wouldn’t have resulted in the girl of my dreams being transformed into my foretold nemesis...


  “You’re not listening to a word I’m saying are you?” Sally sighed, interrupting my train of thought.


  “And that’s different from every other time, how?” I quipped, earning another eye-roll.


  Snickers from the front seat diverted her attention again. I knew she had a sense of humor, sick though it might be, but she never turned down an opportunity to remind my human friends how easily she could kill them. She took pleasure in tormenting Tom especially.


  My thoughts veered again toward Sheila. She was the former administrative assistant at my job, now the owner of her own office efficiency company. She was also, coincidentally, the love of my life and the being I was destined to either kill or be killed by as predicted by vampire prophets. Relationships sure are a bitch.


  It’s the same with most guys. One day we meet a girl and it just clicks for us. Whether it’s fate, pheromones, or our imaginations fucking with us, we find ourselves planning the rest of our lives around a person we just laid eyes on. A few eventually wind up together and happily live out that fantasy. Others, not so much. For some, I’m sure life just gets in the way. The desire is there, but the timing is never right (in other words, shit happens). As for the rest, even if they do end up together, reality eventually comes crashing in. They get old, fat, and grow to hate each other. Then there’s that very small lucky minority in which the girl turns out to be an equally legendary creature, one who is fated to send the other’s soul screaming to the dark Hell it deserves.


  Guess which lottery I won.


   


  Back to the Grind


  “Drop us off at the loft,” Sally said to Ed. It was not a request.


  We had avoided getting back to the discussion at hand during the remainder of our drive back from Pennsylvania. Between my banter with Sally and Tom’s general idiocy, she was distracted enough to keep from needling me about duties and whatnot. Unfortunately, my luck was about to run out.


  “Us?”


  “You heard me,” she said still facing forward. “You’ve had enough play time. You are officially back on the clock.”


  “But...”


  She turned and glared at me. “But what? Let me guess, you have important plans for the rest of tonight?”


  “Well, sorta. I was going to...”


  “If you say the name of that stupid game...what is it, War World?”


  “World of Warcraft,” Ed corrected her.


  “Thank you,” she replied, still facing me. “If you even think of saying that, I’m going to kick your ass right here.”


  Damn. Either she knew me too well or she had my place bugged. Truth be told, I wasn’t sure which scenario was more likely.


  “Ooh, can I watch?”


  Sally turned to Tom, fangs bared. “I’ll throw in a beat-down for you too if you want, meat-sack.”


  His mouth clamped shut and she turned her focus back to me.


  “Well...” I stammered, trying to think of something else to say. Goddamnit, I hated when she was right. Unfortunately, she was right about a lot of things.


  Sue me for being almost human, but I’m pretty sure the events of the past several weeks would’ve been too much for any sane person to endure.


  I had been summoned to the world’s freakiest peace summit, up in northern Canada of all places, and had gotten my ass handed to me, both physically and otherwise, by a scumbag vampire named Francois and a foul-smelling Sasquatch chieftain called Turd. Regardless, in the end - through some minor miracle - it had all worked out and war looked to be averted. I was right on the verge of being the hero when suddenly it all hopped onto an express train to Hell.


  Thanks to the misguided affections of Gan, a three-hundred year old vampire princess in a pint-sized body, Turd’s ugly-ass daughter wound up on the business end of a silver pig-sticker. I wouldn’t have minded much - being that a clause in our treaty specified I was expected to marry the hairy she-beast - except for that little bit at the end where they sort of took offense to her murder and declared war on the vampire nation. Yeah, that fucked me big time.


  Adding to the stress was having one of our ruling body’s bigwigs, none other than Alexander the Great himself, outmaneuver me. The First Coven, our so-called leaders, is more widely known by the nickname the Draculas, and being outmaneuvered not only by one of the greatest military leaders of all time, but a senior member of that merry little bunch, wasn’t exactly something to hang your head about. It’s kind of like being bummed because you lost a game of Trivial Pursuit to Albert Einstein.


  That Alex was happily looking forward to my part in the coming conflict wasn’t helping matters either. It was yet another stupid vampire prophecy they kept beating me over the head with - The Freewill shall lead our armies against our enemies or some such bullshit. As far as I was concerned, he could go fuck himself...not that I was about to say that to his face.


  One would think that’d be enough to send me straight to the closest bar - intent on drowning my sorrows - but fate had one more kick to the balls in mind for me...Sheila


  “It’s settled, then,” Sally said with a tone of finality - dragging me out of my reverie. “Bill and I are heading to the loft.”


  “Need us to stick around?” Ed asked, drawing an exasperated sigh from me. Though his tone was innocent enough, there was little doubt of his ulterior motive. He and Sally had been dating behind my back for the past few months. Though they both claimed it was just casual, Ed had been on the receiving end of a vampire hickey from her while up in Canada. As psycho as it was - and believe me, a human trying to do anything with Sally may as well be on suicide watch - he was obviously positioning himself for an undead booty call.


  “Nice try, stud,” she said. “But we have vampire business to discuss. You can stick around, but I can’t guarantee you won’t wind up an appetizer. Double that for the flesh-ball next to you.”


  “Dropping off it is, then,” Ed took the hint, immediately ending that line of questioning. He was smart enough to know when not to push his luck.


  “No problem,” Tom let the insult slide. “Besides, Christy said she’s gonna pop by later.”


  Once we stopped, I’d considered shoving Sally out of the car and telling Ed to floor it. With the mention of his girlfriend’s name, though, Tom was able to completely reverse that plan of action. The undead aren’t the only ones with prophecies.


  Vampires are far from being the only secret the world holds. Magic, monsters, and other fantastical shit - stuff that most of us assume exists only in the realm of movies, books, or role-playing games - is real. Not all of it, mind you, but enough to make most people crap their pants and run screaming for the hills. There is an underworld of horrific creatures existing all around us, hidden just out of plain sight. The rabbit hole goes pretty goddamn deep, too.


  Christy is a witch, a real one. She can teleport, fire energy blasts, and control Tom with just a few sucks of his dick. Oh wait, any woman could do that last one.


  Typically, vampires and mages are kind of like cats and dogs. Under some circumstances, they’ll tangle with one another, but most of the time they’re content to just go about their own business with a little posturing, but not much else. There are always exceptions, though.


  I’m one of them, and that’s not just an ego thing to make the bulge in my pants look bigger. I’m what’s known as a Freewill, a rare type of vampire. In the distant past they led armies, crushed their enemies, and were generally even bigger dicks than normal vamps. Then, out of nowhere, they disappeared. No one knows why. For whatever reason, I’m the first in over half a millennium.


  Thanks to that little detail, I’ve been number one on her coven’s hit list for a while now (the assholes stole the coven idea from vampires, by the way). The wizarding world has a pretty big Sword of Damocles hanging above their head in the form of their own prophecy surrounding vampire Freewills, lucky me.


  Supposedly, my “birth” heralded the beginning of their end. They didn’t exactly take kindly to it either. Their first act, as way of introduction, was an attempt to fireball my ass into oblivion. All because my existence meant that the Icons would return.


   


  Love Nest


  “Stop here,” Sally commanded.


  “We’re still six blocks away,” Ed argued, his eyebrows visibly raised in the rearview mirror.


  “Exactly,” she said. “I have an image to maintain. No offense, but being dropped off after a night of paintball isn’t exactly the height of coolness.”


  Ed shrugged and pulled over to the side, double parking in the process.


  “I’ll see you guys later,” I said, stepping from the SUV. “Say hi to Christy for me.”


  “Oh, I’ll do more than say hi,” Tom said with a creepy grin.


  “Like I really needed to know that,” Sally groaned as she joined me on the sidewalk.


  I smiled uneasily at Tom. He was one of my best and oldest friends, and I felt like a piece of shit lying to him, but it was for the best. When push came to shove, he was particularly bad at keeping things from Christy.


  * * *


  I had gotten lucky upon returning home the night I’d been enlightened as to the Icon’s identity. Tom had been out, which was good because the first thing I did upon walking in the door was spill my guts. Ed patiently sat through my pathetic soliloquy and, upon hearing me out, had suggested it might be best to keep my fucking mouth shut around Tom.


  I felt bad in doing so. He was my bud and we didn’t keep things from each other...even stuff the other really didn’t want to know. Hell, I knew far too many disturbing details of his and Christy’s sex life as it was.


  I wasn’t feeling too happy about keeping it from her either. Despite us getting off to a rocky start, we had managed to come to a somewhat peaceful coexistence as of late.


  Christy becoming aware of my role in the Icon’s creation would probably undo all that progress, especially since I had managed to convince her I would have nothing to do with it. Sue me for not being psychic. Unfortunately, as far as I was aware, her coven, and more importantly their leader, Harry Decker, still wanted me dead. Though I was sure the truth would come out eventually, I saw no reason to give them any further fuel to add to that murderous fire.


  * * *


  “What should we do with this?” Ed gestured at the stolen SUV he was still driving.


  Sally shrugged nonchalantly. “Keep it, sell it, burn it, I don’t give a shit what you do. But you might want to consider doing so before the cops find its owner...or what’s left of him.”


  She flashed him a wicked grin and started walking. Ed turned a shade paler in the glow of the city lights. I offered him my best apologetic glance and turned to follow Sally.


  * * *


  “Where are you going?”


  She veered down an unfamiliar side street before we were even halfway to the loft, one of the coven’s prime hangouts.


  “Pit stop,” she replied before walking up to the entrance of a building and unlocking a few bolts.


  “New digs?” I followed her up the stairs.


  “Something like that.”


  “Taking me up for an illicit encounter?”


  She flipped me the finger over her shoulder and continued up. We arrived at the fifth floor, where a metal security door awaited. Sally punched a code into a keypad, produced a different key and unlatched another series of locks.


  Intrigued, I followed her in.


  “This is new,” I remarked while she flipped on the lights. With the exception of a few rooms, it was an open floor plan not entirely dissimilar to the loft. However, this place had a more Spartan, utilitarian feel. Heavy load-bearing columns broke up the main room. Thick bars adorned all the windows and there were odd symbols painted at intervals along the walls. “Let me guess, this is a sex dungeon and I’m your prisoner.”


  “Not even in your sickest fantasies.”


  “You have no idea how sick some of my...”


  “That wasn’t an invitation to enlighten me, Bill,” she walked into one of the rooms and closed the door behind her, the click of the lock echoing through the room.


  I strolled over and casually gave the doorknob a jiggle. It didn’t budge.


  “So what is this place?”


  “You know,” said her voice from the other side, “you really should be concentrating on defending yourself rather than asking stupid questions.”


  “Why?”


  “The Alma are big, but they can be surprisingly quiet when they want to be.”


  * * *


  Oh shit! I turned and put my back against the door, scanning the room for any sign of movement.


  Alma was the Mongolian name for Sasquatch. They were the physical forms of forest spirits...big hairy physical forms that smelled like shit. Worse than that, they hated vampires and were more than capable of fucking one up six ways to Sunday. The undead might be physically powerful, but a half-ton of angry ape can go a long way toward tipping the odds.


  “What the fuck did you do, Sally?” I tried to make it sound tough and failed miserably in the process. Had the Draculas captured one and sent it down here for me to train with? That didn’t sound so far-fetched. Older vampires can control younger ones psychically through a means known as compulsion. As far as I know, I’m the only one who’s immune to it. If a vampire of sufficient age wanted Sally to do something, she wouldn’t have much choice.


  Normally when I think of compulsion, I imagine the vampire hierarchy using it to get chicks like her to open wide and say AH...but maybe that’s just me. I had to keep reminding myself that most other vamps used their powers for slightly more diabolical reasons.


  It was possible this was punishment for me mouthing off constantly to those who outranked me. Either way if one of those foul-odored monstrosities got its hands on me before I could...


  Wait! A variety of scents filtered into my sensitive nostrils: Sally’s perfume, some mustiness from the air vents, and the vague scent of whatever cleaner had been used on the floor here...Pine-sol, maybe. Nothing that smelled like a walking fur coat dipped in diarrhea.


  Still, that didn’t necessarily mean anything. They could have shampooed the goddamned thing just to throw me off. I crouched into a defensive position and continued watching the room.


  There came a soft click from behind me - the lock on the door. Oh crap, was the Bigfoot in...


  “What the fuck are you doing?” Sally asked before I could turn around.


  I spun to face her, still attempting my best Kung-Fu stance, and my mouth dropped open. She wore a tight red, off-the-shoulder cocktail dress.


  “Eyes up here, perv.”


  It took me a second to compose myself. The fact that Sally is a prime piece of ass never failed to get my attention.


  “But what about the Alma?”


  “Don’t tell me you actually believed that,” she broke out in laughter.


  “There’s no...”


  “Of course not! What the hell would I be doing keeping one of those fucking things locked up in the middle of the city?”


  “Then what is this place? Why are you dressed like that? Why did you tell me there was a Bigfoot here?”


  “On that last one...why not?” she replied chuckling. “As for the others, welcome to our new safe house.” I raised an eyebrow as she continued. “Considering how Starlight blabbed about all our other secrets the last time she was up in Boston, I figured I’d keep this on the down low for now. We’re the only ones who know about it, and I’d prefer we keep it that way until we really need it.”


  “Our own little love nest?”


  “In your dreams, jackass,” she replied pushing past me.


  It made sense, and I wished I’d thought of it. The coven owned numerous properties in the SoHo area of the city - some above ground, some below. All coven holdings were supposed to be on file up in Boston, the headquarters for vampire activity in the Northeastern US. However, it was generally tolerated that covens were allowed to keep a few off the books for safety purposes.


  Unfortunately for us, Starlight - another vamp from my coven - had been brow beaten by one of the Boston bigwigs into giving up all of our secrets some months back. The only place my group had been left in case of emergency was a safe house in Brooklyn we shared with the so-called Howard Beach Coven, a bunch of vampires who heavily disliked me.


  Aside from that, there was also the apartment I shared with Tom and Ed. Needless to say, they weren’t too pleased knowing that in case of emergency, our living room was the designated safe zone for a pack of bloodthirsty monsters. I should have guessed Sally would eventually take steps to rectify that.


  “This must have cost a pretty penny.” I said, taking in the view - including the room.


  “Nothing the coven can’t cover,” she walked over to a full length mirror that hung on one wall. “You would know that if you ever bothered to look at our books.”


  “I keep asking to see them. You’re the one who won’t let me.”


  “Oh yeah, silly me. Forgot all about that. Never mind then. Just know that we’re not exactly hurting for cash.”


  “Even with you at the helm?”


  “Especially with me at the helm,” she continued to check herself out in the mirror. “If you think I’m bad, you should have seen how Jeff ran the place. That asshole spent money like it grew on trees. Hell, he probably kept half the coke dealers in the city employed.”


  That wasn’t surprising. The late unlamented leader of my coven, Jeff, had been the Grand Moff of douchebags, surrounding himself with guys like him and girls that were eye-meltingly gorgeous. Pity for him he wasn’t a very good judge of character. Sally had been one of his minions at the time of my turning. It hadn’t worked out well for him.


  Sadly, my reign over the coven consisted of much less grandeur on my own part. I got to play leader at any and all functions that might end with me getting my ass beaten - all the while keeping my day job as a programmer - while Sally got a black Amex and a corner suite in the office building where she managed the coven’s day to day affairs. She wasn’t shy about flaunting it, either. I had little doubt the hot number she was wearing probably cost more than I got in a paycheck. “Why are you dressed like that?”


  “Because otherwise I’d be naked and your reality just doesn’t get that good.” Bitch!


  “Not what I meant, Sally.”


  “Fine. For starters, I have a reputation to uphold. By the way, if you even think of mentioning what we were doing tonight, I’ll stake you with the erection you’re probably sporting right now.”


  How did she know I was...? Still, her threat did imply touching my dick. I briefly considered the possibilities before continuing.


  “Fair enough,” I said. “We were out killing people. Is that better?”


  “Much.” A small smile played out across her lips as she checked her hair. “Getting back to your original question, I want to look nice for the party.”


  “Thank you. Was that so hard to just...wait, what party?”


  “The one at the loft tonight, obviously.”


  “There’s a party at the loft?”


  “That’s what I said.”


  “Why?”


  She turned to face me. “If you have to ask for a reason to hold a party, then you obviously haven’t been invited to that many.”


  “I thought you wanted to talk about...well, you know.”


  “The Icon, A.K.A. that girl you like - what’s her name - Shannon...”


  “Sheila!”


  “Whatever. Don’t worry, we will. But first we need to unwind.”


  “We?”


  “Yes we, as in all of us. You’re obviously stressed. One doesn’t need eyes or ears to notice that. You’re practically wearing it like cologne. Not a particularly flattering one at that.”


  “You try being all happy and cheery when...”


  “Then there’s me. I have to listen to you complain, which isn’t doing wonders for my mental health. I mean do you see this?” She held up a strand of her blonde hair.


  “Um, you’re going grey?”


  She flashed her fangs in anger. “No, shit for brains. Worse...split ends! Even with Alfonso’s care, I’m practically falling apart here.”


  Alfonso was Sally’s favorite stylist. Before our little jaunt up to Canada, she had taken the liberty of turning his smarmy ass into her undead minion.


  “Yes, you’re obviously suffering,” I quipped, watching her pull out a lipstick tube.


  “Don’t be an ass,” she puckered her lips and applied the glossy red color. “Then there’s the coven, or have you forgotten about them?”


  “They’re kind of hard to forget about.”


  “You could’ve fooled me. You haven’t exactly been leading by example since we got back.”


  “I’ve had a lot on my mind.”


  “Yeah, well, while you sit behind your computer jerking off to German porn, I have to deal with them all. Between half of them getting wiped out the last time that little bitch Gan was in town and you pulling a disappearing act, things have been getting out of hand. I caught Dread Stalker trying to organize a hunting party the other day. You know how that would have turned out, right?”


  I nodded. Dread Stalker had been one of Jeff’s favorites. He was a vicious killer wrapped in the form of a long-haired male model. The body count had been steady under Jeff’s rule, keeping the bloodsucker in check. But when I took over and tried to curtail the blatant murdering that went on...well, you try telling a pride of lions that gazelles are off the menu.


  “I was half tempted to let him go, but knew you’d probably whine about it.”


  “Whine about it? Sorry that I take offense at people being killed like cattle.”


  “Omelets and eggs,” she waved a hand around. “So, anyway, I figured we all needed a break. Besides, they wanted to celebrate the good news.”


  “What good news?”


  “Well...”


  “Spill it, Sally.”


  She hesitated. “I sort of let what happened up north slip out.”


   


  Burning Down the House


  “You what?”


  Back when we arrived home from the frozen wasteland that is Canada - fresh from hearing the declaration of the impending global Armageddon - we’d decided it would be best to not share the wonderful news with the rest of the coven. Some of the more violent members of our merry little group weren’t particularly happy with me as of late. Curbing their murder sprees didn’t make me number one on their friend lists.


  That Sally had apparently announced to the group that their illustrious leader had managed to incompetently fuck them all over by starting a war wasn’t exactly music to my ears. I found myself starting to wonder if this little soiree of hers wasn’t going to be a going away (permanently) party for me.


  “I was starting to get questions, mostly about where you were, what was going on, et cetera. I figured a little good news would keep them distracted.”


  “You have an interesting definition of good news,” I swung my arms in frustration. “Hey guys, guess what? We’re all gonna be overrun by giant fucking monkeys. Let’s party!”


  “You really are a negative Nancy, you know that?”


  “Enlighten me as to the bright side, oh wise one,” I spat back.


  “It’s not the information itself that’s important - it’s all about perception. Hell, turn on Fox news at six PM and tell me that’s not true.”


  I couldn’t argue with that one.


  “I gave the coven an edited version of the events up north,” she explained, “starting with your brilliant battle against the Sasquatch leader in which your Freewill powers proved the deciding factor.”


  “Turd?”


  “I left out his name. Figured that would blunt some of the impact.” She stopped to adjust one of her high heels, continuing her tale once she was finished. “Following their pathetic defeat, they begged for peace, not wishing to risk your wrath.”


  “Spreading on the bullshit a little thick, aren’t you?”


  “Yep, and they ate it like it was filet mignon. Now stop interrupting me. Finally, the vampire nation agreed to a new treaty, but you would have none of that. You stood up and inspired us all with a speech, reminding us of the glory of old - how we were once conquerors, a people to be feared. With you at the helm and the might of the Draculas behind you, we could reclaim our former station in life. Thus said, you stood, drew your dagger and slew their leader, proclaiming that from this day forth we would no longer be content with hiding in the shadows.”


  “Uh huh. For starters, that was Nergui, and it was Turd’s daughter he killed.”


  “So what? It’s not like either of them are gonna contradict you.”


  She had a point there. Nergui, Gan’s chief assassin, had murdered the Bigfoot leader’s daughter to satisfy his mistress’s insane desire to keep me for herself. His mission accomplished, he had done nothing to stop the other Sasquatches from tearing him limb from limb for his crimes.


  The only ones who knew the truth were...well, the shitload of beings who’d attended the peace conference. Still, I had to remind myself that I ran one little coven in the grand scheme of things. Considering most of the vamps under my leadership were vacuous douchebags, it wasn’t surprising the rest of the supernatural world didn’t exactly keep them in the loop.


  “And they believed all of that?” I asked.


  “Yep, and even if some of them didn’t, they’re not going to call you out on it.”


  “And now, in addition to all the other crap they believe about me, they think I’m going to lead them to some glorious vampire ruled future?”


  “Yep. Congratulations, Bill. As far as Village Coven is concerned, you are officially the undead messiah.”


  Why didn’t that exactly inspire me with confidence?


  * * *


  As we began our walk to the loft, I felt the weight of the world on my shoulders. It made me wish I had spent more time working out. On top of all of that, though, there was one more tiny detail to add to my growing list of personal baggage.


  “Couldn’t have told me in advance about the party, could you?” I glanced down at my jacket and camo sweatpants that contrasted with Sally’s heels, tight dress and well-coifed hair.


  “Would you have come?”


  “No.”


  “Now you know why I didn’t tell you,” she smirked.


  “You could have at least picked me up a change of clothes, then.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Sorry, Bill, but I don’t answer to the call of ‘attention K-mart shoppers’.” Bitch! “Besides, it fits your story better. You look like you just came in from a training exercise in the field.” She gave me the once-over and sighed, “Well, sorta.”


  “You didn’t tell them anything about the Icon, did you?”


  “Fuck no. My tongue is golden, but I wasn’t about to touch that one.”


  “We can’t keep it a secret forever, you know.”


  “I know, but I sure as shit want to try. It’ll be bad enough once they know she exists, but it would be best if nobody found out it was all because of your misguided case of puppy love.”


  I glowered at her. She had no idea how deep my feelings for Sheila ran.


  “Boston doesn’t know what happened, either.”


  “Really?”


  “Yep. I didn’t even tell James.”


  “He’s back?”


  “Returned to the states a week ago. Gave me a call to see how things were going.”


  James is a six-hundred year old vampire and former contemporary of Marco Polo. He’s also a freshly minted member of the Draculas. Leaving out something this important wasn’t usually an option with them, at least for those of us who cared to keep breathing. I was happy that they didn’t know about the Icon yet, but it would be less awesome once they discovered everything later, especially my connection to her.


  “You didn’t tell them anything?”


  “I didn’t talk to them, just James. No fucking way was I letting Colin know shit about anything.” Colin was James’s assistant, and a weaselly little suck-up of a vampire. The second he learned something, you could be sure anyone who outranked him knew about it, too.


  “And you didn’t mention...”


  “Relax, Bill. All I gave him was a mundane status report and a quick note that you were taking some time off.”


  I stopped and turned to face her. “Really?”


  “Yes really. If I told them even the slightest thing, the entire city would be crawling with vampire hitmen by now. I said just enough to make us look like good undead citizens. Hopefully this will give us a little more time to figure things out on our own.”


  I had been so busy feeling sorry for myself and trying to keep Christy from finding out, that I hadn’t bothered to consider the vampire nation might take a nuke it from orbit approach. In all likelihood, Sally had saved Sheila’s life.


  “Th-thanks,” I stammered.


  “Oh don’t get all drippy on me,” she said dismissively. “I’m doing it more for me anyway. I don’t want to have to listen to you whine about it for the next century or two.”


  “That’s very...human of you, Sally.”


  “Don’t push your luck,” she sniffed and started walking again. “Let’s go, we’re late enough as it is.”


  “Think James would have kept it to himself?”


  “Doubt it. That’s why I only gave him a status report. Even if he had wanted to keep a lid on things, he’d probably still need to inform the other Draculas, especially Alex.”


  My fangs extended and my lips pulled back in a grimace. “Once he finds out the truth, I bet he’ll be creaming his pants knowing that one of his precious prophecies has come true.”


  “No doubt, but the rest of the Draculas probably won’t be nearly as pleased. It could cause a panic. Once word gets out, vamps halfway around the world will see the Icon hiding under their bed. With the war looming, they don’t need that crap right now.”


  Sheila hiding under my bed? Now there was a thought. Unfortunately, any relationship with her was going to be facing some difficulties in the days ahead. Talk about an understatement. She was capable of frying me extra crispy with just a touch. That made even a handshake, much less anything more intimate, a tad difficult. Hell, that might not even be the half of it. If she was like me, perhaps she also had a few hidden tricks in her arsenal of powers.


  I got sidetracked before I could ride that train of thought very far, though. As the building that housed the loft came into view, I realized something wasn’t quite right. The first floor was dark.


  “They closed the bar?”


  “I heard they’re renovating the place. Probably gonna take a couple of months too. Pity, guess it’ll be nothing but take out for a while.”


  The loft occupied the third floor. With the exception of the bar, the entire structure was coven territory. The noise from the small club at street level drowned out any of the atrocities that occurred in other sections of the building. Though the hunters in the coven were usually careful to keep most of their activities spread throughout the city, the bar also proved handy in times of need, or so I was told. I strictly stick to the bottled stuff, although Tom and Ed were often (rightfully so) quick to question where our bottled blood came from. I try to convince myself we get it from hospitals and other willing donors, but I’m not a complete idiot. Let’s just say that there are some instances where a policy of don’t ask, don’t tell is necessary to maintain one’s sanity.


  Remembering the night I was turned and the others in attendance that weren’t as lucky as me, I wasn’t overly dismayed to see the bar closed. It might mean whatever party Sally had planned would be relatively trauma free (for me and any hors d’oeuvres unlucky enough to be present). All things considered, I found myself hoping that they’d take their sweet-ass time renovating the place.


  “Come on, Bill, stop day dreaming,” Sally said, prodding me on. “I don’t know about you, but I could use a few stiff drinks to drown out the dorkitude of the day.”


  I stopped dilly-dallying and followed her. Maybe she was right. I probably did need to relax a little. Besides which, it’s not like it would all be torture. There would definitely be some eye-candy on display, and I certainly wasn’t above playing Willy Wonka for an evening. Adding hard liquor to the mix wasn’t bad for that equation either. Hell, a few months back I had walked in on Firebird and Vanessa, two of the looser members of the coven, topless and making out. They had been shit-faced drunk and didn’t care who had watched. Talk about a fang bang. I definitely wouldn’t say no if given a chance to see that show again. The last time had fueled my personal fantasies for quite a few weeks.


  For the first time that evening, I allowed myself a genuine smile. Maybe Sally was right. The world could wait for one more night, especially if the night held the promise of seeing some tits.


  Sadly, fate took a perverse pleasure in waiting for me to drop my guard just before blowing up in my face. That night was no different...quite literally in fact. Sally and I had just reached the front door when our world exploded in green flame.


   


  Like Falling Asleep in a Giant Blender


  Flying is such a pleasant sensation. Nothing, save the very air around you, caresses your being - almost like being in the womb again. It was a pity flight was not amongst the supernatural powers I achieved upon awakening as a vampire.


  Mind you, it was a lot more pleasant when I wasn’t on fire. Go figure.


  Fortunately for my muddled brain, the concussive wave that hit me had done its job quite nicely. I drifted away from the loft, or what remained of it, almost as if in slow motion. Each foot I flew felt like days passed. With no video games, internet porn, or similar distractions, it gave me some downtime to reflect on the recent past.


  * * *


  I don’t know too much about vampire lore. What I do know, though, is: faith is power. It’s not so much about God, or whoever else you pray to, as it is about the raw belief. A strong enough belief can actually tap into the magic of the world around us - magic that’s not particularly friendly to vampires.


  Most people are too shallow to be able to do anything with it. A few, though, are either devout or insane enough to utilize it. Tom was a good example of that latter group. Months back, he had become so enamored with a Transformer toy, that he managed to imbue it with a little of that magic. Pretty messed up, I know, but true none the less. What should have been a kid’s toy was transformed, pun intended, into the equivalent of a crucifix from those old Peter Cushing movies - albeit slightly more embarrassing to be attacked with.


  It’s bad enough for vampires that some folks can empower small objects this way, but for truly exceptional people, it can work on a much larger scale. Many of the heroes of old were able to tap into this energy. They were known by many names: the Shining Ones, the Silver Eyes, and, more commonly, Icons - short for icons of faith. The source of their power was a deep seated belief in their own abilities. I’m sure this resulted in most of them being egomaniacal assholes, nevertheless their faith in themselves was so strong their entire bodies became conduits for this form of magic, rendering them...well I’m not entirely sure. All I know for certain is that they could fuck up vampires with only a touch and that their powers made them particularly resistant to other kinds of magic, too.


  What were the odds that the one girl on the planet that I desperately wanted a relationship with would be amongst their number?


  Apparently better than I would have guessed.


  * * *


  I relived that day again. I had just dragged the vampire world into a death match with our ancient enemies in the Woods of Mourning. Things looked fairly shitty, but her presence had immediately made everything else seem petty in comparison.


  But it was different this time - she was different. Sheila had quit her job at Hopskotchgames - where I still worked as a programmer - to pursue her own destiny. We had been growing closer in the months since I had first asked her out for coffee - not as romantic as I would have liked, but a bond had formed nevertheless. I hadn’t known it at the time, but my encouragement had apparently struck a nerve deep inside of her. That newfound confidence grew until it awoke the potential within her.


  “I believe in you. I believe you can do better,” I had said. Little did I know how much better she could do. How much better she could become.


  She was different that day. The way she dressed, walked, talked, held herself...it was all her, but somehow to the nth degree. She was once quiet and unassuming, but in her place that day stood someone who was utterly unafraid of the world. My God, she was marvelous to behold.


  Our time together that evening culminated in the moment I had been dreaming of ever since meeting her. We kissed.


  Or at least we would have. Instead, my proximity caused her newfound powers to flare up, sending me flying - not unlike what I was doing now - enveloped in pure white-hot flame.


  I’m pretty sure that alone would have put the kibosh on our make-out session, but then I had to up the ante on our little game of super-power poker.


  Her unexpected surge of power activated the beast within me, and I’m not just talking about being a horny, single guy either. Whatever makes me a Freewill also comes with some nasty perks. Under extreme stress, pain, or anger I change. Into what, I’m not sure, but I become much stronger and a hell of a lot meaner. I’m kinda like the Hulk if he had a craving for blood clots.


  Maybe Sheila’s power would have protected her, maybe not. All I knew was that I couldn’t risk hurting her. Before it could completely take over, I took off. In a lot of ways, I haven’t stopped running.


  * * *


  Since encountering Sheila and her newfound power, I’d been doing my damnedest to avoid anything supernatural - vampires, Icons, wizards, you name it. Believe me, I felt like shit about it. Not so much for the vampires or wizards, - most of them can go fuck themselves sideways with a rusty cheese grater - but for her. I can only imagine what she was going through, discovering she’s not quite human anymore. Unlike me, however, there wasn’t anyone to teach her the ropes or offer her a helping hand. Sally may be a bitch, but she was my lifeline in those early days. Not so for Sheila, though. If anything, she would have a price on her head should anyone else learn of her birth.


  It figured. I’m one of the few who would willingly reach out to help her make the transition and, as luck would have it, I’m fated to be her arch enemy - according to vampire lore anyway. She’s either destined to destroy me or I’m going to wind up killing her. Stupid fucking vampire prophets! What a bunch of assholes.


  Of course, that’s only half the issue. The other reason I haven’t reached out to her is simple...I’m a goddamned pussy when it comes to women.


  Especially her.


   


  Now You See It...


  The cold hard reality of my body slamming down onto the asphalt brought me back. I bounced once, twice, vaguely aware of the green sparks flying off of me as I slid into the middle of the street. For anyone watching from the sidelines, I’m sure it looked pretty goddamned awesome.


  I finally skidded to a halt, hoping my vampiric healing kicked in before my nerve endings started working again. The buildings towered over me for what felt like weeks. Finally, the screech of tires and the familiar cursing that is second nature to city dwellers rung out around me. They could call me a cocksucking dick nozzle all they wanted, but at least they didn’t run me over.


  I blinked a few times and the faces staring down at me came into focus.


  “Is he hurt?”


  “Dude’s completely shit-faced.”


  “Goddamn homeless assholes!”


  “Get out of the street and get a job you fucking faggot.”


  Gotta love the sympathy of New Yorkers. You’d think they might be a little more concerned for my well-being considering I was just blown to fucking smithereens. At the very least I hoped a few might dial 911 because of the building engulfed in green flame just a few yards away. As weird as New York can be, that sure as shit isn’t an everyday occurrence.


  I shook my head and sat up, glad to find my limbs were all still attached. “Are you assholes all blind? Don’t you see the burning...”


  The words died in my mouth as I looked up. The building that housed the loft stood completely untouched. The lights in the bar were still out, but otherwise it looked completely normal. What the hell?


  “Yep, fucker’s totally high.”


  “I want some of the shit he’s smoking.”


  Maybe the people around me were right. Wouldn’t be the first time I had woken up and completely blanked as to how I had gotten that way.


  I staggered to my feet and the small crowd, seeing that the show was over, started to disperse, eager to get on with whatever they had been doing before I had so rudely come crashing down...


  Except I had come crashing down. My clothes were in tatters. Hell, they were still smoldering. Yet my eyes, ears, and all the rest of my enhanced senses were telling me that everything was just fine. Maybe somehow Sally had...Sally!


  I walked back to the sidewalk and looked up and down the street, but it was the same as on any other night in the city. Sure, there were plenty of weirdos about, but not a vampire in sight.


  I turned back toward the loft. Maybe someone in there would have a clue about this fucked up hallucination I seemed to be having.


  Oh who was I kidding? Outside of Sally, most of the coven was lucky if they remembered what day of the week it was.


  Like it or not, without her around, I was on my own. Oh well, I wasn’t getting any answers just standing there looking like a doofus. I took another step toward the loft and in the space of a proverbial heartbeat found myself standing in the middle of Hell.


  * * *


  I stumbled over a pile of debris and felt a blast of intense heat buffet my face. My skin blistered from the intensity of it, and no wonder why. The gutted remains of our building stood before me, still burning with that unearthly green fire. I gawked for a moment before the magnitude of it all struck me. Instinctively, I reached into my pocket for my cell phone, but it wasn’t there. Fuck! I must’ve dropped it when...well whatever the hell had happened. Damn. I doubted my carrier would be all too forgiving about that, albeit that was probably the least of my worries.


  I turned back toward the street. “Hey! Someone call for help!”


  My cry went unanswered, as people continued to walk by, not even glancing in my direction or at the unearthly towering inferno behind me. New Yorkers are supposed to be jaded, but seriously? Goddamn, these people were cold hearted bastards.


  I was stuck somewhere between utter terror and outright confusion when a groan came from behind me, triggering my sensitive vampire ears.


  It was coming from where the entrance had once been. It wasn’t hard to figure out the source, as a moment later I heard the scrape of rubble as something pushed up from beneath the fallen masonry. Sally!


  I rushed over and began digging. A moment later, a hand appeared from the debris. I grabbed hold of it and pulled, hoping it wasn’t a human. If so, I’d be lucky to not rip their arm right off. Even relatively young vampires possess strength that would make most NFL linebackers jealous. Despite the fact that most elder vamps are complete assholes, I wished one of them was there now, so I might borrow their power. That’s one of my Freewill abilities. If I put the bite down on another vampire, not only do I remain upchuck free, unlike most vamps, but I also temporarily add their power to my own. It can be quite a charge, especially if the bitten vampire is considerably older than me.


  “Pull harder, asshole.”


  Gotta love Sally. Do her a solid and she’s eternally grateful...sorta.


  With one last heave, the rubble gave way and she came free. She stood up, coughing, singed, and covered in dust. Her dress was in tatters, giving me a moment’s pause while I noted the color of her undergarments (pink, in case you’re interested). She otherwise appeared to be okay for someone who just had a chunk of building collapse on top of her.


  I took one last look at Sally, committing the image to memory for later introspection, and then dragged her back toward the street.


  “Are you okay?”


  “No,” she snapped. “This dress cost me seven hundred bucks.” Nice to see she had her priorities straight.


  I ignored her comment. “Wait here and call 911. I’m going back to see if anyone else made it.”


  Before I could even grasp where my newfound sense of bravado came from, I stopped dead in my tracks. The building that stood before me was whole and untouched again.


  What the fuck?


   


  Hocus Pocus


  “Please tell me you’re seeing this and I haven’t gone completely batshit insane.”


  “I can’t vouch for that, but if you are, I’m apparently coming along for the ride.”


  “It’s fine...again.”


  “Again?”


  “I’ll explain later. I want to try something. Tell me what you see.”


  “I see you standing there wearing a dorky...”


  “Not yet! Give me til the count of five.”


  Readying myself, I walked back toward the loft. One step...no change. Two steps...nada. Three steps...whoa - back on the set of a disaster flick. Smoke choked my lungs and made my eyes water. The green flames had died down, but the place was still hotter than Hell.


  “What do you see, Sally?”


  She stood where I had left her, looking both confused and annoyed.


  “Sally?”


  A passerby noticed her ruined clothes and mouthed something too low for me to overhear. Her eyes flashed black and she turned toward him. Oh crap.


  “Sally, stop!” I shouted, but she ignored me.


  I stepped back toward her. “Down girl!” My voice echoed out louder as the heat disappeared and my lungs cleared. Goddamn it was weird.


  That she heard. She turned to face me again, forgetting whatever she had planned for the dude who snarked her.


  “Glad to see you’re paying attention to me again.”


  “What the fuck are you talking about?”


  “I asked you to tell me what you saw.”


  “No you didn’t,” she replied. “You just walked up to the building and stood there while some asshole with a death wish...”


  “Wait,” I said as her words sunk in. “Just watch and tell me if you see anything strange.”


  I stepped backwards until the blistering heat surrounded me. I grabbed my crotch and pumped it twice at her - all while giving her the finger. She just stood there nonplussed as she watched. That was definitely not normal, but it confirmed...well, I’m not sure what it confirmed other than something really weird was going on.


  Sally’s brow furrowed and her mouth moved, but there were no sounds save the destruction behind me. I stepped forward again - passing once more through the unseen line in the sand - and at once the sounds of the city were plainly audible again, including her voice.


  “...and now they’re trashed again.”


  “Huh?”


  “Your clothes...they were fine a moment ago and now they’re trashed again.”


  “That’s all you saw?”


  “Isn’t that enough?”


  “No. We need to know which one is real.”


  “Which what?”


  “Reality,” I probably sounded like an extra from Doctor Who. “This?” I grabbed Sally by the hand and dragged her to the point where the smoke again stung my eyes. “Or this?”


  “I see what you mean.” She raised her head and sniffed the air.


  “Maybe we’re in another dimension,” I pondered aloud. “Or maybe this is some twisted future we’ve been thrust into.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “Why? Obviously something...”


  “It’s an illusion,” she stated flatly.


  A sinking feeling hit my gut. I remembered the gnome illusionist, Festus the Astounding, I had once played at my weekly Dungeons and Dragons game.


  “Magic?”


  She nodded. “I can smell it...a little trick I picked up from your girlfriend.”


  “Sheila?”


  She rolled her eyes. “No, the other one.”


  It took me a moment, but then I realized she was talking about Gan. I groaned. When the little psycho was last in the city, her senses had proven acute enough to sniff out the machinations of Harry Decker and Christy. Sure, she had at least two-hundred and fifty years of experience on either of us, but that didn’t mean Sally wasn’t a fast learner.


  “So is this really happening?”


  “Yep. It’s real.” She put hands on her hips and surveyed the damage, her tone surprisingly calm. “The loft is gone. It’s just that the rest of the world can’t see, smell, or hear it.”


  “But...”


  “Isn’t it obvious? They weren’t looking to burn down the whole city.”


  “Let me guess...just me.”


  “If I were a betting woman...”


  “Which you are.”


  “Exactly. And instead of getting you, they got the rest of the coven. Guess I should thank you for making us late.”


  Oh shit! The whole thing had been such a mind-fuck that I had forgotten the coven was inside when the building blew.


  “We have to...”


  “No we don’t,” she said coldly, turning to face me.


  “But...”


  “But nothing. If there are any survivors, they’ll have to fend for themselves. Going in there would be both suicidal and stupid. I’m neither.”


  Damn, she was a reptilian bitch. “Well then I’m...”


  “No you’re not,” she stepped in front of me. “You’re getting the fuck out of here with me before they decide to nuke this place again just to be safe.”


  “We don’t even...” but I stopped protesting. I may not always be quick on the uptake, but my gaming days had taught me a thing or two about magic (sorta). Whatever was creating this barrier, keeping the destruction penned in, probably wasn’t very far away. We could be surrounded by witches. If Decker was controlling them - and as leader of the only group of mages I was aware of, that was a fair bet - they’d probably be more than happy to finish the job once they realized I wasn’t a smoking pile of dirt.


  Goddamn it! I felt my frustration boil over and I kicked at a mound of rubble, sending debris flying. Sally waited silently, letting me get it out of my system.


  At last I calmed down, realizing that I wasn’t the only one affected by this. “Do you think anyone made it?”


  “I guess we’ll find out. Now move it. I don’t want to get blasted just by virtue of my association with you.”


  “Yeah, because you’re so beloved otherwise,” I shot back without any real venom. “So what’s the plan?”


  “We get underground fast.”


  “The emergency entrance?”


  She nodded and took off running toward the alleyway, where a conveniently placed dumpster marked the manhole that would lead us downward.


   


  Rallying the Troops


  I thought Sally would lead us back to her new safe house (being that it was supposedly safe and all), but I was wrong. Instead, her plan was to stay below ground until daybreak and then head to the office, the hub of our coven business activities, which also conveniently possessed a sewer-based entrance.


  “But the office isn’t a secret to anyone,” I protested, facing her in the pungent tunnels. I’ll admit part of my annoyance stemmed from not being overly joyed at spending the rest of the night wading through knee-deep shit water.


  “That’s the point. If any of the coven survived, that’s where they’ll go. We can get a headcount there. The building will also be packed with humans by then.”


  “You’re assuming they won’t blow up a group of people to get to us.”


  “A big assumption, I know. That sure wouldn’t stop me.”


  Big surprise there. Still, if our attackers were the mages, that might be a different story. During our past encounters, they had gone out of their way to avoid hurting normal humans including...


  “Oh shit!”


  “Well it is a sewer.” She crouched, entering a section of the tunnel where the ceiling was lower.


  “Not that.”


  “Then what are you blathering about?”


  “Tom and Ed.”


  “What about them?” She lifted a hand and casually flicked at something nasty that had fallen on her bare shoulder. I doubted she held Tom in much higher regard.


  “Christy’s coven...they know where we live.”


  “Not much we can do at the moment,” she shrugged. “Cell service down here sucks, go figure. You’d better just hope that witch isn’t tired of fucking your idiot friend.”


  She had a point. I could try to get home, but that might just be painting a big target on my apartment (my renter’s insurance was high enough as it was). My roommates had been a part of my adventures since I had first been turned. If things started to get weird...well, okay, weirder...they’d hopefully spot it and get the fuck out of Dodge.


  Sally was probably right. The office might very well be our best bet. Decker’s witches might be able to take down an entire building, shielding the effects from those around it, but selectively disintegrating the couple of floors we rented might be a tad harder to disguise. If they wanted a showdown there, they’d need to do it personally. The odds would be more evenly balanced, especially since Sally kept a loaded gun in her corner suite - a Desert Eagle, a fifty-caliber welcome mat for uninvited guests.


  “All right, the office it is.”


  “Once we get there, I’ll tell Starlight to get on the horn with Boston - see what James makes of all this.”


  “Sounds like a...wait a second. How do you know she survived?”


  Sally shrugged, pretending she found a section of the tunnel wall particularly interesting.


  “Don’t tell me you made her work late.”


  “What? It’s not like the coven paperwork is going to file itself. Besides I probably saved her life. She should thank me.”


  Starlight was a former model turned vampire. She was both strikingly beautiful and a true sweetheart - a mother hen amongst the wolf pack. Unfortunately for her, she wasn’t the sharpest tool in our shed, something Sally gleefully took advantage of. Since assuming her place as my silent partner, she had continually conscripted Starlight to act as her personal secretary. It would have been fine except, in typical Sally fashion, it was a flagrant abuse of her station. She often acted as if she was the goddamned empress of New York. Leona Helmsley had nothing on her.


  Still I couldn’t be too mad at her. Starlight was one of the few members of the coven, outside of present company, that I didn’t want to see meet a bad end.


  I considered for a moment whether Sally’s flaunting of her position might actually be on purpose in case of contingencies like this - after all she had proven herself to be surprisingly insightful with regards to the perils of our lifestyle. However, I quickly kicked that thought to the curb. If Sally had some foresight that an attack was coming, why hadn’t she shared that information? No, more than likely she had been enjoying her role as queen bitch and got lucky.


  “What should we do once we get there? Assuming, of course, there isn’t a firing squad full of pissed-off sorcerers waiting for us.”


  She turned around, catching my eyes wandering. I couldn’t help it. Her thong had been peeking through one of the many tears in her no-longer pristine evening wear. “Well, getting changed into something less drafty is pretty high on my list.”


  “Aside from that.” I backed up a step, not wanting to get slugged.


  Sally shrugged then continued walking in the oppressive darkness of the sewer tunnel. “Your guess is as good as mine. It’s my first time being directly part of a coven massacre.”


  “Directly?”


  “Well, I do get around, you know.”


  “Okay.” It was better not to ask, but I did anyway. “So what happened in those indirect cases?”


  “Let’s just say that things are so much easier when there aren’t any survivors.”


  “That’s really not helpful.”


  “Sorry. Attacks by outside forces are rare in recent times...although I’m thinking they’re going to get more common. Most vampire prunings are internal matters, usually First Coven-related. When they send a message, it tends to be a permanent one.”


  “What about when the Khan’s coven got wiped out a few months back? Weren’t there some stragglers?” It pained me to even think of it. The Khan was Ogedai Khan, one of the Draculas and also Gan’s adopted father. He and his forces had been destroyed by the Alma. At the time, his top assassins had been out of country - trying to execute yours truly. As a result, through some twisted logic, the whole thing had been blamed on me.


  Sally nodded. “The survivors got absorbed into the surrounding covens, but it was a little different since they were all underneath his rule. I’m hoping that’s not the case here because the nearest coven is our friends over in the HBC.”


  Ugh, not a happy thought. HBC stood for Howard Beach Coven, based out of Queens. Whereas Village Coven was - or had been - primarily a vampire frat house, the HBC was a little more hardcore. That wasn’t really the issue. Heck, neither group was really my crowd. What mattered was that they sort of had a grudge against me. Though they were under new leadership these days (thanks to me...well okay, thanks to Sally), they weren’t exactly itching to kiss and make up yet.


  “Fuck that shit,” I said.


  “We’re in agreement there. I guess we could always go on a massive recruitment drive.”


  I gave her a sideways glance.


  “You’re going to have to get over that shit, Bill.”


  “That’s what I’m doing,” I replied, stepping over a nasty pile of something.


  She ignored my attempt at levity, continuing as if I hadn’t spoken. “We can’t have a coven with only three vampires and you know it, especially with a bunch of magical morons hunting us down.”


  “So not only do you want to kill people and bring them back as vampires, you want to immediately line them up as cannon fodder, too?”


  “Well, if anything happens, at least we wouldn’t have time to get overly attached to them.”


  “That’s fucking evil.”


  “No, that’s realistic.”


  “What about calling Boston and asking their advice?”


  “I don’t think we have much choice there,” she said. “The only question is what we’re going to tell them.”


  That was a good question. I just wished I had a good answer.


  * * *


  We waited until the start of rush hour to ascend from the sewers, figuring there’d be enough humans present to keep us from being blasted into oblivion. Unfortunately, it also meant we ran into a few people on the way up. We got a few odd glances from our somewhat singed look and slight sewer-scented odor. So much for keeping a low profile.


  “Is Starlight even going to be in?” I asked as we reached our floor. “This is typically bedtime.”


  “Well there was a lot of paperwork,” she replied with a smirk.


  “Slave driver.”


  “Flatterer.”


  I needn’t have worried, though. We had no more than stepped through the door when Starlight came running out to meet us. She wore a conservative business suit and had her long black hair tied back in a bun. Holy shit, Sally even had her dressing the part.


  “Bill, Sally, thank goodness! Did you hear what happened?”


  “Don’t know, probably don’t care,” Sally pushed past her and headed for the back.


  I locked the door behind us. “We have some bad news.”


  “I know,” Starlight replied. “The loft is gone.”


  Sally stopped in her tracks and turned. “How’d you know?”


  “It was on the radio.”


  Sally and I exchanged confused glances.


  “What did they say?”


  “It was weird. When the sun came up, the place was just burned out. None of the neighbors saw or heard anything.”


  “I guess they dropped their illusion once the fire was out,” I said to Sally.


  “Apparently so.”


  “Who dropped what?” Starlight asked. “I thought you were throwing a party last night.”


  “We definitely had a blast,” I said.


  “I’m not following you.”


  “What a surprise,” Sally sniffed. “Our wizard friends decided to crash the party last night...explosively so.”


  “Why?” Starlight wasn’t exactly the master strategist of the group, but even she knew better. She turned to me. “They were after you again, weren’t they?”


  I wasn’t sure what Sally had told her about recent events, but it probably wasn’t too extensive. Starlight was trustworthy, but that wouldn’t stop an older vampire from getting anything he wanted out of her.


  “Yep. They still think I’m gonna bring about the birth of the Icon.”


  “Don’t they realize how stupid that is?”


  “Heh, yeah, stupid...” I trailed off, hoping to change the subject. “What else did the news say?”


  “They said the building must have been empty. They didn’t find any bodies.”


  That wasn’t good. When a vampire dies, it typically turns into a pile of ash. In a burnt out building, you’d never notice what could be a veritable vamp graveyard. Deep fried or not, if there were bodies then chances were the vamps attached to them would still be kicking and screaming.


  “Don’t jump to conclusions, Bill,” Sally said. “If anyone survived, I doubt they would have stuck around to talk to the press.”


  She had a point. The second the sun came up, they would have been toast.


  “I have a job for you, Star,” she continued.


  “I’m on it, boss.”


  “Get on the horn. Try every one of our lairs and also any cell phones we have on file. I want to know if anyone else made it out.”


  “You got it.”


  “Bill, you wait here. I have something to take care of.”


  “What?” I demanded. “Whatever it is, there’s no way I’m letting you do it alone.”


  “I’m going to take a shower, and believe me, I’d better be alone...unless, that is, you’d like one more casualty to add to the day.”


  * * *


  As much as I have to admit such a death would be totally worth it, I somehow refrained from peeking. I managed to cobble together a pair of pants and a shirt that fit, if didn’t altogether match, from the hodgepodge of extras in the office - courtesy of past victims. Considering how often I tended to end up on fire, you’d think I’d have left a change of clothes at the office by now. Unfortunately, that and grabbing a few pints of blood from the fridge were the extent of what I could do during daylight hours. It was pointless to try calling Boston before late afternoon.


  That just left checking in on my roommates. Sally asked that I be coy about that first one, as we didn’t know the situation back in Brooklyn. She didn’t try to stop me, though. I knew she was at least somewhat fond of Ed - much in the same way a child might be fond of a pet gerbil - and she didn’t entirely hate Tom.


  I called home and was pleasantly surprised when Ed answered and not some gruff voice telling me, “We have your human cattle, Freewill.” (Hey, it could happen.) Sensing nothing more than general annoyance in Ed’s voice (he was behind in a project at our mutual place of employment), I made up a plausible excuse involving coven-related business - asking him to pass on the message to Dave, my dungeon master, in case he called wondering why I wasn’t there. It was actually as much truth as lie. Sunday was game day after all.


  Dave’s a doctor with lofty ambitions and a shitty bedside manner. He knows I’m a vampire, but unlike Tom or Ed, I keep his knowledge of my undead nature on the down low. Dave’s been experimenting on me, his price for offering me some help a while back. Unfortunately, such things are considered a major no-no in the vampire community. If it were ever found out, we’d be in shit deep enough to fill the Mariana Trench twice over.


  Once I made sure my friends were fine, the waiting game began. Sally locked herself in her office, but not before putting Starlight back to work on some bullshit assignment. Rather than sit and wonder whether survivors or assassins would come bursting through the doors, I commandeered a computer and followed Ed’s lead - getting a little coding done in advance of the work week. I had a feeling I’d be busy over the next few days.


  Sadly, vampire life doesn’t come with a steady paycheck, at least not when Sally is controlling the purse strings, the cheap bitch. Unlike my movie counterparts like Dracula, Edward, or whatever the fuck character Brad Pitt played in that one movie, I have to hold down a day job to keep a roof over my head. My only solace: in another century or two, the interest on my meager bank savings should start to add up. Yep, it was only a matter of time before that two percent put me on easy street. And no, I don’t believe that bullshit for a second, either.


  * * *


  Four o’clock rolled around, and we had confirmed three additional survivors by that time. That put the infernal forces under my command at a grand total of four, five if you count Sally.


  Alfonso, the aforementioned undead hair stylist, hadn’t been at the party. He called to let us know that one of his clients had been in need of an emergency manicure, requiring his immediate attention. Sally’s squeal of delight at his survival didn’t help my mood. We might be thoroughly fucked, but at least she’d be well-coifed while it happened.


  The other two were Dread Stalker and Firebird, two holdovers from the days when Jeff ruled the coven. Dread Stalker was a fucking psycho, no two ways about it. He had been one of Jeff’s favorites - innocent looking on the outside, but one of the coven’s top hunters. In fact, that was the very reason he had survived the previous night. He had arrived late to the party after scouting for some additional refreshments.


  Firebird hadn’t been nearly as lucky. She crawled into the office mid-afternoon, having pulled her way through the sewers. She’d been present when the fireworks started. It hadn’t been pretty.


  She was a smoking hot redhead. When I first met her, she’d existed for seemingly no other reason than to be Jeff’s personal sex toy. Just for the record, though, she looks much hotter when she has skin. Before blacking out, she managed to tell us that she’d been standing near the windows at the back of the building when the loft went up like a Roman candle. She’d been flung through the glass and onto the street below.


  After hearing Firebird’s tale, Sally shrugged and walked silently back into her office. Her meaning was clear. Anyone who hadn’t been as lucky was most likely dust in the wind by now.


  Starlight and I carried Firebird to a back room, and set her up with an IV transfusion of bottled blood. The blood, combined with accelerated healing, would get her back on her feet within a day or so. Hopefully it would leave her looking less gross, too.


  After we got Firebird situated, Sally popped her head out of her office.


  “It’s probably safe to call Boston now.”


  I nodded, gave the others specific orders to stay put, and then locked myself in with her. It was sure to be quite the interesting call.


   


  The Conference Call of Cthulhu


  James didn’t answer his cell phone. Being the newest member of our ruling coven probably kept him busy. We tried the main line for Boston instead and hoped for the best - kind of like getting on a call with tier one tech support in India and naïvely expecting that a solution was forthcoming.


  “How may I direct your call?” the bored voice on the other end asked.


  “We need to speak with James,” Sally replied.


  “James? I don’t know of any James, unless you mean...”


  Sally sighed and said, “I would like to speak with James the Wanderer, esteemed member of the First Coven.” She gave me a look of disgust. Sally wasn’t exactly big on ceremony.


  “All glory to the First!” the operator replied.


  Sally hit mute on the speakerphone. “Ass-kisser.”


  I failed to suppress a smirk as she unmuted the phone and the office drone on the other end finished their verbal genuflecting. “The First, praise be to them, are not in the habit of taking calls. I will warn you that...”


  “Oh quit the shit,” Sally snapped. “It’s an emergency. It’s about the Freewill.”


  “You know the Freewill?”


  “Yeah,” I chimed in, “she’s sitting right next to me.”


  “Sorry...sir,” came the reply. “Praise be to the one who shall lead our armies in battle...”


  “We’re kind of in a rush here,” Sally interrupted.


  “Oh...sorry. Hold please.”


  Bland elevator music began to play as she muted the speaker again.


  “Are they always like that?”


  “Yep. Aside from James, I’m pretty sure Boston exclusively employs a legion of boot-lickers.”


  “And zombies,” I added, remembering the not-so ravenous hordes of the undead the vampire nation liked to use as clerical help.


  “They smell bad, but at least they keep their fucking mouths shut...those that have mouths, anyway. That’s more than I can say for most of those assholes.”


  Almost as if summoned, a familiar oily voice came onto the line. “Can I help you?”


  “Colin?” Sally asked, unable to disguise her dislike for James’s assistant. They apparently had history, but she had never let me in on what that was. If I had to guess, though, I’d say Colin was an ex fuck-buddy gone sour. Of course when it came to Sally, I sort of assumed the same of everyone she knew.


  There was nothing but silence on the other end. “Colin, are you still there?”


  “Oh I’m here...just waiting for you to address me properly.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “Since you’re a little slow on the uptake, as usual, I’ll give you a hint. That’s Regional Coven Master, Colin, prefect for the northeastern United States to you.”


  “No fucking way.”


  “Oh yes,” he replied eagerly. “James’s promotion left an open spot and I, already knowing and...dare I say...excelling at the job, was the natural choice.”


  Sally’s nails dug into the arms of her chair as she listened to him gloat. It was probably only a matter of time before she said something that would get us hung up on.


  “Congratulations, Coven Master Colin.” I figured it was easier to give him a little mollification. No skin off my teeth as at the end of the day he’d still be an asshole.


  Sally’s eyes grew wide and she mouthed, “What the fuck?!”


  I gestured for her to relax. My experience in corporate America taught me how to play the game.


  “Is that you, Freewill?”


  “It is.”


  “Always a pleasure,” he replied flatly.


  “Likewise. We were hoping to speak to James.” Bantering with Colin was pointless. He disliked Sally and his opinion of me was even lower.


  “The First are not at your beck and call, nor do they speak with children. You two really should know the rules, but then again, I guess that’s to be expected.”


  “We have a special exception from James and you know it,” Sally spat.


  I hit mute. “We do?”


  “Uh, yeah. Unlike you, I haven’t spent the past month jerking off to anime. Shit is going down and you’re gonna be a part of it whether you like it or not. I talked to James and he agreed that the least they can do is answer the fucking phone for us.”


  She had a good point. I’d been avoiding reality while she dealt with it head-on.


  “That exception is only to be used in times of emergency.”


  “You’re right, Colin,” Sally replied as she unmuted the phone. “So how does our entire fucking coven being wiped out by a bunch of magic-wielding assholes sound to you? Is that emergency enough?”


  “Well...”


  She turned beet red - quite an accomplishment for someone lacking a heartbeat. “They were trying to kill the Freewill!” she snapped.


  There was a pause as Colin no doubt tried to figure out how to stonewall us some more. “Very well. I guess that does count as a potential emergency.”


  “Potential...”


  “Don’t get your panties in a bunch, Sally, my dear. Assuming you wear them, something I highly doubt...”


  I snatched the phone out of the way as her fist came down on the heavy desk, leaving a visible crack in its surface.


  “What was that?”


  “Nothing,” I replied. “Must be a glitch in the line.”


  “I suppose, considering the circumstances, this news should be shared,” he made no attempt to hide his scorn. “Hold while I check to see if James is available to join us.”


  “Wait,” I said. “Join us?”


  “Of course, Freewill. I am in charge of the wellbeing of your coven now, after all. As this concerns me, it’s only appropriate that I take the lead in investigating this heinous crime.” His emphasis indicated that any sorrow he might’ve felt at my plight was only because my attackers hadn’t succeeded.


  If this was the new power structure, eternal life would be a very long time indeed.


  * * *


  Colin took a good long while. Sally passed the time with a string of angry insults as to what a fucktard he was. It was highly amusing to listen to her vent about someone who wasn’t me for a change.


  Finally, just when I was starting to suspect we’d been purposely forgotten, we were taken off hold.


  “Hello, Sally, are you still there?” James asked from the speakerphone. Hearing him, I immediately felt a little better. In a world populated by backbiting, supernatural assholes, James was one of the few exceptions. He wasn’t exactly a saint - I had once seen him tear through a gang of street thugs like they were made of tissue paper - but he had always been cool to me.


  “James it’s...”


  Colin’s greasy voice cut her off. “Eh hem! Please rise to show respect for the Wanderer, bold explorer of the shadows and esteemed member of the First Coven.”


  Rise? What a fucking douchebag.


  “All glory to the First!” No doubt his lips were nice and puckered up for James’s ass. “His eminence is recognized.”


  “Thank you, Colin, I’m sure,” James replied dryly. It was painfully obvious that his tolerance for his former aide was limited. There was more than one reason I liked him.


  “Are we done yet?” Sally asked. “Because we have...”


  “The children shall not speak until the First addresses them to do so!” Colin snapped.


  Motherfucker! The guy probably had the rules tattooed to his eyelids, although surely part of it was because he disliked us.


  “Colin, please,” James’s tone showed his restraint was barely hanging on. “I think we can suspend protocol for the Freewill.”


  “Very well, my lord.” Though Colin’s words were entirely subservient, there was an undertone of fuck-you to his tone.


  “Thank you,” James replied flatly before addressing us. “I apologize for not answering earlier...”


  “The First need never apologize to...”


  “Colin, please!” James’s voice had an edge this time. That finally shut up the little ass-kisser. The silence hung in the air for several seconds.


  “Sally, my dear, please forgive me. My new duties, combined with our combat preparations, have, alas, taken up a great deal of my time.”


  “I can understand,” she replied with a smile on her face. No doubt her expression was at the fact that Colin was probably seething at that moment.


  “I’m not being flippant when I say I truly doubt that.”


  “Anything we can help with?” I asked, immediately realizing how stupid it probably sounded.


  James chuckled. “Thank you, Dr. Death.” At the time I was turned, Jeff had a dumbass rule in place that called for all members to adopt new code names, for lack of a better word, hence why coven members had names like Starlight and Dread Stalker. Dr. Death had been mine.


  What can I say? I was under a bit of a pressure at the time. Although the rule, like Jeff, was long gone, a few people had grown fond of my dopey moniker and continued to use it.


  “I think I can handle things,” James continued. “Although it is an interesting coincidence that you called. I was just compiling a database of special vampires, yourself being at the top of that list.”


  Now it was Sally’s turn to chuckle. She hit mute just long enough to ask me, “Should I buy you a helmet?”


  “Fuck you.”


  “Excuse me?” James asked.


  Goddamn it! She had unmuted us. “Err, sorry. Must be static in the line. What do you mean special vampires?”


  “Exactly that. Vampires with powers outside of the norm.”


  “I thought I was the only Freewill.” I had been under the impression that I was the only one for at least half a millennia. A brief glimmer of hope flickered within me. If there were others, then perhaps the prophecies wouldn’t apply to me.


  “You are, so far as we know,” James replied, pouring ice water on my small tinder of wishful thinking. “But just because you are the sole being of legend doesn’t mean that other vampire anomalies don’t exist. I’m compiling a list of their abilities in preparation for the coming conflict. It could prove useful.”


  “Really? Like what?”


  “Well...ah, I have an example you might recognize. Surely you remember Gansetseg.” It sounded as if he had a smirk on his face.


  “Gan is special, all right,” I growled.


  “Quite so,” he ignored my snark. “Gansetseg was turned when she was still a pre-teen. Her body became forever locked in the state she was in at the time.


  “So?”


  “So, she is in a perpetual state of puberty.”


  “So her superpower is being hormonally imbalanced?” Sally asked.


  “Partially. One of the side effects is that her body chemistry is hyper-accelerated compared to other vampires her age.”


  My eyes opened wide. “Speed.”


  “I see you noticed,” James replied.


  I had seen her in action during her vacation to New York when she followed me from her home in China thanks to a case of misguided puppy love. She was capable of moving at speeds that rendered her but a blur to even vampire eyes. At the time, she was one of the older vampires I had been exposed to, at a ripe old three hundred years, so it just appeared to be her greater powers. With a little more experience under my belt, though, I now realized she moved more like a vamp twice her age - with the added benefit of having the size and flexibility of a child.


  “That’s just great,” Sally remarked. “Will probably do wonders for her humility.”


  “That, combined with her status in Asia, makes her quite indispensable to our cause.” James paused for a moment. “But I’m sure you didn’t call for this meeting just to ask me how things were going. Am I correct?”


  “Colin didn’t fill you in?” Somehow I wasn’t surprised.


  “I’m not your messenger boy, child,” he said. Damn, I had almost forgotten the prick was still on the call, but it served as a reminder to watch my words. James could probably be counted on to be discreet, but Colin could only be trusted to fuck us over as quickly as was vampirically possible.


  “Colin...” James’s threat hung in the air.


  “You’re right, James,” Sally said, swerving us back on track. “We had a bit of a night.”


  “Care to elaborate?”


  “There was an incident at the loft...”


  “An incident?” I interrupted. “The entire building was wiped the fuck out.”


  “Thanks, Bill,” she sighed. “I was getting to that.”


  * * *


  We explained the situation to James. Well, okay, Sally explained while I interrupted whenever she downplayed the situation too much. Most vamps are emotionally unaffected by mass carnage, but c’mon! Sure, my coven were mostly douchebags, most of whom I wouldn’t miss - hell I was pretty much over it - but what happened should have warranted at least a modicum of outrage.


  Sally stuck mostly to the facts, not elaborating unless pressed. She was probably hoping we’d be taken at face value. Sadly, being a wage slave, I knew what it was like to be grilled by upper management. If I was sure of one thing, it was that the hard questions were still to come.


  I knew it would probably be unwise to flat out lie. I was considered special in the vampire community, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t come up with some appropriate punishment to make an example of me. It would be even worse for Sally. The elders wouldn’t think twice about dusting her and then pissing on the ashes.


  At last, she finished with her account and then came the anticipated Q&A.


  “Are you sure it was the mages who did this?” James asked.


  “We didn’t see them,” Sally admitted, “but the green fire was definitely not natural.”


  “No doubt. I just find it odd.”


  “I don’t,” I said. “They haven’t really gotten over wanting me dead.”


  “I had thought, based on your associations up in the Woods of Mourning, you had perhaps come to a measure of peace with them.”


  “That was Christy,” I replied. “She’s just one member of that group. The rest...well, not so much. If we hadn’t been under a state of truce up there, I don’t doubt they would’ve tried to blast the shit out of me.”


  “Thank you for the colorful observation, Dr. Death. Still, the Magi’s feud is known to be primarily with you, not vampire kind in general.”


  “I’m well aware,” I said, an edge to my voice.


  “Please know I’m not trying to downplay this,” James said in a conciliatory tone. “Even so, personal vendettas are considered exactly that - personal. If a force attacks us en masse, we respond in kind. However, a lone vampire...”


  “I get it. We’re expected to deal with our own crap.”


  “In a word, precisely.”


  “But they didn’t go after just me.”


  “I know and, assuming it was them, that’s troubling. A skilled Magi is more like a surgeon than a child with a hammer. Such an act of...terrorism...is unlike them.”


  “Know anyone else who can level a building full of vampires in the middle of Manhattan while keeping it hidden from everyone more than twenty feet away?”


  “Some entities come to mind, but none who have any motive.”


  That was a scary thought, although it wasn’t particularly surprising. I had seen enough in Canada not to be overly shocked should Godzilla, Mothra, and the Old Ones rise out of the East River and start smashing shit. It was nearly terrifying to know that as powerful as vampires are, there were beings out there to whom we’re little more than bugs.


  “The thing is,” James continued, “the Magi have already indicated they prefer to remain neutral in the coming conflict. They have no love of us, but likewise, they have never counted the Alma as allies...nor do I see that changing. The Alma aren’t particularly fond of anything in human guise, vampire or otherwise.”


  “Yet, despite all that, we have a brand new parking lot only a few blocks away.”


  “I don’t dispute that. I’m just trying to find sense in the motives here.”


  “They have that stupid prophecy of theirs,” Sally commented.


  “We’re aware of that. The logic of their reasoning is dubious at best, unless perhaps they are, for some reason, convinced that the rise of the Icon is imminent.”


  Sally and I locked eyes. Oh crap. She shook her head. Her meaning was clear...shut the fuck up. I didn’t need to be told twice. Jesus Christ, what a fucking minefield.


  “I’m afraid there are too many questions on the table,” James said. “The loss of one coven is of little consequence to the First’s plans, no offense intended. However, considering your role in the coming conflict...”


  “Oh fuck,” I muttered under my breath, forgetting James’s hearing was supernaturally acute.


  “In this, sadly, I have no say. Lord Alexander was quite adamant on this point. Your involvement raises this incident’s priority.”


  “Go me,” I sighed as Sally kicked me from under the table.


  “Based on what we know, or more precisely what we don’t, I see only one course of action...”


  That didn’t sound promising. Tom was definitely not going to be pleased if I’d put a giant crosshairs on his girlfriend.”


  “...we need to set up a conference call with the Magi.”


  “What?!”


  Whatever the hell had happened to nuking it from orbit?


  A friendly chat with the assholes who’d nearly vaporized me...go figure. I couldn’t wait to see how that was gonna turn out. If I was a betting man, though, I’d venture to guess it wouldn’t be in my favor.


   


  Without Bad Luck, I’d have No Luck at All


  “A conference call?”


  “Of course,” James replied. “What did you expect me to say?”


  “Something with a bit more killing, for starters,” Sally said.


  James chuckled. “Sally, my dear, this isn’t the thirteenth century. We don’t take up arms for the slightest offenses, especially at this moment. We’ll soon have our hands full enough of enemies. I’d prefer we not add to their number.”


  I bristled at the slightly offensive remark. I don’t consider myself hot shit or anything, but I’m not jaded enough to shrug off attempts on my life as no big deal.


  Sally raised her hands and shrugged. There wasn’t much we could do to protest. By bringing Boston into this mess, we had to accept their judgment on the matter. Regardless, neither of us was quite expecting a conference bridge with the folks who, in all likelihood, just succeeded in sending about a dozen vampires screaming into the great beyond.


  Talking to those psychos was not a good thing at any time, but right now, it had potential to be epically disastrous. Harry Decker and his fun bunch claimed to have known about my birth through their scrying or whatever the fuck they did. Assuming they weren’t full of shit, I wasn’t about to rule out their ability to do the same for the Icon. Considering they somehow thought that Sheila would be the death of them - which was hard to wrap my brain around since she wasn’t a killer - there was little doubt they’d be keeping their eyes open for her arrival.


  This was shaping up to be the worst conference call of my life, even worse than that time I accidentally clogged the school toilet back in first grade with my Boba Fett figure (I was pretending it was the Sarlaac pit).


  Talk about a shitty situation.


  * * *


  Once more, Sally and I played the waiting game, as there were diplomatic channels to be opened on Boston’s end. If there was an upside, it was that Colin was again forced to act as James’s toady. No matter how far up in the vampire hierarchy he got, he was still just someone else’s bitch. That alone was worth a fraction of a smile.


  The evening stretched into the wee hours of the night. Despite my orders, Dread Stalker left at some point...probably to go and commit some heinous act or another. Hopefully he ran into some witches in a dark alley. It was a horrible thought, but fuck it - I’m not applying for sainthood anytime soon. If the asshole wanted to get himself killed, that was his problem. Starlight was kept busy with some more of Sally’s bullshit paperwork. Firebird continued resting, albeit probably not comfortably. She still looked like a charbroiled chicken, but the blood transfusions appeared to be having some effect. She looked a little less crispy in places.


  Sally and Alfonzo disappeared into her office for a while. I couldn’t even amuse myself with the fantasy that he was railing her behind closed doors. I probably had far more of a chance with him than she did. No, she was probably doing something douchey like getting her hair colored. It would figure. We almost got our asses turned into Baked Alaska, and her biggest concern was whether her roots were showing.


  At last, her door opened. Alfonzo exited and indicated that Sally wanted me back in her office. I was supposed to be the one in charge. I should be summoning her into my office (if I had one).


  Oh, who was I kidding? I would have gladly handed her the keys to the castle. Hell, I would have dropped to one knee and proclaimed her Queen Shit if I could’ve turned back the clock a year and gone down a different path. Even two months back would be enough. I could have told Sheila, “Sorry, babe, but I just don’t think you’ve got it in you to do any better.” Sure, it would have completely fucked up my chances with her, but it would have been far more preferable compared to what lay ahead for both of us. My only advantage was knowing how much shit I was in. She would be blindsided.


  I stopped midway into Sally’s office. No, I couldn’t let that happen. The call’s outcome couldn’t be predicted, but I had a very good idea what my next course of action was going to be.


  * * *


  “Greetings, Freewill,” a voice on the line intoned.


  “Hey, Harry,” I replied flippantly. “Fuck up the launch of Farm Blitz yet?” Harry Decker was yet another on my ever-growing list of arch-enemies. He also, not coincidentally, happened to be the senior vice-president of marketing at my workplace, Hopskotchgames.


  “Hardly. In fact, I expect a nice bonus from that one. Perhaps I’ll buy myself a new Bentley.”


  “Only douchebags drive Bentleys,” I spat. It wasn’t much of a comeback, but rubbing my face in the fact that he pretty much wrote his own paychecks just poured salt in the wound.


  “I’m sure your work relationship is truly fascinating,” James interrupted, “but we have far more serious business to discuss.”


  “Of course, vampire,” Decker replied.


  “Esteemed Magi,” Colin said. “We welcome you to this conclave under protection of truce...”


  Truce? What the fuck?


  “Will you be attending alone, or shall we extend the invitation to others of your circle?”


  “I speak for my coven,” Decker replied arrogantly. What a douche.


  “Very well, honored guest.” Colin’s tone took on a sour note. “Freewill, are you ready?”


  “How come Gandalf the Gay gets an esteemed and honored greeting?”


  “Because he’s not you.”


  I heard Decker chuckle. Make that double douches.


  “Colin, please,” James said, his tone neutral but the warning fairly evident.


  “My apologies, Wanderer.”


  James ignored his sniveling and got down to business. As he began to speak, I locked eyes with Sally. Her look mirrored my own. She had no idea how this was going to play out either.


  “Mr. Decker, the Magi and the vampire nation have been on civil terms these past few centuries.”


  “Indeed,” he replied. “My people have no quarrel with yours...typically.”


  “Yes, we are aware of your issue with the Freewill. However, we consider that to be a personal matter.”


  I had meant to be a fly on the wall, but my mouth had other plans. “It’s fucking personal, alright.”


  Sally rolled her eyes - yeah, saw that one coming a mile away.


  “I am here on good faith, Wanderer,” Decker said. “Kindly restrain your dog.”


  “Dog? Fuck you, you...”


  “That will be enough, Dr. Death.” I knew what James was capable of. Likewise I knew the influence he now wielded as one of the thirteen most powerful vampires on the planet. All of that considered, I shut my mouth quickly, obeying...like a dog. Motherfucker!


  “My apologies,” James said.


  Sally immediately reached over and hit the mute button. “Curse out the asshole this way if it makes you feel better.”


  “Not as much fun if he can’t hear it, but good idea anyway.”


  “I’m full of them.”


  “You’re full of something all right.”


  “...as you can see, the situation is somewhat beyond normal. Considering the circumstances, I’m forced to investigate potential causes.” Oh crap, what had James been saying? From the sound of things, he was just summing things up for Decker. Hopefully there hadn’t been any questions in there for me. “Do you have anything to add, Dr. Death?”


  Yep, I deserved that one.


  “Err...no, I think that about covers it.” I hoped I didn’t just hand Decker a “get out of blowing me up free” card.


  Silence resonated on the line for several seconds. “Despite our past vendetta against the Freewill,” Decker said at last, “my coven did not attempt to assassinate him this evening, though it would have been well within our power.”


  I flipped the finger at the phone. It only made me feel slightly better.


  “That is a relief to hear,” James replied.


  “Hold on,” I cried, unmuting the phone. “That’s it? He says he didn’t blow up the loft and you just take him at his word?”


  “Dr. Death...”


  “Perhaps it would behoove you to listen, you idiotic abomination,” Decker explained. “I didn’t say we had nothing to do with leveling that murderous hive of filth. I simply replied to the question at hand...we were not trying to kill you.”


  There was silence from all parties on the line. I wasn’t sure what Decker was trying to say other than to announce he had just gotten off the train at Crazy Town.


  Sally’s mouth opened, but I quickly waved her off. Whatever had been on the tip of her tongue was doubtlessly less than diplomatic. If anything, she probably liked being flash-fried even less than I did.


  Finally James spoke again, his tone stern. “I’m not sure I follow, Mr. Decker. Please explain yourself.”


  “I need explain nothing. I am a dead man walking. We all are. My fate, as that of all the magical covens, is at hand. The future cannot be rewritten, but I can make sure that those who have had a hand in it shall suffer.”


  “And why is that?” James asked.


  “Is it not as plain as the fangs hanging from your mouth?” Decker spat. “The signs are all there. Death looms over us all. The Icon has risen.”


  Oh fuck.


   


  Party Crashers


  “The Icon!” Colin exclaimed.


  Oh shit. I was afraid of this.


  “Calm down, Colin,” James replied. There was an edge in his voice that hadn’t previously been there. The vampire nation was preparing for war against the Feet. Yeah, that sounds stupid to me too, but what are you gonna do? Primal powers that had long lain dormant would most likely join in the fray. We were potentially looking at a global supernatural showdown that would make the battle of Helms Deep look like a slap fight in comparison. The Icon was the last person that any vampire...other than me, maybe...wanted to meet. Outside of sunlight, silver, and stakes to the heart, vamps are pretty damn tough to kill. It shows in their general everyday arrogance. To introduce a wildcard now, one that could potentially turn a legion of vampires to dust with but a touch of her hand, was a recipe for widespread panic - right when the vampire nation needed it least.


  “We’re aware of the prophecy, Mr. Decker. However, our own seers have...”


  “Then they are as useless as that beast and the diseased harlot with whom we are speaking.”


  “I am so gonna rip your lungs out through your asshole, you fucking little weasel!” Yep, that’s Sally. Try to kill her, and she’ll hold her tongue. Call her names and she loses it.


  “Everyone, please!” James shouted, attempting to regain control. “Mr. Decker, I apologize for the outbursts. Please indulge us with what you were saying.”


  “The Icon lives, vampire,” Decker hissed. “My people have seen it. The portents do not lie. We have double and triple checked them.”


  “Did you find out who’s naughty and who’s nice?” Sally sniffed.


  “Laugh if you wish, trollop. You know as well as I do that the Icon brings nothing but death. My kind is doomed by its coming, but do not think yours is immune. How many of the undead shall burn at its touch?”


  I gotta say, I was starting to take a little offense to his constant referring to the Icon as an it. Thankfully, before the words could spill out of my mouth, I remembered what a monumentally bad idea it would be to correct him.


  Even worse was the fact that Decker knew Sheila from our workplace. Hell, the asshole had once gone out on a date with her. If he had known back then her potential...well, who knows how that night would have played out? As it was, it ended fairly explosively thanks in part to Gan’s presence. Little did I know back then that so many pieces of the fucked up puzzle of my life were in such close proximity.


  Sally snapped her fingers in front of my face.


  “Hey, anyone home?”


  “Huh?”


  “Pay attention, dipshit,” she snapped. “Now’s not the time to zone out.”


  “Oh, sorry.”


  She unmuted the phone while I tried to figure out what I had missed.


  “Assuming that is even true,” James was saying, “how can you know it’s a threat? The creature could be living in a cave in Bangladesh for all you are aware.”


  “Not true. It is close, that much we can tell.”


  “You said it yourself, the Icon’s power somehow counteracts against your own. You have no way of knowing...”


  “DO NOT TELL ME WHAT I KNOW, BEAST!” Decker screamed into the phone as an uncomfortable whine of feedback blared on our end. “The Icon is near, perhaps in this very city. I can feel its presence, much like a reaper breathing down the back of my neck.”


  “Are you sure that’s not just the men in white coats?”


  Decker ignored me and continued on his insane tirade. “I was too late to save my people. My protégé was too soft - weak - to do what needed to be done...”


  He must have been talking about Christy, and what he said was good to hear. She was much more pleasant to be around when she wasn’t actively plotting to kill me, and it was likewise a good thing for Tom. Though he typically didn’t bring it up, it bothered him that his girlfriend and me didn’t always get along...murderously so. Of course, now Christy had a Sheila shaped pendulum of death hanging over her head. That had potential to be a bit awkward in the near future.


  “...but that didn’t mean I couldn’t make you suffer.”


  Huh? Oh yeah, Decker was still yammering. I had been on the receiving end of his insane monologues in the past. It was easiest to just nod as he ranted. That last part, though, sounded like it might be sorta important.


  “What do you mean by that?” I asked, although I had a feeling I knew where this was going.


  “Fool!” he spat venomously - the spittle practically flying through the speaker. “You think we were trying to kill you last night? We purposely struck when we did.”


  Hmm, that sounded kind of like a confession to me.


  “Are you saying you knowingly attacked one of our covens?” James asked.


  “Not one of your covens, Wanderer...his coven, the Freewill’s. All of this started with him: the portents, the prophecy, the coming war.”


  “I must say...” James tried to say, but Harry was still busy frothing at the mouth.


  “Hear me, Freewill. Your existence has brought forth nothing but suffering...”


  “Tell me about it,” Sally muttered. “We have to suffer through listening to this asshole.”


  “Shhh,” I whispered. “I want to hear this.”


  “...and so shall you suffer in return. My days may be numbered, beast, but I shall make sure that I spend every waking moment bringing misery to your existence. Your coven was only the beginning, so as to truly make you appreciate your sense of loss...”


  Uh huh. Sure, I hadn’t wanted to see my coven wind up as fertilizer, but the truth was I didn’t like most of them. My sense of loss ran about as deep as a paper cut.


  “...until at last, right before I myself die, you shall beg me to kill you. Only then shall I perhaps allow your miserable life to...”


  “Perhaps we can work together to solve this problem.”


  “What?!” I knew Colin was a douche-weasel, but did I really just hear him offer help to the crazy wizard who nearly blasted Sally and me to kingdom come?


  “Excuse me?” James broke the momentary silence.


  “I was offering our esteemed guest assistance in solving this mutual dilemma.”


  “You’ll forgive my confusion, Colin, but did not this wizard just admit to an act of war against the vampire nation? That hardly seems...”


  “I mean no disrespect to the First, my lord,” Colin sniveled. It had been a little while since he had slobbered his lips against someone’s rear-end. He was due. “But I do not believe the wizard’s actions were an act of war.”


  “The fuck?!” I yelled. “This asshole just admitted he...”


  “Kindly allow him to finish, Dr. Death,” James said, his tone making me think twice about continuing. “I’m curious as to where this is going. Please continue, Colin.”


  “Thank you, great Wanderer.”


  It was my turn to roll my eyes. Oh, fuck me up the ass with a chainsaw.


  “I believe the Magi only acted out of desperation. They do not wish to war with us. Is that not true, Mr. Decker?”


  “We have nothing to lose by acting,” he replied.


  “Then I believe I see a solution that might avoid hostilities between our people as well as eliminate a shared enemy...”


  No!


  “We will work together to find, hunt down, and exterminate the Icon.”


  Oh shit. Talk about a bad day getting even worse.


   


  Planning the Offensive


  “That didn’t go quite as expected,” Sally said ten minutes after the call ended. To my great chagrin, James had been swayed from whatever ultra-violent course of action he had hopefully been contemplating to actually agreeing with Colin. I guess I couldn’t blame him, either. James was loathe to spare troops for a skirmish with the mages. As dangerous as the Icon was, combining forces seemed the safer option. Damn the gods of logic!


  Despite his layering of brown-nosing, Colin’s suggestion had made sense. Even Decker, batshit crazy as he was, had stopped his ranting to listen. In the end, he had agreed to a temporary truce. If the Icon could be located and eliminated, then he would cease hostilities against the vampire nation.


  “You ain’t whistling Dixie, sister.”


  “It’s even worse than you think, Bill,” she said quite seriously. That wasn’t good. Sally usually dropped the attitude only in extreme circumstances.


  “They just handed the girl I love a death sentence. Pray tell how it could get worse.”


  “Do you think for one second Decker is going to stop trying to kill you?”


  “You think he would risk it?”


  “The guy’s a fucking nutcase. You tell me.”


  “Point taken.”


  “Then there’s Colin. He’s probably squirting in his pants with joy right now. He got to score brownie points with James and gets to coordinate our efforts in this witch hunt.”


  “Icon hunt.”


  “Whatever the fuck. Don’t think for a second that Colin isn’t aware that Decker will try to take you out at the first chance he gets. Don’t doubt he won’t do everything in his power to fuck you over until that happens, either.”


  I sighed and got up, feeling the need to pace. “Any more good news before I allow myself to fall into a spiraling depression?”


  “Just this: they’re going to find her.”


  “I know.”


  “I don’t know if they can stop her, Bill, but they’re going to find her and figure out who she is.”


  “Decker?”


  “Count on it, and once they do...”


  “They’re going to put two and two together.”


  “Exactly.”


  “Then I guess we have one course of action ahead of us.”


  “And that is?” she asked, although she knew better than that. She was one of the quickest thinkers I had ever met.


  “We need to find Sheila first.”


  * * *


  “And what makes you think I’m going to help you? After all, the others have a point. The Icon is dangerous to all of us.”


  There was a brief, uncomfortable pause as Sally’s words sunk in. She was right. The Icon represented a massive threat to vampires as a whole. If the stories were to be believed, the Icons of days past had cut through our ranks like a hot knife through butter.


  In one of our past talks, Sally had mentioned that the biblical tale of Samson versus an army of Philistines was actually based on fact. Samson, the egomaniacally horny muscleman of myth, had actually been an Icon. His foes had been vampires. Needless to say, it didn’t end well for our side. Sure, he had eventually been taken down - supposedly by that power that eventually fells all great men...pussy - but the actual details of his downfall had been lost to legend. Even if the Bible stories were true, I wasn’t particularly in love with the idea of crushing my wannabe girlfriend under several tons of falling debris.


  Still, Sally had a point. I was basically asking her to help me find and protect a person who was, in essence, a walking time bomb. Forget touch, my lips hadn’t even come into contact with Sheila’s (much to my chagrin) when her powers had flared. Who’s to say that we might find her, and the simple act of doing so might end with our asses being fried like chickens?


  Therein lay another problem. If Sally refused to help me, she held enough game pieces to sink my battleship once and for all. It would only benefit her to spill her guts. Alexander, oldest of the First Coven and the guy that shitty Oliver Stone movie was based on, had taken a shine to her despite her relatively young age. She could easily play this up and win herself a nice comfy spot at the table.


  “Just fucking with you.”


  “What?”


  “You heard me,” she said, a grin spreading across her face. “I just wanted to see the look on your face. I gotta get my kicks somewhere.” Bitch!


  “So you’re actually going to help me?” I asked, not quite daring to believe what I heard.


  “Uh yeah, dumbass. What the fuck do you think I’ve been doing this past month? I’m already up to my shapely ass in lies. It’s not like I can even claim you compelled me. You suck at it and James wouldn’t buy it for a second.”


  “Thanks, Sally.”


  “I speak only the truth. So that leaves me only a couple of choices. I could fuck you over, don’t think I don’t know that. In doing so, though, I’d have to throw myself on the mercy of the Draculas and beg their forgiveness.”


  “Which they’re not exactly known for giving.”


  “Precisely. Assuming they don’t ram a stake through me and ruin my favorite bra, I’d have to team up with Colin and Decker. I would sooner be sentenced to an eternity of giving you and your roommate - the stupid one, mind you - hourly blowjobs than tell either of those twats the time of day.”


  I lost focus for a moment as that image formed in my mind. Sorry, I couldn’t help it. Even in the midst of a dire emergency, there are some things that take priority.


  “Are you finished giving yourself a hard-on?” Sally’s eyes met mine. Goddamn, some days I’d swear she was almost psychic.


  “Uh, I was just mentally planning our next steps.”


  “Sure you were. As I was saying, I’d sooner take my chances helping you. Either way, I’m probably fucked, but at least I can stomach your company better...”


  I opened my mouth to comment.


  “Don’t get any ideas, limp dick. I’ve already cast my ballot and you’re simply the lesser of multiple evils.”


  I smiled at her.


  “What?” she demanded.


  “You’re a good friend, Sally.”


  “Fuck you, Bill.”


  * * *


  “So what’s the plan?”


  “That’s the other reason I’m helping you. You’re fucking pathetic on your own. Without me, they’d figure out the whole thing in about five minutes and be up yours and your girlfriend’s asses within the day.”


  “How about without the commentary? I only ask because, Decker aside, you know all the players involved better than I do.”


  “True,” she soaked up the compliment like a sponge.


  “James?” I asked.


  “I don’t think we have anything to worry about. First off, as I’m sure you well know, he’s a little different than the other elders.” I nodded. “If push comes to shove, he’d at least hear us out without getting all stabby about it.”


  “Yeah, but I don’t see him helping us either.”


  “Agreed. There’s too big of a spotlight on him right now. Also, I’m not sure we could convince him that the Icon is harmless and should be spared. James is reasonable, but that’s a big uphill battle right there. The best case scenario would be that he keeps the crosshairs off of us.”


  “But Sheila still gets ganked,” I said morosely.


  “Sorry, but yeah. So we’ll keep him as our contingency plan if all else goes to shit. If he asks too many questions, we can always play stupid.”


  “Let me guess, I shouldn’t have a problem with that.”


  “Ooh, you know me too well,” she replied, a saucy little grin on her face.


  “So you’re going to help me save her, in addition to our own asses?”


  “Don’t get me wrong, Bill. My ass is always my number one priority. But...”


  “But?”


  She looked almost constipated, as if the words wouldn’t quite come. “I figure I owe you one...or maybe two. Besides which, if I thought for a second I’d have to spend eternity listening to you whine about lost love like some fucked up Twilight reject, I’d find myself a nice beach to lie on and wait for the sun to rise.”


  Despite my somewhat dead nature, I felt my insides warm at her words. All things considered, she had earned me not rubbing it in...just this once.


  “Okay, so what about Colin?”


  “He’s an asshole.”


  “I know that. What can we expect?”


  “His new position is pretty high ranking. Since we’re under his jurisdiction, James will probably let him lead this operation. He won’t want to, but his hands are already pretty full and it’s proper protocol. Besides, the Icon is just one being. James still has to worry about a whole army of angry Sasquatches.”


  “The needs of the many, outweigh the needs of the few...or the one,” I said, raising my fingers in a Vulcan salute.


  Sally raised a quizzical eyebrow. “I’m gonna assume I don’t want to know. Anyway, Colin will be in charge, but he’s also a little fucking weasel. Unlike James, he’s not about to throw his natty little ass into the fray. Expect him to be an armchair general. I doubt he’ll even come down here in person...probably make up some bullshit about all the administrative duties requiring his oversight.”


  “That’s a plus.”


  “Maybe...”


  “Why just maybe?”


  “It depends who he sends in his place.”


  She was right. That was a big if, one that could potentially save us or screw us.


   


  Crank Call


  Following our attempt at assessing Boston’s role in all of this, we had tried to take inventory of all the other players. Decker and his coven of witches were definitely dangerous. The plus was we knew enough not to trust them. He and anyone under his command would fuck us over the first chance they got. That left our heavily limited resources.


  “There’s you and me, and the fact that they think we’ll be helping them in this,” Sally stated matter-of-factly.


  “Not entirely true.”


  “How so? Need I remind you that we’re covenless here.”


  “We have four...”


  “No we don’t. Dread Stalker and Firebird are nothing but liabilities. They’re not going to do anything that goes against the Draculas. I wouldn’t trust them as far as I can throw a car. Alfonzo’s out too.”


  “Untrustworthy?”


  “Fuck no. I trust him implicitly. No fucking way are you putting him in harm’s way, though. When this is all said and done, I’m gonna need at least a week’s spa treatment.”


  “Way to suffer for the cause, Sally.”


  She ignored me and continued, “We can trust Starlight, but she’s a dim bulb. Someone asks the right questions and she’ll squeal like a pig even if she doesn’t mean to. We might be able to use her to run interference, though.”


  “Noted. You’re forgetting Tom and Ed, though.”


  “I try to forget Tom every chance I get.”


  “Regardless, you know they’re in.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I know. Not sure what use they’ll be, though. There’s also some risk there too. You bring numbnuts into this and there’s no way his little fuck buddy isn’t going to find out, too.”


  “Christy?”


  “Yep.”


  “Maybe...” I trailed off.


  “What are you thinking?”


  “From the sound of things, Decker isn’t too happy with her right now. They might be on the outs because of her recent change of heart.” She had been as gung ho on my death as Decker when we first met. It was obvious she wasn’t quite as crazy as he, but she was his loyal little coven minion nevertheless. Lately, though, thanks in part to her continuing relationship with Tom, she had started to see I wasn’t quite the big bad wolf Decker had portrayed me as. There was little doubt that had caused friction between them.


  “Be careful there,” Sally warned. “At the end of the day there’re two things against you. One: you’ve been lying to her this past month...”


  “More like omitting the truth, I’d say.”


  “Don’t argue semantics. Two, and most important here, you did fulfill your end of the prophecy. Not only did your birth herald the Icon’s return, but you practically rolled out the red carpet for her.”


  “You think we should make up some bullshit instead?”


  “No. As much as it pains me to say, Christy’s too smart for that. It blows my mind what she sees in your chimp of a roommate. You need to either keep her entirely in the dark or bring her fully into the circle, but...”


  She didn’t need to finish. If Christy’s loyalty to Decker won out in the end, it would be even worse than if we had just spilled our guts on the phone. They’d know everything, and we’d be exposed as having tried to cover it up. Might as well buy a hacksaw and cut off my own head in that case.


  Once we had finished our somewhat incomplete assessment of the situation, Sally and I discussed possible courses of action.


  Over the previous day, I had begun considering Mission Impossible-esque type scenarios. Sheila and I would somehow defeat the forces stacked against us...perhaps even saving the world in the process. What? I didn’t say they were realistic scenarios. Hell, I could barely fill in my yearly goals at work - a master military strategist I was not. To say that put me at a slight disadvantage against Alexander the Great was like comparing a warm summer breeze with a tornado. At the end of it all, I had to admit that most of my plans involved getting nearly impossibly lucky.


  Fortunately for my own ineptitude, Sally believed in making her own luck.


  * * *


  “...and if everything works out just as I said, the Sasquatches will be hunted down by the government, Sheila will be alive, and Alexander will be so busy dealing with the ...”


  I stopped relaying my plan of action as Sally sat down and put her face in her hands.


  “What?”


  “Give me a moment. I have a stupidity headache.”


  “I suppose you have a better idea.”


  “Not only better, but one that actually has a chance in hell of working.”


  “Enlighten me please, Rommel.”


  Sally fixed her eyes on me, giving me her best condescending stare. “It’s very simple. We’re going to find her and explain the situation.”


  “Just like that, eh?”


  She flashed her fangs. “We’re vampires. We’ll convince her.”


  “Then?”


  “Then we’ll give her the cliff notes version to bring her up to speed. We’ll help pack her bags, steal a car, buy her a plane ticket, or whatever the fuck. Bottom line is she gets the hell out of the city and keeps running.”


  “That’s it?”


  “It’s a start. With any luck, she’ll be out of New York before the day is through. We can stonewall Colin’s people for as long as it takes. We might even get lucky and find ourselves a nice opportunity to take Decker out of the equation.”


  “And Sheila?”


  “She becomes a nomad. Doesn’t stay in any one place for too long. If she keeps moving, maybe she’ll stay alive.”


  “How the hell is she supposed to live?”


  “She has that company she owns. She can probably grab some cash from that.”


  “And if it’s not enough?”


  “Then we’ll bankroll her,” she said flatly. “It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve cooked the books a little.”


  My eyes opened wide. It wasn’t so much the plan. It was simple enough that it might even work. But the fact that Sally was willing to stick her neck out, even using coven funds to do so - when I could barely get cab fare out of her most days - was utterly amazing to me. It was good...except for one little detail.


  “She’ll be all alone out there. Alone against a world of monsters. I need to go with her.”


  That earned me a super slow eye-roll. “Nice sentiment, Romeo. Just a few problems with your plan.”


  “I know we’re not that close, but I need to...”


  “You can’t even touch her, Bill, at least not without it looking like someone just shot off a flare gun in the room. Your Freewill abilities might save you from getting cooked, but just think about how subtle that won’t be. Hell, you trip on the sidewalk and bump into her...bam, suddenly you’ll make the local papers at the very least.”


  “I’ll be careful.”


  “Doesn’t matter.” She looked me in the eye and dropped the attitude. “I’m serious here, Bill, it won’t work. If there are other vamps in the area, they’ll be able to sniff you out. We know what you look like. Your face would be plastered on the wall of every coven from here to Indochina. Then there’re the mages. You would lead them right to her. Remember how they found you?”


  “But Decker said...”


  “Decker is full of shit! They know the Icon is alive, that’s all. Something about her abilities frigs up their magic. They can’t home in on her like a guided missile.”


  “But they can with me.”


  “You’ll lead them right to her. You’re powerful, Bill...or you will be if you ever learn to control your shit.”


  “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”


  “But even the two of you combined can’t take on the world. There’s also an additional complication to your plan.”


  “What?”


  “I’m sorry to have to burst your little puppy-love bubble, but you don’t even know if she’s gonna want you around. Didn’t you say she seemed kind of freaked after she blasted you across the street?”


  “That would’ve freaked out anyone,” I replied, but there was no real conviction in my voice. What I hadn’t told Sally was the last thing Sheila had said before I took off running.


  “What are you?”


  * * *


  I decided to sort out my feelings later. As long as Sheila was alive, I could take some comfort in that. Even if she walked out of my life hating me, it was a shitload better than watching her get blasted into nothing more than a smoking crater.


  “In any case, we need to find her first,” Sally rightly pointed out.


  When all else fails, there’s always the obvious. “I guess we could try calling her.”


  I wasn’t ashamed to admit (well okay, I wasn’t too ashamed) that I knew a little bit about Sheila. You know, basic things that you pick up when you work alongside someone for a while: where she lived, her phone number, her favorite perfume, what she liked to eat, her favorite color...you know, that kind of stuff. Nothing creepy about any of that, right?


  Sally shrugged and handed me the phone. “Dial away.”


  “You do realize that I’m about to call a girl at three AM to tell her that vampires and wizards are hunting her down, right?”


  “The thought had crossed my mind,” she replied. “If she answers, put her on speaker. I want to hear this.”


  “Screw you.”


  “Not even if we somehow live through this mess.”


  In my previous life of being, well, alive, I had never dared to call her up. Hell, since being turned into one of the undead I hadn’t tried either. All of our interactions had been through work, at least until she’d quit. Somehow I always envisioned our first phone call being a little different than this. I sighed and began to dial.


  “Hold on, Sherlock,” Sally said, swatting my hand away from the receiver. “Almost forgot. Not that one.”


  “What do you mean? You just gave me the...”


  “Here,” she replied, reaching into a drawer and pulling out a box. She tossed it across the desk to me. It was a prepaid cell phone, still sealed. “Use this one instead.”


  “Paranoid?”


  “Shouldn’t I be? Don’t think for a moment that Colin trusts us.”


  “I didn’t, but why the change of heart? I thought you weren’t worried about phone taps.”


  “When did I ever say that?”


  “Back when the Khan’s assassins were hunting us.”


  “Whole different story then. We’re not dealing with a bunch of heavily-armed yak herders this time around. The Draculas may be old-school, but the Boston office is firmly in the twenty-first century. Best to assume they have access to state of the art tech. Even if not, they manage all our agreements with the local law enforcement. If they need to, they can pull strings.”


  Dammit! I had forgotten about that part. Vampires weren’t able to exist entirely in the shadows. Vamps are strong and fast, but they’re no smarter than they were in life. There were plenty of dumbasses within the undead ranks. Thus it was necessary to grease the wheels, so to speak. Treaties and agreements existed that allowed us to go about our bloody business and stay out of the limelight. In return, we agreed to concessions that basically kept us from turning human civilization into a bloodbath.


  Unfortunately, I had a feeling such contracts were not going to be up for renewal. Alexander had grand designs. Not only did he plan on winning our war against the Bigfeet, but his vision also extended to remaking the world in our own image...or more likely, his own image. Over two thousand years ago, he had set out to conquer the Earth. Now, he was prepared to finish the job.


  I pried open the box - damn plastic packaging. Even with vampire strength they’re a bitch. “So we’re going all Bourne Identity, then?”


  “For some things, yes. Best not to be stupid.”


  I couldn’t disagree on that. Too much of what had transpired had occurred because I’d gone into things acting like a clueless idiot. I’d have to try to temper that a bit in the coming days.


  “It’s going to look a little funny calling her up from an unlisted number.”


  “It’s going to look a little funny regardless, calling her up at this hour and telling her to pack her bags before the boogeyman gets there.”


  “Touché.” I began dialing.


  * * *


  “Well?”


  “No answer.”


  “Are you sure you have the right number?”


  “Hell yeah. I have it memorized.”


  “You’ve used it before?”


  “Well, no.”


  “I’d tell you how pathetic that is, but I’m sure you already know. Hang up and dial it again.”


  “Why?”


  “If it keeps ringing, she might wake up and answer it.”


  “I can just leave a voicemail.”


  “And say what?”


  “...I’ll just try dialing her again.”


  * * *


  “Directory assistance says it’s the right number. She’s just not answering.”


  “Maybe she’s not home.”


  “Where would she be at this hour?”


  Sally sighed. “Oh I don’t know. It’s only the weekend and she’s a single semi-attractive female.”


  I bared my fangs at her for the dig, but she didn’t even flinch. It was sad. I could intimidate strangers by sheer virtue of being the Freewill, but the people closest to me...nada.


  “Are you sure she wasn’t seeing someone else?”


  “Positive...mostly.”


  “There’s just one problem with that.”


  “What?”


  “One, you don’t have a clue about this girl other than the goo-goo eyes you make whenever you talk about her, and two, your data is at least thirty days old. Sorry, that was more than one problem, wasn’t it?”


  “It’s only been a month.”


  “You do realize that some people meet, get engaged, and are married in that time frame, right?”


  “They do?” Horrific images of Sheila settling down with some corporate schlub, who wasn’t me, and raising two point five kids in the suburbs suddenly raced through my mind.


  “Duh! You really have no clue how this dating thing works, do you? Most of us don’t clock our social lives against the geologic time table.”


  “But...we’re meant to be together.”


  “Only if by be together you mean kill each other. Let’s not forget...”


  “Fuck the prophecies!”


  “Probably a good attitude to take. Get your coat.”


  “Where...”


  “To her place, obviously. Do you think the witches are going to be fucking around here?”


  “Well...”


  “Fine, bad example. What about Boston? They have a lot of shit on their plate. They’re gonna want this bagged and tagged quickly.”


  I turned a shade paler at her words. That was exactly what I was hoping to avoid. “Let’s go.”


  “Do you know where she lives? Wait, stupid question, never mind.”


   


  Gate Crashers


  Fortunately, Sheila didn’t live too far away. Considering the time, we decided it made sense to go by foot. The trains ran less frequently at that hour, and there would also be a lot of fucking weirdos on them. The streets were fairly empty in the more residential blocks. That allowed us to put our vampiric speed to good use. Sticking to the shadows, we maintained a pace that would have put even a world class sprinter to shame. Within minutes we were at the stoop of Sheila’s building.


  I paused and looked around. This was where it had happened. Though any evidence was long gone, I knew exactly where I had been standing when the best moment of my life had morphed into the worst in a white hot sheet of magical flame.


  “What is it?”


  “This is where I was blown across the street.”


  “Guys are way too preoccupied with getting blown.” I glared at her. “Oh lighten up, Bill. You’re depressing me.”


  “Let’s focus on why we’re here.”


  “Gladly. The sooner we can say bon voyage, the better. Decker and Colin can jerk each other off while they sweep the city, and we can get on with life.”


  “You think Decker will give up?”


  “No. But I think there will be ample opportunity to kill his ass.”


  “Not quite my favorite type of happy ending, but I wouldn’t argue against it.”


  “Thought not,” she replied with a smirk, starting up the stairs.


  “So, what do we do?”


  “We get in, obviously.”


  “Uh yeah...heh, not quite how I envisioned my first visit to her apartment.”


  “I’d offer to give you some alone time, but I left the asbestos condoms in my other dress.”


  I let out a heavy sigh. At this rate, I’d be standing there bantering with Sally on the front stoop until the sun came up. Wouldn’t that be an inglorious end to things? At the very least, though, it would give the prophets of the supernatural world a gigantic kick to the balls. That alone almost made it worth it...almost.


  I pushed past Sally and pressed the bell for Sheila’s apartment.


  “Sure that’s hers?”


  “Yep. Apartment Two-B.”


  “There’s no name on it.”


  “Trust me on this.”


  “It’s kind of cute that you know so much about her, in a creepy restraining order sort of way.”


  “I’m sure you’d know all about those.”


  “Only how to ignore them. How long are you going to press that thing anyway? You could have woken up a narcoleptic by now.”


  “She might be a deep sleeper.”


  “Or, as I said, she might not be here.”


  “Not helping.”


  “Enjoying a nice evening out...”


  “Sally,” I warned.


  “...playing a game of hide the sausage with a guy who won’t spontaneously combust next to her...”


  “Maybe one of her neighbors will let us in,” I tried desperately to focus, despite an urgent need to clock her.


  “Oh get out of the way.” She grabbed the door handle and turned, twisting until the lock snapped. “Keys are for pussies.”


  “You’re lucky there isn’t a doorman,” I whispered, following her in.


  “No, Bill. A doorman is lucky he’s not here.”


  * * *


  Thankfully, the halls were empty. Nobody on the first floor appeared to have heard us breaking and entering. Sally might be just old enough to be officially off the grid, but I was still a hardworking, tax paying citizen as far as New York City was concerned. Getting arrested for burglary wasn’t high on my list.


  We walked up to the second floor, still unseen. Finally I stopped in front of Sheila’s door.


  “This is it. Should we knock?”


  “We already tried that route. I’m more for the direct approach.”


  “What if we scare her?”


  “Scare her? She can kill vampires with a touch. I think it’s the other way around.”


  “Good point.”


  “Be careful in there, though. It’s gonna be close quarters and she’s liable to not be entirely pleased with unannounced guests.”


  “Sheila won’t hurt us.”


  “Purposefully, maybe,” Sally pointed out. “Just remember, even a handshake from her is gonna be like touching a live power line.”


  I nodded, and she stepped forward, grasped the knob and began to apply pressure. Before she could break the lock, though, wisps of smoke poured from between her fingers. A scant second later, she started to scream.


  Thinking quickly, I covered her mouth with my hand to stifle the cry rushing out. I got lucky in that one moment, but less lucky in the next as she bit down on my hand. I gritted my own teeth as her fangs sunk into the meat of my palm. Motherfucker!


  She yanked her hand back from the doorknob and I did the same with mine from her mouth. That last one was for both our benefit. Had Sally swallowed my blood, she would have been reduced to a quivering ball of puke. The plus to me was...well, she wasn’t biting my fucking hand anymore. My God, what a mess things had become and we hadn’t even gotten into the apartment yet.


  “What the fuck was that?” Sally hissed as she cradled her still smoking hand.


  “My latest excuse to get a shot of penicillin.”


  “I meant the door, dickwad.”


  “How the hell am I supposed to know? I’m not an expert in apartment security. I’m lucky my place even has a fucking door.”


  “It feels like someone was holding a blowtorch to it.”


  Remembering the fire safety video they made us watch in sixth grade, I placed my hand against the wood of the door. It was cold, so no fire in her apartment - a good thing overall. I sniffed the air, and it lacked the distinct smell of smoke. So what was happening?


  “Do you have any paper?” I asked as a thought hit me.


  “Paper?”


  “Yes, paper, Sally. Don’t ask why, just give me a piece.”


  Her eyebrows narrowed. “A piece?”


  “Of paper. Come on, we don’t have time for this shit. Someone is eventually going to notice us loitering out here.”


  “Hold on a sec.” She opened her purse and rummaged through it. Finally she said, “Ah, here we go.” She pulled out a crumpled slip and handed it to me.


  “What is this, a prescription for skank-off?”


  “It’s a parking ticket, genius.”


  “You got a ticket?” I started to smirk. Focus was nearly impossible with Sally around.


  “It’s not mine. I don’t own a car.”


  “Then who...”


  “Remember that Durango I borrowed?”


  “Never mind, I don’t want to know.” I held out the edge of the paper and pressed it against the doorknob.


  “That’s not how you pick a lock.”


  “I’m testing a theory.”


  After a few seconds I pulled it away and held it up. “It’s not smoldering.” I touched the tip. “It’s not even warm.”


  “What are you getting at?”


  “Remember that business card, the one from Sheila?” I sure as hell wouldn’t ever forget it. After she had nearly immolated me, it had fallen out of my shirt pocket. Through some bizarre bit of coincidence, although I suspect it somehow wasn’t that at all - fucking fate - the company Sheila had started was named Iconic Efficiencies. Weird isn’t even close to being the word for that.


  “Yeah, so?”


  “It was intact. My clothes were practically incinerated, yet the card was completely unharmed.”


  “I remember. Didn’t you say something about a portion of her power rubbing off on it?”


  “I was just taking a stab in the dark at the time, but what if I was right? What if that’s exactly what happened?”


  I reached out toward the doorknob. I needed to be fast, being that pain wasn’t something I was overly fond of. I placed the tip of my index finger against the metal and almost immediately felt the temperature begin to rise. I pulled back, but a thin wisp of smoke drifted up from it anyway.


  “She can do that?” Sally asked, eyes wide.


  “Beats the fuck out of me. I was hoping you’d know.”


  “I don’t think anyone knows. Icons were lethal to vampires. I doubt any of us ever got close enough to study them for an extended period of time. If they did, they didn’t live long enough to save it to our archives.”


  “Great.”


  “So how come the door itself didn’t burn you?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe it’s a conductive thing...or maybe it has to do with touch. She’d be in physical contact with the doorknob more than the rest of it.”


  “Okay, let’s go with that. Then why...”


  “Who are you people?” a voice called from down the hall. “Do you have any idea what time it is?”


  Vampires have excellent senses. Unfortunately, they don’t work all that well when we aren’t paying the fuck attention.


  * * *


  “Who are you?”


  Sally and I locked gazes and her eyes blackened. Oh shit. I shook my head and turned to face our accuser.


  An old lady stood in the doorway of another apartment. What she lacked in height she made up for in girth. Her white hair was in curlers and she wore a pink nightgown that more closely resembled a muumuu. Considering the color, she looked like some bizarre anthropomorphic pig. I tried to push that thought from my head. If I started to laugh, her next reaction would probably be to call the cops about the drunken assholes in the hallway.


  I needed to make up something before Sally decided to show this lady her own spine. “I’m sorry. I was in the neighborhood and decided to check on my...sister, Sheila.”


  “Sister? You’re her brother?” she asked, her tone dubious.


  “Yeah. My...wife and I were in the area...” Sally let out a heavy sigh behind me. I gritted my teeth. All she had to do was keep her fucking mouth shut, albeit that was a tall order for her - you could cut out her tongue and she’d still somehow find a way to be snarky.


  “A bit late to be visiting,” Sheila’s neighbor pointed out. Outside of her size, she reminded me a lot of Mrs. Caven. She had been my nosy downstairs neighbor...at least until she had been turned into a vampire and subsequently gotten her head blown off. I guess every building has a busybody, but this woman had no idea how close she was to losing the busy part of the equation and just winding up a body.


  “Well, maybe we weren’t quite in the area. I was worried. I haven’t heard from my sister in a while. I mean, we usually talk every week. I was up, couldn’t sleep and figured...y’know.”


  I was babbling, but hoped to come across as a worried relative rather than an undead monster standing in a hallway making up bad lies at three in the morning.


  “I didn’t know she had a brother...” I opened my mouth, but the woman kept talking. “Not that I would have any reason to know. That one mostly keeps to herself. Not the best of neighbors. Here I am, all alone. You’d think she’d come over and offer to help out...”


  Oh Jesus Christ. I couldn’t blame Sheila. Had this annoying witch lived in my building, I’d have learned to rappel out the window rather than meet her in the halls.


  “Well?”


  “Huh?” I had momentarily tuned her out.


  “I asked how you got in. She better not have given you a key. That’s against building rules.”


  Fortunately, Sally jumped in and saved my hide. “We were let in. Someone was coming out and held the door for us.”


  The lady’s eyes narrowed. “Tall fellow, greasy goatee, ratty clothes?”


  “That’s the one,” Sally lied. Whereas I sputtered like a twit, she was cool as a cucumber. Telling a few white lies wasn’t exactly an alien concept to her.


  The old lady made a sound of disgust. “Damn hippy. I think that one is selling drugs. Coming and going at odd hours and always leaving the door open. I’m reporting him to the super.”


  “Probably a good idea,” Sally said. “You never know who’s going to be let in.”


  “Tell me about it. People are animals these days. Freaking monsters.”


  “You have no idea.”


  * * *


  Sheila’s neighbor from Hell was still in the middle of lecturing us on the need to be quiet and courteous to others when Sally finally had enough.


  I felt the compulsion rattle my bones a split second before I heard it.


  “GO BACK TO SLEEP!!”


  Sally slumped against me from the effort, her nice, soft parts not going unnoticed, but it had the desired effect. The eyes peering out from the neighbor’s jowly face glazed over. She immediately turned around, walked back into her apartment, and shut the door.


  “That was close,” I sighed with relief.


  “For her,” Sally gasped.


  I decided to let it slide. Truth be told, I was proud of her. She wasn’t above gutting any humans who got in her way. I was impressed that she both showed restraint and was willing to put in the effort. Typically, compulsion is a sort of psychic command between vampires. Older vampires use it to keep younger vamps in line. It doesn’t work on me, hence the name Freewill, but it’s fairly common to see it done in our ranks. Compulsion also works on humans, albeit not to the same degree. It requires a lot more concentration, and typically the best results come from a powerful vampire to a weak-willed person. Sally wasn’t very old, so the effort cost her. Thankfully, though, the neighbor was apparently susceptible.


  “Kind of loud, though,” I said, as my ears (and cortex) continued to ring. “Aren’t you afraid the other...”


  “No. Why do you think I worded it like I did? Even if I did wake up the whole floor, they’re going to just turn over and go back to dreamland.”


  “You hope.”


  “If not...” Her eyes blackened again. The meaning was clear. Anyone else who decided to check on us was going to be in for a very bad start to their day.


  Fortunately, we appeared to have gotten lucky. No other curious faces peeked out of their doorways. After a few minutes, it became evident that I wouldn’t have to stop her from turning this place into the set from a Friday the Thirteenth movie.


  “So what now? We just wait here in the hallway until she wakes up?”


  “Or comes home.”


  “Will you stop that!”


  “Just being a realist.”


  “More like a jealous bitch.”


  “Jealous? Of her? She’s not even that good...”


  “Can we focus here?” I snapped. Goddamn it. What is it about women that makes them so fucking catty about other women? It’s like they can’t wait to stab each other in the back. If the world were populated entirely by females, I can only imagine the planet embroiled in some Highlander-type game of “There can be only one.”


  “Fine. The plan hasn’t changed. We still need to get in, even if just to confirm she’s not there.”


  “Why do you...”


  “Come on, Bill, she slept through the phone ringing, the doorbell buzzing, us arguing out here like two fucking morons, and then a compulsion...and no, I have no idea if that would even work on the Icon. She’s either not home or she’s in a freaking coma.”


  Damn Sally and her logic. Still, she was right. We couldn’t just hang out here until the sun came up.


  “How do we do it? Kicking in the door seems overkill.”


  “Hold out your arm.”


  “Why?”


  “Do you want to get in there or not?”


  “Fine.” I held out my arm. Sally grabbed the sleeve of my jacket and tore it off.


  “What the fuck?”


  “Oh please, you don’t look any worse than you already did. Besides, it’s not like I was going to rip mine. Do you know what this thing cost?”


  “At least a week’s worth of private lap dances?”


  She gave me a sour look and turned back to the door. Wrapping the sleeve around her hand, she grasped the doorknob and gave it the same treatment as she did downstairs. One loud *crack* later and it swung open. Being a vampire means never needing a lock pick, but it’s gotta be hell on the repair bills.


  “Be careful,” I said. “If my theory is correct, this whole apartment could be a vampire minefield.”


  “I know. Hands to myself.” She took a step and stopped. “Does she own a gun?”


  “How the hell should I know?”


  “Oh yeah, that’s right. You’ve never been here.” She placed one foot over the threshold. “How’s it feel knowing I got in before you?”


  “Bite me.”


  “No thanks. I’m just warning you, though, this bitch takes a shot at me and all bets are off.”


  “What are you gonna do, try to bite her? Oh yeah, that’ll show her. She might even need to rent a steam cleaner to get you out of the carpet.”


  Sally turned to glare at me, but I shooed her forward so we could avoid getting caught breaking and entering should her compulsion fail to hold.


  Once in, I shut the door behind us, taking care not to touch the handle with my bare skin.


  “She’s not here,” Sally decreed.


  I almost asked how she knew, but then caught myself. One of these days I would get used to having superhuman abilities. I took a deep breath through my nose. Sheila’s scent immediately filled my nostrils. Damn, I had almost forgotten how nice she smelled.


  I held my breath. What if her powers extended to her lingering scent? I waited a moment. When I didn’t immediately immolate from the inside out, I let out a laugh.


  “What’s funny?”


  “Nothing, just being stupid.”


  “I’m surprised you don’t laugh twenty-four / seven then.”


  I ignored her and tried to focus, but it was difficult. Fantasies of Sheila and me running along a beach together ran through my mind as I breathed in her essence. We were in a park having a picnic. We were enjoying a day out in the...I shook my head to clear it. Jesus Christ, that was pathetic even for me. One whiff of her perfume and suddenly I had tampon commercials running through my head. Okay, concentrate, Bill. Save the Summer’s Eve fantasies for another time.


  Sheila’s scent was all over the place...duh, it was her apartment. My own place probably smelled like an unholy fusion of Tom, Ed, and myself to an outsider. The more I took it in, though, the more I realized it wasn’t recent. The odors were lingering, not fresh. Sally was right, she wasn’t there. I’m not exactly skilled in this, but I’d say it had probably been several days since she had been...maybe longer.


  I looked at Sally, who just shrugged nonchalantly.


  “You’re not surprised, are you?” I asked.


  “Nope. I figured we had a good chance of finding this place empty.”


  “Why?”


  “Think about it. What’s the first thing you did after learning you were a vampire?”


  “I went home and tried to resume my normal routine.”


  “Okay, you’re a bad example. Think of someone whose entire life isn’t centered on being a dork.” Sally walked around the apartment, looking at what was on the shelves. She stared at a few pictures on an end table, presumably photos of Sheila and her...life, I guess. When she started talking again, her tone took on an odd faraway quality.


  “She’s had an entire month on her own. That first night, she was probably far more freaked out than you. You only had the surprise of finding out she was the Icon. She, on the other hand, had her entire world turned upside down. One second her life was normal and the next...poof, magic and monsters are real. The thing is, who are you gonna talk to about that sort of stuff? You got lucky, Bill. Your friends are the type that probably jizzed themselves the second you told them what was up.”


  She continued talking. For some reason, her tone perhaps, I didn’t want to interrupt.


  “Not so with everyone. Most people know that if they tried telling anyone that sort of thing, even their best friend, they’d just look crazy. So what does she do? I’m thinking a normal person either finds a bar or pops open a bottle of hard liquor. Maybe it all even seems like just a nightmare come the morning. She gets back into her routine, probably not even realizing that she’s grabbing onto it like a drowning man with a life preserver.”


  “How do you...”


  “She tried to move on with her life. It’s amazing how a new day can make the monsters seem so far away. Who knows how long she kept it up, maybe even an entire week - but little by little, it ate into her. I wonder how many times over those first few days her hand hovered over the phone as she debated whether to call you - maybe even hoping that you would reach out first to either tell her it was all real or confirm it was a dream.”


  Okay, now I was starting to feel like a real shit.


  “Eventually, though, it was too much. Maybe she couldn’t deny it anymore or maybe her powers flared again. Hard to say on that last one, though it’s possible. It might have been spontaneous or maybe she just bumped into the wrong person. From there...well, who can say? All we know is that she’s not here now.”


  “How do you know so much?”


  “Just guessing.”


  “Were you?” I prodded.


  “Yes,” she replied, a little too harshly. Almost immediately she was back to being her normal self. “And don’t ask me about it again or I’ll cave your skull in.”


  I held my hands up in a placating manner. She turned away, then began poking her head into the other rooms of the apartment.


  “What are you looking for now?”


  “Nothing, just being nosy. She’s not much for interior decorating, is she? I think my grandmother had more style.” She stopped in front of a shelf and pulled out something. “Ooh, I don’t have this CD.”


  “Put that back,” I demanded.


  “Oh please, Bill. It’s not exactly grand theft.”


  “It’s not yours.”


  “She doesn’t even listen to it.”


  “And how do you know that?”


  “Simple. I’m not on fire right now.”


  Bitch!


  * * *


  Sheila’s apartment was a bust. There were no messages on her machine and nothing to indicate where she had gone, assuming she had gone anywhere. Sally had checked her closets and, in between criticizing her wardrobe choices, said everything appeared pretty full. If she had taken anything with her, she had packed light. I haven’t cased too many apartments in my time, but if I had to guess, I’d say it seemed as if one day she left as normal and simply never returned.


  I wasn’t sure what that meant. Colin’s team, whoever they might be, hadn’t had time to arrive yet. As for Decker, I doubted it was him. He wasn’t that subtle. If he and his people had found out Sheila was the Icon, they would have taken out a full page ad in the New York Times proclaiming it.


  Was it possible she just decided to leave on a whim? Maybe, but my gut was telling me no. There was one other possibility to consider, though. If she truly felt alone - thought that she was either losing her mind or becoming some sort of monster - could she have...


  “What’s wrong, Bill?”


  “Huh?”


  “You just spaced out and then turned a shade paler, if that’s even possible.”


  “I was just thinking about what you said.”


  “Well, unfortunately, it’s too late for that. You should have worried about getting a tan back when you were alive.”


  “Not that. Earlier.”


  “What?” she asked.


  “That stuff you were saying about her being alone and trying to get back to normalcy.”


  “I told you not to bring it up. That wasn’t about me!”


  “Who’s talking about you? I meant Sheila.”


  “Oh,” she said, looking slightly embarrassed. “Okay then. What about her?”


  “Well...I really don’t want to consider this. But do you maybe think, she could’ve...”


  “Could’ve what?”


  “You know.”


  “I know what?”


  “Been really depressed and feeling all alone...maybe she...”


  “Offed herself?” she asked nonchalantly.


  “Don’t be so cavalier about it.”


  “Sorry, can’t help it. We do run one of the biggest suicide hotlines in the city, you know. Tends to desensitize me.”


  Yeah right. To supply the coven with fresh kills and likewise keep the stupider elements from bringing too much attention to us, Sally had instituted the hotline. Using it, the coven was able to identify those whose disappearances wouldn’t be noticed. Ugh, just thinking about it skeeved me out.


  “Yes,” I tried to shake off the dirty feeling I got whenever the hotline came up. “Do you think maybe she...hurt herself?”


  “Nope,” she replied as if discussing the weather.


  “How can you...”


  She turned toward me. Despite the fact that I was several inches taller, I got the distinct impression she was looking down upon me. “Wise up and think beyond the end of your dick for once. Decker probably wouldn’t have been all gung-ho to fuck with the vampire nation if he was able to divine that she iced herself.”


  “That doesn’t mean...”


  “And, she’s not gonna do it anyway for one good reason.”


  After a moment, I finally asked, “And that would be?”


  “She’s the fucking Icon, genius. You don’t become one unless you truly and deeply believe in yourself. They call it faith, but let’s not bullshit ourselves here. Those with self-esteem problems need not apply. Wherever your girlie is right now, she might be confused, she might even be afraid, but I guarantee she is not contemplating eating a bullet. End of story. So stop moping about like you’re at her funeral because if you don’t, and we’re too late, you just might be.”


   


  A Typical Day at the Office


  We had only a few hours until daybreak, and the weather report called for sun for the rest of the week. There wasn’t much that could be accomplished on our end. Fortunately, the same could be said of any vampire team, so at least they would be in the same boat. The mages would be free to operate, but they were probably just shooting in the dark. They’d have a better chance at finding a needle in a haystack, especially in a packed city during business hours.


  There was also the fact that the weekend was over and I had a project due at work. At the very least, it could take my mind off of things and give me a little time to think of my next step.


  I parted ways with Sally and hopped on the subway back to Brooklyn, hoping to make it home before the sun came up and ruined my day even further.


  Despite the forecast, the day was overcast - stupid weathermen, but good news for me. The trains ran on schedule and I made it back to my apartment with time to spare. Thank goodness too. Exhaustion hit like a freight train once I walked in the door. The excitement of the weekend hadn’t left a lot of time for shuteye. I had work to do, but it could wait for a couple of hours.


  I walked in, noted the distinct lack of dead bodies lying about (you’d be surprised what you check for when you’re one of the undead), and slunk to my bedroom door.


  You’re probably expecting me to tell you that I opened it and Sheila was there waiting for me. Well congratulations, you’re probably a fan of bad romantic comedies. Maybe you should go rent one.


  Alas, the only thing waiting was my bed. But all things considered, it was enough for the moment.


  * * *


  By the time I awoke, Tom was long gone for the day - off to his job as an office drone in the city’s financial district. That was fine. The stuff I needed to talk about was probably best kept from his ears for now.


  As expected, I found Ed in our kitchen nook sipping a cup of coffee. He grabbed a mug and filled it for me when he saw me drag my ass in. Some days I don’t know what I’d do without my wonderful friends.


  “You can put the blood in yourself,” he said, handing it over. Well, maybe they’re not that wonderful.


  As I stirred it in with some sugar, he not-so casually asked, “So how’s Sally?”


  “Loaded up to her neck with STDs.”


  “You look like shit.”


  “You have no idea.”


  I filled him in on the details of what occurred after he dropped us off. Despite my tale of destruction, bloodshed, and woe, he remained his typical stoic self. He raised an eyebrow a few times as he sipped his coffee, but that was the extent of his reaction. Guess Sally wasn’t the only one getting desensitized to this stuff. It was a pity she was a soulless killing machine. Otherwise, they might make for a nice couple.


  When at last I had finished, Ed put down his now empty mug. “And the reason you couldn’t have told me this when you called is? I wasn’t too busy yesterday, so I might have been interested to know that wizards could have firebombed this place at any moment.”


  “Sorry, man. We kind of figured it was one of those cases of ignorance being bliss. Besides, I didn’t know if Christy was here or not.”


  “She wasn’t. I think she came down with something. Tom said she must have had a stomach bug.”


  “Maybe she finally opened her eyes and got a good look at him.”


  “Could be.”


  “But you see my problem?”


  “Yeah I guess,” he said. “Although I’m pretty sure she’s on the outs right now with Decker.”


  “I wouldn’t know.”


  “No shit. You’ve been playing a one man game of hide and seek ever since...”


  “I know!”


  “Of course, but I’m still gonna give you crap about it.”


  “Have I mentioned how nice it is to be home?”


  “Isn’t it? Oh, almost forgot, Dave called yesterday. Said he couldn’t reach your cell phone.”


  “I kind of lost it in the explosion. Let me guess, he was pissed I missed the game.”


  “Pretty much.”


  “He was probably annoyed that he didn’t get to cut any more pieces off of me either.”


  “He didn’t say. I told him you were probably busy with vampire business, although I got the feeling he wasn’t entirely sympathetic.”


  “Dave lives in his own little self-centered universe. I’m pretty sure he just sees the rest of us as little more than lab rats.”


  “Doubtless.”


  “He is a good dungeon master, though.”


  “A skilled DM is probably worth a few missing digits.”


  “True enough...maybe.”


  Ed paused to refill his cup. “So is it safe to say that your self-imposed exile is over?”


  “I don’t think I have much of a choice.”


  “So what’s our next step? And before you say anything, yes, we’re a part of it. You need to cut that I need to spare my human allies the danger that comes with my job bullshit. You aren’t Superman, and I sure as shit ain’t Lois Lane.”


  I smiled. I couldn’t imagine how things would have turned out for me without some awesome buds backing me up. Forget that shit you see in the movies - real friends don’t completely freak the fuck out when a little something like vampirism comes along...at least not if those friends are the type who have grown up on that kind of shit.


  Unfortunately, that brought Sally’s words from back at Sheila’s apartment to mind. It seemed like she was doing a wee bit more than speculating when she said those things. Still, it was probably a little late to feel any pity for her. She had obviously made some mighty potent lemonade from the lemons of her life. No, the person I needed to worry about was still Sheila. Despite what Sally had said about belief in oneself, I couldn’t help but imagine her out there alone and scared. Of course the question was still where?


  “Obviously we need to find Sheila.”


  “Did you try her office?”


  “Well...no. It was kinda late. Besides, if she wasn’t at home, then what would she be doing...”


  “Occam’s Razor, Bill. Get the obvious shit out of the way first. If that doesn’t work, then you can play Sherlock Holmes.”


  “Heh, if that happens I’d have better luck going door to door to every building in the city and just asking if she’s there.”


  “The beauty of being immortal is that you have the time.”


  “Alas, no I don’t. Time is one ally I don’t have on my side...or at least she doesn’t.”


  “Well then I suggest we get our asses in gear. It’s supposed to be a clear day and you’re gonna need a lot of sunscreen.”


  * * *


  “Are you certain you don’t want to call Sally?”


  “I don’t need her permission to do anything.”


  “Are you sure on that?”


  “Fuck you, dude.” Ed chuckled. “Besides,” I continued, “she was going to check in with Boston, monitor the situation a bit. Let her do her job. Besides which, if we do find her...”


  “You’re afraid Sally is gonna say something that gets you both blown to bits?”


  “Something like that.”


  “She’s probably gonna say far worse when she finds out we did this without her.”


  “Oh no!” I gasped in mock horror. “I’m pissing off Sally. What else is new?”


  About two hours had passed since we’d made our decision. I needed time to prep myself for an excursion outside...and there was a conference call we both needed to be on for work.


  Yeah yeah, I know, but an extra hour wouldn’t kill us during the daytime, and Jim, our boss, can get a little whiney when we blow him off. It so sucks to be an immortal beast of the night, foretold to bring doom and destruction to the world, and yet still be a wage slave. I really needed to win the lottery one of these days.


  Thank goodness it was cold outside. I could get away with a hat, scarf, and even ski mask without looking like a weirdo...not that I was too worried about looking weird in the city. Regardless of my coverings, I smelled like a rancid palm tree. Clothing or not, I was still slathered with sunscreen. Better safe than immolated.


  “Are you ready?” Ed asked. I was never much for sun and fun even during my living days, but I still kind of envied him the ability to just throw on a coat.


  “Let’s roll.”


  We stepped to the door, ready to track down Sheila, come hell or high water, when it was opened from the outside.


  * * *


  Before I could do anything, the weapon pierced my chest. I looked down, seeing the stake sticking out of me. My body began to combust, regret filling me as...


  * * *


  Just fucking with you.


  “Hey, Tom, you’re home early,” I said to my oldest friend.


  “Hey man,” Ed likewise greeted him.


  Tom glanced at us both, a blank look upon his face. Without saying a word, he strode past us and into the kitchen.


  “You okay, dude?” Instead of replying, he grabbed a glass out of the sink and began rooting through one of the cabinets. He pulled out a mostly full fifth of peppermint schnapps and filled half the glass with it.


  Ed and I watched as he downed the contents in three large swallows.


  “Bad day at the office?”


  He let out a sigh. “You could say that.” He filled the glass again. This wasn’t good. I had paid for that liquor.


  Ed turned to me and gave a shrug. We had important business to do, but Tom was a friend in need. Our mission was probably going to turn out to be a wild good chase anyway. It could wait a little while. Sheila was my fantasy, but Tom was reality. From the look of things, he needed a friendly ear or two.


  “So what happened?” I grabbed a glass and handed it to him. “You might as well hit me. Friends don’t let friends get shit-faced alone. Ed?”


  “I’ll grab a beer. You sure about this, Bill?”


  I wasn’t, but nodded to him anyway and proceeded to strip off my coat...and scarf, and gloves, and ski-mask.


  I took a seat next to Tom as he made headway into his second mega-shot. “Did you get your dumb ass fired?”


  “Are you kidding? They love me at that place. I’m the only fucker with any personality.” A slight slur already hung at the edge of his voice. None of us were lightweights when it came to libations, but he was currently sucking down eighty proof liquor like Kool Aid. At this rate, he’d be proclaiming his love for us within fifteen minutes and puking on our shoes in the next thirty.


  “Uh huh. Do tell,” Ed quipped as he cracked a cold one.


  Tom paused for a moment. “It’s Christy.”


  “She finally wise up and dump your ass?” I asked, perhaps sounding a little more hopeful than I had meant to. Recently we had come to a somewhat peaceful, almost friendly, understanding with one another. Even so, I had to admit that their relationship coming to an end wouldn’t exactly cause me to shed too many tears. That would make the whole scenario with my wannabe girlfriend being fated to kill his actual girlfriend slightly less awkward.


  Tom’s glare practically had fuck you written all over it. “No.”


  “You dumped her?” Ed speculated.


  “It’s a lot worse than that,” he replied miserably.


  “Spill, dude. What is it? Did she turn out to be a guy in disguise?”


  “I’m pretty sure he’d like that,” Ed said and we both chuckled.


  “I don’t think that’s the case,” Tom eyed the last few inches in the bottle. “She’s been sick the last few days.”


  “Oh yeah, Ed told me. She got the flu?”


  “Worse. She’s been puking her guts out.”


  Ed’s eyes widened. “No fucking way!”


  I was about to ask what he meant when something clicked in my brain. “Holy shit, Tom. Really?”


  He nodded. “She took one of those tests this morning. Christy’s pregnant.”


   


  A Trip into Town


  “BWAHAHAHAHAHA!”


  “It’s not funny.”


  “Oh believe me, it is,” Ed cried.


  “Oh God!” I said through tears, still laughing. “I just hope it inherits her looks and brains.”


  “Come on, guys, this is some serious shit here,” Tom grumbled. The look on his face was cross, but his tone suggested he expected no less. No doubt he would have given the same reaction had one of us broken the news.


  “I’m sure it is,” I said as I got my laughter under control. “You do realize there are these things called condoms, right?” He continued to glare at me, so I added, “And you understand that you’re supposed to put them on your dick, not use them as rubber finger puppets.”


  Ed snorted and began to choke on his beer. I clapped him on the back until he got it under control.


  “Ow! Watch it,” he protested.


  “Sorry, sometimes I forget my own strength.”


  “Seriously, Tom, you were using protection, right?” Ed asked.


  “Well...”


  “What the fuck do you mean well?”


  “I thought...you know...maybe she had some kind of magical birth control.”


  There was a moment of silence while Ed and I absorbed this declaration of brilliance.


  “My god, you are a fucking idiot,” I said.


  “What? She uses that shit for everything else. You think she ever cleans her apartment? No, it’s all fucking magic. So I kinda figured...”


  “She was dispelling your magic missiles?”


  “Well...yeah.”


  “Guess you rolled a critical hit, my friend,” Ed commented.


  “What the fuck am I going to do?”


  “Okay, let’s think this through like rational human beings. Well, Bill and I will anyway. Have you discussed her...um...not being pregnant anymore?”


  “Good point,” I added.


  “Not gonna fucking happen,” Tom replied.


  “So she told you...”


  “It’s not even worth bringing up,” he said. “You remember her and her friends up in Canada? Outside of the magic shit they were doing, they were all communing with nature like a bunch of fucking flower children. I think they’re big on that live and let live thing.”


  I thought back to the firebombed loft. “Could’ve fooled me.”


  “Well, technically you’re not alive.”


  “And technically you’re a fag,” I shot back.


  “Apparently not,” Ed pointed out. “Holy shit, Tom is gonna be a daddy. What the fuck is this world coming to?”


  I was about to join in the laughter again when his words struck me. I knew what the world was coming to. A global supernatural war was brewing, one which we’d all be very lucky to survive. Bringing a child into such a world was...wait! The kid might not even make it that far. If Decker was right, the birth of the Icon signaled the end of wizard and witch-kind. Christy was amongst their number.


  Saving Sheila meant I was potentially condemning Christy. I had known that and - considering our past rocky relationship - been willing to take that chance. But now things were complicated. If Christy was indeed pregnant, wouldn’t I be dooming her unborn child as well? What was that baby guilty of...outside of being a product of Tom’s stupidity?


  Holy shit. How the fuck was I going to fix this? Jesus Christ, when it rains it pours.


  * * *


  By the time we got Tom settled down, we had lost our window of opportunity. In the time it would take to get to Manhattan, it would be well past normal business hours. I just had to hope that Decker’s efforts had so far proven fruitless and Colin’s team was still assembling itself. Fortunately, neither of them was what I would call a competent leader. Had James been heading up this effort personally, I would have been worried. Colin? Well, I probably had a little slack there.


  Finally, Tom passed out, and we dragged his ass to bed. From the look Ed gave me as we shut the door, he had figured out the implications as well.


  “Still in this with me?” I asked. “If you’re not, I’m...”


  “Oh, quit whining like a bitch,” he said dismissively. “Of course I’m still in.”


  “What about Tom?”


  “He’ll be fine. Probably puke his guts out before morning, though. I’m not cleaning that shit up.”


  “Don’t look at me,” I replied before getting back to my point. “I meant afterwards”


  “I know. At some point you’re gonna have to tell him.”


  “How do you think he’ll take it?”


  A pensive look came over his face. Finally, he said, “For the life of me, I have no fucking idea. This whole scenario is so far out there...beats the hell out of me.”


  “Tell me about it.”


  “You will have to tell him, though.”


  “I know. I owe him that much.”


  “Yeah...but not tonight. Probably not tomorrow either.”


  I nodded.


  “So what do we do right now?” he asked.


  “Only thing that comes to mind. Call Sally.”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  “Keep it in your pants, dude.”


  “Bite me.”


  “I thought that was her job.”


  * * *


  “You’re kidding me,” Sally said over the speaker.


  “I assure you we are not.”


  “I can’t believe that fucktard was allowed to breed. He’s a walking poster child for selective sterilization.”


  “There is an argument for that,” Ed replied.


  “Oh well. Hopefully the brat inherits her brains.”


  “Yeah, about that...”


  “I know what it means, Bill. You don’t have to spell it out.”


  I sighed. Sally had the luxury, if you could call it that, of not being overly burdened by morals, ethics, or guilt. Some days I envied that.


  “So anything going on coven-side?” I asked, changing the subject.


  “Just battening down the hatches, so to speak.”


  “Any word on things?”


  “I’ve been on the horn ever since I woke up.”


  “And?”


  “And there’s a good deal of freaking out going on out there. Covens all over the tri-state area are busy packing up their shit and getting to their safe houses.”


  “Colin?”


  “I don’t doubt it. He’s all about secrets when it suits him, but I bet he couldn’t resist telling everyone with a pair of ears how he was in charge of hunting the mighty Icon. Either way, it’s not a secret anymore.”


  “Maybe that’s a good thing.”


  “I guess we’ll see. At the very least James will probably chew him a new asshole for it.”


  “Speaking of...”


  “Don’t bother asking. I haven’t heard from him.”


  “Boston?”


  “Nada there. They’re stonewalling me. Whatever they have planned, we aren’t meant to be privy to it.”


  “So much for respecting the Freewill,” I groused.


  “Colin doesn’t respect anybody who doesn’t outrank him. Until such time as the Draculas call you up as a general, he’ll shit on you without a second thought.”


  “Thanks for the imagery.”


  “Any time.”


  “So where’s that leave us?” Ed asked.


  “Up shit’s creek, but at this point I’m getting used to it.”


  “I know the feeling,” I said.


  “It’s not much, but I think we should try your plan, Ed. It’s better than sitting around with our thumbs up our asses.”


  “It’s too late...”


  “I meant tomorrow. The forecast changed and they’re calling for clouds now, so we should be okay. I’ll meet you guys at the Icon’s office in the early PM.”


  “Think we’ll find her there?”


  “Who the fuck knows at this point. As I said, it’s better than nothing.”


  “Agreed.”


  “Alright then, be there or...”


  “Be square?” I finished her sentence.


  “Actually, I was gonna say be completely fucked.”


  Somehow, I had a feeling we were already well on our way to that destination.


  * * *


  Despite being somewhat hungover, Tom got up for work. His company was performing an audit on a client and he needed to be there.


  “Hopefully we’ll find some irregularities,” he said on his way out. “That’ll make me feel better.”


  “I’m sure they’re glad they have you on their side,” Ed had replied.


  Rather than tip off Tom that anything was up, we decided to head out a little later than him. It gave us both the added benefit of being able to get some work done. Our jobs weren’t exactly top priority these days, but going into the global apocalypse unemployed would probably make things suck even worse. Sue us for holding onto a piece of normalcy.


  This time, the weatherman had been correct. It was overcast with a chance of light rain the entire day. I could deal with being soggy. It beat slathering on sunscreen and dressing up like some sort of half-assed terrorist.


  Around noon I called Sally to give her a wake-up call, then Ed and I hit the road.


  According to her business card, Sheila’s office was downtown in an area where a lot of small businesses were headquartered. It wasn’t exactly cheap, but renting a floor there put you pretty much in the middle of the action. For those lucky to survive, it was well worth the investment. The last time I had spoken to Sheila, I had gotten the impression that she had more than survived. Her business had been thriving. As for now...well, finding out you’re a being of legendary status would probably be distracting for even the most stalwart workaholic.


  “Any idea what you’re going to say if she’s there?” Ed asked on the train ride over.


  “I’m sure something will come to mind.”


  “Famous last words.”


  “Don’t I know it.”


  * * *


  “This is the place,” Sally declared.


  “Wow,” I said, reading the building directory. “They have space on two floors. Must be doing pretty good.”


  “Yeah, well, she’s gonna be doing a whole lot less good if Decker’s fun bunch finds her first.”


  “Fingers crossed, guys,” I said, entering the elevator. I hit the button to take us to the sixth floor where the reception area was supposed to be. When in doubt, walk in the front door.


  “Fingers, toes, and a few other appendages that I’d prefer not to mention,” Ed replied.


  “Aw, what’s the matter? Feeling shy?” Sally asked with a wicked little smile.


  “Ramp down the libido, Sluterella,” I said. “We’re on the clock. Oh wait, that’s normal for you during work hours.”


  “Not too late for me to call Colin and spill my guts.”


  “Shutting up now.”


  “I thought so.”


  The doors opened and my mind went completely blank at the thought of seeing her. After a few moments, the doors began to shut again as we stood unmoving. Sally put out her hand and stopped them.


  “We staying here all day?”


  “Sorry.” I stepped past Ed. “Not a fucking word.” He smirked, but had the good graces to heed my warning.


  Glass double doors with a large Iconic Efficiencies logo faced us as we stepped from the elevator. The lights were on, and someone sat behind the reception desk.


  “Looks like they’re open,” I said, half surprised to see it myself. Was it possible that, after everything that had gone down, Sheila somehow managed to go on with life, business as usual? It didn’t seem likely, but the view before us was a vision of pure, corporate normalcy.


  “Time to see if we can get on the calendar,” Ed replied.


  I nodded and stepped forward, my two companions in tow. We went through the door and approached the front desk. A young man, dressed in business casual, sat behind it.


  “He’s kinda cute,” Sally whispered. “Do you think she and him...”


  “Not now,” I spat back. Goddamn, she just never fucking quit, did she?


  The man looked up. “Can I help you?”


  “Uh, yeah. We’d like to see Sheila.” Okay, maybe not the most profound opening line ever. “Uh, Sheila O’Connell, she’s the...”


  “I’m aware who the president is,” he chuckled. “Do you have an appointment?”


  An appointment? That meant she was in. Holy shit!


  “I...” My voice froze in my throat. Oh crap. All of my old insecurities rushed up. Stupid subconscious! I had fought and defeated multiple master vampires. I’d faced down a monstrous ape in the frozen wastelands of Canada. Hell, I had even survived a couple of days with Gan. Yet, despite all that, my knees knocked together like I was picking up my date for the junior prom.


  “Sir?”


  Was he talking to me? What was I even doing here? I kind of recall it being sorta important. I...


  “Oh Jesus Christ,” Ed said from behind me. “We’re friends of hers...from Hopskotchgames. We were just stopping by to say hi.”


  The man eyed us for a moment, his eyes shifting back and forth amongst the three of us.


  Finally, I found my voice. “I know she’s probably busy, but we just wanted to see her for a few minutes.”


  “Hopskotchgames, you said?”


  “Yes.”


  He appeared to consider this for a second. “I believe her calendar is free right now.”


  “Really?” I sputtered, no doubt sounding way too overenthusiastic.


  “I’m sure she won’t mind the interruption.” He stood up. “Follow me please.”


  * * *


  The receptionist led us deeper into the building. We walked past a few empty offices and a small sea of cubes, likewise devoid of activity. Guess it was the lunch hour.


  “Be on your guard, Bill,” Sally whispered from behind me, speaking at a volume that she knew only I’d hear.


  I glanced back toward her and raised my eyebrows.


  “When’s the last time your manager saw some schlubs right off the street?” she asked in that barely audible tone. “He didn’t even call to check to see if she was free.”


  Oh shit. She was right. The receptionist in any organization served the dual function of gatekeeper...keeping the rabble out. Hell, Ed and I definitely weren’t wearing our business best and Sally...well as usual, she could have just stepped in from working a corner on forty-second street.


  Duh! I was such a fucking dumbass. There was one way to tell for sure whether this dude was on the up and up. Sheila’s apartment had practically been swimming with her scent. I took a deep breath and reached out with my senses. Only the faintest odor of her perfume penetrated my nostrils. There were other scents overpowering it and they were definitely not hers.


  A split second after I registered the number of people in the general vicinity, Sally whispered, “Two more of them.”


  “This way please,” our not-so-gracious host said as he held a door open for us.


  Oh well, in for a penny. I stepped through into what had once probably been a good sized conference area...possibly a town meeting hall for a company of this size. It was now devoid of all furnishings. The only thing that stood in the room was another man. His dress was similar to the first, typical business casual.


  As we approached, he looked at the three of us before his eyes settled upon mine.


  “Welcome, vampire. We’ve been expecting you.”


   


  The God Squad


  *Click* The door had been shut behind us. Nice to know some clichés still applied in life. Still, just for shits and giggles, I glanced around, glad I did. The original man guarded the door, and the third I had smelled joined him. This new joker was dressed considerably less formal than his compatriots. In fact he could have just stepped in from an afternoon of LARPing. He wore armor, chainmail if my D&D knowledge served me right. A red cloak covered his shoulders, and a sheathed sword completed the look. Somehow I was willing to bet it wasn’t a prop.


  Fortunately, this served to snap me out of my funk. Talking to a girl was utterly terrifying. Facing off against three probable adversaries, on the other hand, none of whom appeared to be a vampire or a Sasquatch...well, not so much.


  “I’m gonna go out on a limb here and assume you’re not gonna serve lunch,” I quipped.


  “Speak for yourself,” Sally replied. *sigh* No self-control in that one.


  “We knew you would come for the Blessed One, praise be to our Lord for smiling upon her,” the man in front of us said, stepping forward.


  “Oh Jesus,” Ed sighed. “This fucker sounds like my Aunt Dottie.”


  “Do not take his name in vain!” the man spat, immediately losing his cool. “Thralls are no better than the devils they serve.”


  “Heh, you’re our thrall,” Sally snickered. She wasn’t taking this too seriously. I could understand why. Even with Sir Lancelot back there, the threat registered pretty low compared to what we had faced off against in the past.


  “Okay,” I put my hands up in a placating manner. I didn’t know who these clowns were, but it was a safe bet that the Blessed One he referred to was Sheila. If so, they knew something, and I wanted to know what that something was before Sally decided it was time to start pruning limbs. “We’re not here to fight. In fact I think we might actually be on the same side.”


  “I think not, spawn of the pit,” the man scoffed, reaching inside of his jacket and pulling out what looked like a rosary. He brought it up to his lips and gave it a small kiss. Great. What next, was he going to start handing out pamphlets? “I serve a higher power, one whose light you shall never know.”


  “Says you,” Sally snapped back. “I made communion in the second grade.”


  I turned and raised an eyebrow. Sally as a good little Catholic girl? Now there was an image.


  “Don’t start,” she warned.


  I smirked before turning back to the holy roller in front of me. “Fair enough,” I said, trying to sound friendly. “I assume you guys know who I am.”


  “Obviously you are one of the undead. We could smell your stench the moment you walked in the door.”


  “Guess it’s time to switch deodorants, Bill.”


  “Make light of the situation all you want, strumpet of Satan,” the receptionist said. “We, the Templar, have been sent to escort you back to the gates of Hell from whence you came.”


  “Templar?” Ed and I asked in unison.


  “Strumpet of Satan?” Sally growled. Her priorities were, as usual, not quite in line with the rest of ours.


  “Relax,” I said to her.


  “Easy for you to say, he didn’t call you...”


  “Oh please, you practically have that written on your business cards.”


  Ed chuckled and Sally threw him a glare.


  “Find something funny, fleshwad?”


  “Me?” he quickly replied. “Nope, just...coughing.”


  “Thought so.”


  I turned around, intent on trying to get us back on track - Sally’s wounded ego aside. “The Templar? Did I hear him right?”


  “Indeed you did. Know that you stand in the presence of God’s true warriors.”


  “Shouldn’t you guys be out questing for...I don’t know...the Holy Grail?” Ed asked.


  “Fool! The Grail was found long ago,” the dude in the armor proudly proclaimed. “Even now it rests within the...”


  “That will be quite enough, Brother Robert,” the man in front interrupted. Heh, guess sword boy wasn’t exactly recruited for his stunning intellect.


  “This is all fascinating,” I said. “I can respect you guys. I saw Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, I can dig it. Right now, though, we need to find my friend.”


  “Friend?” he scoffed at me.


  “Yes, I have friends,” I replied, perhaps a little more defensively than intended. “Her name is Sheila and she’s...”


  “You are no friend of the Blessed One. Those of her caliber do not consort with those of yours.”


  “Can’t blame a guy for trying to date out of his league,” Sally said.


  I gritted my teeth, trying to keep from puncturing my bottom lip with my own fangs. Must...learn...to...ignore...Sally. I mentally counted to ten before starting again. “Listen, I know this is hard to believe, but we’re trying to help her.”


  “Help her? How, by presenting yourself so that she might cleanse this world of you with her touch?” The man openly caressed his rosary. He ran the beads through his hand as if he were mentally saying his prayers. Christ, my grandmother used to do that. It would drive me batshit at Thanksgiving.


  “Not quite. I understand what she’s going through and I want to keep her safe from those who are hunting her.”


  “You understand what she’s going through? I highly doubt that, vampire.”


  “I do,” I kept my hands up and my tone placating. I needed to make these fuckers understand that we were here to help. “I know what it’s like because I’m the vampire Freewill. I didn’t ask for this...”


  “The Freewill!” he shouted. “We will all die before letting you have her, spawn.” Okay, maybe that was the wrong thing to say. I heard the sound of steel being scraped against leather. No doubt, Sir Doofus had drawn his sword. I guess talking time was over.


  “If you fuckers want to die, I’m more than happy to oblige,” Sally said from behind me.


  “It is not us who shall perish today, whore of Babylon.” Oh crap. That was definitely not going to put her into a forgiving mood.


  “Wait!” I implored, trying to rein the situation back in, but it was too late.


  Sally screamed, and I turned to find her cradling her cheek, smoke pouring from between her fingers. What the hell...but then I saw it. The man who had led us into this trap held a cross out before him. Smoke rose from it as well.


  “Burn before the might of the Lord our God!” the man cried triumphantly, advancing upon her. Ed rather heroically tried to position himself between them. Unfortunately, the dude with the sword stepped to move into flank.


  I mentally bumped these guys up a notch in my threat book. I had almost forgotten that faith could work for normal people. The cross by itself wouldn’t do dick against a vampire. It was just a piece of wood or metal under normal circumstances, but this guy believed in it - apparently enough to empower it with his faith. Suddenly all those old vampire movies made a lot more sense.


  This wasn’t good. Their implements would be like branding irons to Sally and me. Ed was human, so a faith empowered trinket wouldn’t hurt him, but that didn’t mean anything - especially against three guys, one of whom brandished a longsword.


  Sadly, I couldn’t help him. I had my own cross to bear - pardon the pun - in the form of the guy up front. He made good use of the distraction his friend provided. Before I could react, he looped the rosary around my neck and pressed the crucifix against my forehead. Oh crap...


  * * *


  “Bow before the might of our Creator,” the Templar in charge hissed into my ear. He was trying to strangle me with the rosary, but my more pressing concern was the cross. Any second now it would...


  Except it didn’t. The only thing I felt was the cold metal pressed against my skin. It wasn’t exactly comfortable, but then again, my head wasn’t bursting into flames either.


  I grinned despite the situation. Guess this guy wasn’t as true of a believer as he claimed. Maybe that was why he had been reciting the rosary as he spoke to me. It wasn’t too hard to imagine that, despite his words, deep down there was just enough doubt to keep him from getting his faith on.


  I grabbed the thin chain around my neck and snapped it. I turned to my opponent and a look of panic flooded his face.


  “No!” he cried. “I don’t believe...”


  “That is why you fail,” I did my best Yoda impersonation before decking the guy square on the jaw. The Templar flew back and went down like a sack of bricks, blood pouring from his smashed nose. Ladies and gentleman, your winner by knockout.


  I spun, ready to give my friends a hand, but I was a second too late.


  *SHRIPPP!* There’s a noise I was gonna hear in my nightmares. Note to self, do not piss off Sally...at least not the way this guy had. While I had been dealing with Mr. Lack of Faith, the receptionist had apparently tried to finish her off. It hadn’t gone well for him.


  His right arm, its hand still clutching the crucifix, flew across the room sans the rest of him. Before I could open my mouth, she was on him. One slash of her now fully extended claws and the guy was nearly decapitated. Eww. It’s so much less...nasty when that happens in the movies.


  She wasn’t done, though. She leapt upon the man and continued ripping him to shreds. Guess she took some offense to that strumpet of Satan comment.


  “Okay, Sally. I think you got him.”


  “Err Bill,” came Ed’s voice from the other side of the room. “Thanks for leaving the guy with the sword for me.” I glanced over and found the knight holding my roommate from behind, his blade at his throat. Oh yeah, I kept forgetting that Ed’s not much of a fighter. He usually brings his shotgun into situations like these. Unfortunately, the NYPD tends to take a dim view toward people walking around fully armed.


  “Easy there, Robert,” I said to the man wielding the sword. “This doesn’t have to end badly.” Out of the corner of my eye, Sally rose from her kill. She was covered head to toe with the guy’s blood, a burn mark in the shape of a cross still evident on her cheek. Hmm, so much for that. “It doesn’t have to end any worse,” I quickly amended.


  “Speak not my name, beast,” the man spat. “You may end my life, but I shall take your thrall with me.”


  “I’m not his fucking thrall.”


  “Silence, thrall!”


  This wasn’t going well. Jeez, how the hell were we going to talk this guy down without Ed being given a really close shave? Negotiations weren’t exactly my strong suit. Calling this guy a fucking twat over and over again wouldn’t do much in the way of...


  *BANG!*


  Something exploded next to my head. Damn, that hurt. Sensitive vampire ears aren’t always a good thing. My headache was small beans compared to what happened to Robert, though. A neat little bullet hole appeared in his forehead. With no further fanfare, his sword dropped to the floor and the rest of him followed.


  I turned to see that Sally had her purse in one hand and a small pistol in the other.


  “Um, nice shot,” I meekly commented.


  “I think I just shit my pants,” Ed said, a small splash of Robert’s blood on his shoulder.


  “New piece?” I asked conversationally, despite the fact that I was pretty close to following Ed’s lead.


  “Yep,” she replied brightly. “I figure this one is a little more subtle to carry around.”


  I glanced at Robert’s body. “Yeah, real subtle. When did you decide to show up packing?”


  “Are you serious, Bill? Shit’s getting real. I’m not stepping my dainty ass outside without a little protection.”


  I gave her one more sideways glance and then stepped toward Ed. “Are you all right?”


  “I’ll live.” He still sounded shaken but had regained his composure. He gave me a quick thumbs-up.


  “So I guess it’s back to the drawing board,” Sally said, putting her gun away.


  “No thanks to you,” I replied. “Fortunately I was able to show a little more restraint.” I pointed to the still unconscious, but obviously breathing, form of the Templar I had decked.


  “Not bad, Bill,” she said, high praise from her. “How’d you keep from getting burned?”


  “Turns out his faith wasn’t as great as he thought.”


  “Lucky you.”


  “Damn straight.”


  “I hate to interrupt the vampire love fest,” Ed pointed out, “but that gunshot was pretty goddamned loud and there are other businesses in this building. We should get the fuck out of here.”


  I glanced over at Sally, who looked like she had practically bathed in the receptionist’s blood. “Yeah, this might look a little suspicious.”


  “We should be right above the subway lines,” she said, licking some gore off her fingers. You can always count on Sally to be classy. “If we’re lucky, this place has a drainage vent in the basement we can squeeze through.”


  “In the mood to tour the sewers?” I asked Ed, a smirk on my face.


  “Do I have much choice?”


  “Yep, you can stay and get arrested,” Sally said blithely. She walked over to the still unconscious form on the floor and gave him a good solid kick to the midsection. Never let it be said that Sally doesn’t forgive and forget. “Let’s bring this piece of shit.”


  “Snack for the trip?”


  “You want to find your girlfriend, right? Well, dickhead here probably knows where she is.”


  “Think he’ll talk?”


  “I know he will.”


   


  Preying for Forgiveness


  We got lucky. We managed to make it underground unseen and, more importantly, unarrested. Using the tunnels, we made our way back to the office.


  “Such wonderful places you take me to, Bill,” Ed said as we sloshed our way toward our destination.


  “You really haven’t seen the city until you trek around underneath it.”


  “Uuhhhh.” A groan came from over my shoulder followed by a sharp crack as Sally put her fist into his face.


  “Thanks,” I told her.


  “My pleasure.”


  * * *


  I unceremoniously dumped the Templar onto the floor once we entered the office. It was my second forced march through filthy sewer tunnels this week and, needless to say, it didn’t leave me in the best of moods.


  I stopped and looked around. The office was unusually silent.


  “Where’s Starlight and the others?”


  “I sent all of them to the new safe house earlier,” Sally said, which explained why we were here and not there. Whatever this guy had to say wasn’t for their ears anyway.


  “Is that an iota of caring I hear in your tone?”


  “Hardly. Good help is hard to find...”


  “As well as a good stylist?”


  “Hell yeah, and I couldn’t exactly send her and Alfonzo there without the others.”


  “Alfonzo?” Ed asked.


  “You don’t want to know,” I assured him before turning back to Sally. “Why don’t you go get cleaned up while we figure out what to do?”


  “I will after we do what needs to be done.”


  “You have a plan?” Ed asked.


  “Obviously.”


  “Torture?”


  “Tempting,” she said. She meant it too. “But it would probably take too long. No guarantee he’ll talk either. He’d probably just die screaming for Jesus and I don’t have enough aspirin to deal with that kind of headache.”


  “What then?” I asked.


  “Compulsion,” she replied simply enough.


  That definitely had potential, but it wasn’t a certainty. Humans were difficult for vampires to control. Faith or not, if this guy was as devoted to his order as he claimed, he could potentially resist being Vulcan mind-melded.


  “Think you’ve got enough juice to make him talk?”


  “Nope.” She reached down, grabbed the unconscious Templar by his shirt and dragged him to his feet.


  “Then what...”


  She turned her head and looked both of us straight in the eye. This time there was no hint of sarcasm or attitude. When she spoke, it was simple and direct. “Do you want to find this girl, Bill?”


  “You know I do.”


  “And you’re willing to do whatever it takes to save her?”


  “Sure...”


  “Don’t just give me a bullshit answer here,” she snapped. “I’m serious. You’ve been lucky up until now. You’ve been able to get through a lot of crap without dirtying your hands...well too much anyway, at least by vampire standards. It’s different now, though. There’s some serious business coming down the pipe. This is just the beginning. Whatever lines you’ve drawn in the sand are going to get blurry at best. I need to know that you’re going to be able to handle it.”


  Her words didn’t surprise me. Some part of me had been expecting it, probably for quite some time now - at the very least, ever since I had gotten back from the Woods of Mourning. It didn’t mean I had to like it, though. Neither choice was particularly appealing. I could keep on the path I was, playing the loveable doofus (semi-loveable at the very least), but would that really end well for anyone? The other option meant possibly giving up the one thing that truly separated me from most other vamps: my humanity, or at least a good chunk of it. Could I go down that path and not turn into a monster? I honestly didn’t know.


  Sally and Ed stayed silent while I thought it over. Ultimately, it was my choice to make. Oh who was I kidding? Like there really was a choice.


  It was time to man up.


  “Do what needs to be done,” I said.


  Sally gave me a single nod. Her eyes blackened, and I realized what she meant to do. I couldn’t help but feel a slight sense of irony. I’d been bitching for the past year about how I was suckered in and turned into a vampire against my will, and now I was giving the order to do the same thing. Sure, the circumstances were different, but the end result wouldn’t be. If I had to guess, I’d bet that Night Razor was laughing his ass off in Hell right about then.


  Sally lowered her mouth, fangs fully extended, to the Templar’s throat. There was a crunch as she bit in, followed by a spray of blood.


  “Ewww,” I muttered. Well alright, maybe I wasn’t manning up that much. Remembering that not everyone in the room was an undead monster, I turned to Ed. “How are you holding up?”


  “Me? I’m fine. I see you pouring blood on shit every fucking day. If I’m not desensitized by now...”


  “Yeah, but this is...”


  “Necessary. I agree with Sally, shit’s gonna get real soon enough. We’re either in this game to win it or we might as well just cash in our chips now.”


  “We?” I asked for what felt like the millionth time since becoming a vampire.


  “Don’t ruin the moment by turning back into a dumbass, Bill. You’d still last all of five minutes without your friends.”


  “Speaking of which, any idea yet how to break this to Tom?”


  “Not a fucking clue, dude.”


  A thud brought our attention back to Sally. She had dropped the Templar on the floor like ten pounds of shit in a five pound bag. She turned to us, a smile on her blood stained lips. “Tangy,” she said. “I think our altar boy here has a taste for the sacramental wine.”


  “Is it done?”


  “Yep, unless you’d care for a sip.”


  “Pass,” I replied.


  “Well then, this dipshit should be waking up in a couple of hours. Make yourselves comfortable, boys. As for me, I’m gonna hit the showers.” She started walking to the back. Just before disappearing, she added, “I might be a while. Being covered in so much blood makes me feel all tingly inside.” With that, she left the room.


  Ed stood there slack-jawed for a moment, then asked, “Is it wrong of me to be turned on by that?”


  “Highly,” I said. “But if that’s wrong, I don’t want to be right.”


  If Sally had thrown that out to purposely distract us from the man who lay bleeding out just a few feet from where we stood, she had done a hell of a job.


  * * *


  Unfortunately, the distraction didn’t last. I sat and stared at the crumpled form on the floor, remembering how it had all started for me. It had come dangerously close to ending for me that night as well. Had it not been for the fact that my antics had amused James, Night Razor would have staked me into dust and been done with it.


  Despite what he stood for, his feelings toward us, and the fact that he and his buddies had spirited Sheila away to god-knows where, I found myself feeling sorry for the Templar. It was doubtful a guardian angel would come to his rescue like one had for me.


  “Knock it off,” Ed said from behind me as he pulled up a chair.


  “What’s Sally up to?”


  “She’s in her office trying to dig up some intel.”


  “Having any luck?”


  “Didn’t seem like it,” he said. “When I walked out, it looked like she was pulling up an online poker site. Now stop trying to change the subject.”


  “What subject?”


  “I’m not a fucking moron, Bill.”


  “Well...”


  “Kiss my ass,” he said amicably enough. “Do you know what your problem is?”


  “Which one? I have lots of them.”


  “The problem that separates you from Tom and me.”


  “Hmm, let me think. Could it be that you both have heartbeats?”


  “Nope. It’s that we have heartbeats, but you have a heart.”


  “You’re losing me here.”


  “What a surprise. Me? I’m not exactly a people person.”


  I feigned shock. “No! Say it isn’t so.”


  “I know - my stellar personality often shines through like a beacon in the night. But let’s face facts. If I were in your shoes, I’d have left a trail of bodies in my wake by now that might even impress Sally.”


  “Not likely!” she shouted from within her office.


  “The walls have ears,” he said in a hushed tone.


  “So do the annoying ex-strippers.”


  “Anyway, you get my point,” he continued. “Tom, he’s a good guy, but I’m pretty sure the only things he’s ever clued in about are his toys and whoever happens to be sucking his dick at the time.”


  I nodded. Tom was my oldest friend and I loved him like a brother, but Ed had pretty much summed him up in a nutshell.


  “The bottom line is that he’d probably cause a bloodbath just...well, by being Tom.”


  “An accurate assessment, I’d say.”


  “But not you. You worry about these things. I mean sure, you talk big and all that shit, but deep down...”


  “I’m a pussy?”


  “Well yeah, but you also care. Look at all the shit you’ve managed to get yourself into trying to keep your coven under control. Hell, if that Nergui dude hadn’t iced the Sasquatch princess, I don’t know what you’d have done.”


  “I would have found a way out of it...probably.”


  “Yeah, but your first, second, or even third choice wouldn’t have been to drive a knife hilt-deep into her chest.”


  “I guess...”


  “I know.”


  “So what are you trying to say?”


  “Stop beating the shit out of yourself about it. You’re in a bad situation. Hell, we all are. You’re gonna need to occasionally do bad things to deal with it. The thing is, I know that in every case you’ll always try to think of a better way. Unfortunately, life won’t always give you that chance. That’s just how things roll, but it does not make you a monster.”


  “Thanks, man. I guess I’m just worried I’ll start to like it if I do it enough.”


  “I doubt it.”


  “It could happen. What if I turn into another Sally?”


  “Not on your best day!” she shouted out again.


  “Will you stop fucking eavesdropping!” I yelled back.


  “Heh,” Ed whispered. “You turn into Sally and I’ll just fuck you myself.”


  I paused to raise an eyebrow. “Okay, maybe she’s a bad example. What if I start acting like Night Razor or Francois or maybe...”


  “You won’t. And if you do, I promise I will pull out my shotgun, load it up with silver slugs and blow your fucking head right off.”


  I considered that for a moment. “Or you could just try talking to me.”


  “I could, but what fun would that be?”


  * * *


  “Hold him down,” Sally commanded.


  “He’s already tied up,” I pointed out. Our former Templar was secured to the sturdiest office chair we could find. Well okay, second sturdiest. Sally wouldn’t let us touch hers.


  “Uh hello...he’s gonna wake up a vampire. Not everyone is like you. Some don’t take it too well. The last thing I want is to have him messing up this place while we chase him around.”


  I guess she had a point. I walked to one side and held onto his already tied arm. Ed shrugged and did the same on the other side. It was a nice gesture on his part, but I was really hoping the bonds held. Otherwise, he was gonna be sent flying. Forget just being human - Ed’s not exactly a heavyweight.


  Sure enough, the Templar began to stir a few minutes later. His head lolled back and his eyes cracked open. They had gone black. He opened his mouth to draw a breath and bared his descended fangs. A moment later, he ran his tongue over them and drew a thin bead of blood. That got his attention. His eyes popped wide open. It was hard to tell, what with the lack of pupils and all, but it seemed like they carried a look of horror.


  “Welcome back, asshole,” Sally said as she stood directly in front of him.


  “Uhhh, what...what have you monsters done to me?”


  “I’m sure you can figure it out.” She was more at home in this role than I was. Let her handle the interrogation. She was stone cold, the ice queen bitch of the frozen north.


  “God, please have mercy on your servant!” he shrieked. “Deliver me from my...”


  “ENOUGH OF THAT!!” The Templar’s eyes glazed over at her command and his prattling ceased as quickly as it began. Seeing how it worked always made me damn glad I was a vamp Freewill. It was at least comforting to know someone couldn’t fuck with my head at their whim.


  The same couldn’t be said of our newest recruit, though. Sadly for him, his tenure in our diminished coven probably wouldn’t be a particularly lengthy one.


  “Bill, do you want to do the honors?”


  Oh well, I guess it was time to get some practice at this. I took a breath and focused on the glassy eyed ex-Templar.


  “TELL US EVERYTHING YOU KNOW!!”


   


  All the Guests Have Arrived


  “...and then Father McDonally whispered in my ear, after this you’ll be a man...”


  “Okay, that’s ENOUGH!!” Sally compelled, throwing her hands up in frustration.


  “Guess, I should’ve been more specific,” I said sheepishly.


  “You think?”


  “Sorry. I haven’t been in charge of too many interrogations.”


  “One can see why,” Ed commented, drawing a glare from me.


  “All right,” she took a deep breath. “Let’s try this again. WHAT HAVE THE TEMPLAR DONE WITH THE ICON!?”


  “The Blessed One,” the turned Templar said, “is safe with my brothers. She is our guest.”


  “Well that’s fucking great,” Sally spat. “We’re getting blasted and burned while your girlfriend is being treated to tea and crumpets.”


  I opened my mouth to comment, but the Templar wasn’t finished yet.


  “We have told her of your kind. We have prepared her for you.”


  “I believe you mean us,” I replied. “Unless you think those are Halloween props sticking out of your mouth.”


  The Templar spat at me in disgust. Gross! No class with these fundamentalist types. Despite the compulsion, his sheer hatred of us was enough to let him partially shake it off.


  Before he could try it again, Sally’s fist smashed against his jaw with a loud crack. The Templar’s head flew back, blood and spittle spraying from his mouth.


  “Nice shot,” Ed commented.


  “Thank you.”


  “I thought you were going to compel him,” I said, “not beat the information out of him.”


  “I am. That was just for the hell of it. Punching out assholes helps me concentrate.”


  Ed snickered until I shot him a look. Finally, Sally said, “Listen up, dickhead. TELL ME WHERE YOU’RE KEEPING THE ICON!!”


  It was about time. We all leaned closer to listen. This was what we had been waiting for.


  The Templar strained against the compulsion. Had he still been human, he probably could have resisted it. Alas, he wasn’t, nor was he lucky enough to be a Freewill like me. After a brief inner struggle in which his eyes practically bulged from his skull, the compulsion won out. He gritted his teeth and tried to bite down on his lip, but his mouth opened against his will.


  “She...she’s in...”


  “Come on, you can do it,” I prodded.


  “Our Lady of Innocence.”


  “Huh?”


  “Sounds like a church,” Ed said.


  “Uh huh. How original,” Sally commented. “Where is it?”


  “I will never...”


  “WHERE IS IT!?”


  “In Mamaroneck, off of Post Street,” he spat, the hatred in his eyes evident.


  “You’re keeping her in Westchester?” I asked.


  “It could be worse,” she said.


  “Ever try driving up there on a weekend?” Ed asked.


  “Let’s focus here, guys,” I said. “We still need some more information.”


  “We’re gonna need my car too,” Ed replied.


  “No offense, lover,” Sally quipped, “but your little hatchback isn’t exactly my idea of a rescue vehicle.”


  “We can swipe one,” I said offhandedly. “We’ve done it before.”


  Sally inclined her head in my direction and stared at me.


  “What? You’re the one who said to man up.”


  “Yeah, I just didn’t expect...”


  “Let’s finish up here and then you can berate me. It’s gonna be a long night as it is.”


  She nodded, an almost impressed look upon her face...almost. She turned to continue the interrogation when suddenly, she paused. “Shit!”


  I was just about to ask her what was up when a scent - no, make that multiple scents - registered in my overly sensitive vampire nostrils. A group approached. Judging by the smell, at least some of them were vampires.


  “What?” Ed asked.


  “We have company,” I whispered, hoping they weren’t close enough to overhear us.


  A moment later, there came a knock on the office’s door. Time was up.


  * * *


  “What are you doing?”


  Sally pushed over the chair holding our prisoner and proceeded to rip one of the legs off. “Covering our tracks.”


  “You can’t just...” but I stopped myself. The guy we captured would have gladly killed us had our positions been reversed. Hell, he had already tried. Still, it somehow seemed dickish to kill him twice.


  No, I told myself. It had to be done. The entire jig would be up if we were caught with him in our possession. The vamps, Colin’s crew no doubt, could just as easily compel him as we had. I bit my tongue as Sally raised the makeshift stake.


  The Templar only had time to draw in breath for a scream before she rammed it through his chest. There was a flash of light and he instantly self-combusted. Within moments, there was nothing left but a pile of dust.


  “Where are you going?” I asked as she started walking away.


  “To open the door, of course.”


  “What the hell are we supposed to say about this?” I motioned at the pile of ash at Ed’s and my feet.


  “You’re the Freewill,” she snapped, then turned back to the door.


  What the fuck was that supposed to mean? Unfortunately I didn’t have time to ask as she unlocked the door for our uninvited guests.


  Oh crap!


  * * *


  “We welcome the faithful of the First,” Sally said, almost managing to mask the sarcasm in her voice. “With your help...what are they doing here?”


  “Have you not heard, vampire?” a familiar voice answered from just outside the doorway. “We are partners in this endeavor.” Motherfucker! Harry Decker was here? I knew they had agreed to work with Colin’s people, but I hadn’t expected them to actually take it to heart. I had figured it was more of a mutual “we won’t kill you if you won’t kill us” thing. So much for wishful thinking.


  Sally gritted her teeth as she said, “Welcome, oh honored guests.” She stepped aside, but not before shooting me a glance that was more annoyance than panic. Leave it to her to only be partially put out by a bad situation.


  In walked quite the interesting collection of beings, although it was fairly easy to tell who was who. A group of vampires, each dressed like a bad imitation of an Italian mobster - black suits and trench coats the attire of choice - entered. Judging by the bulges in their outfits, they were concealing weaponry of some sort. Interspersed amongst them were white-robed witches, several of whom I recognized from my little misadventure up in Canada. Last, and definitely least, entered Decker - standing out from his coven, dressed in what I guessed was an Armani suit - douche! Fortunately, Christy was nowhere to be seen amongst the magical menagerie. That would have ratcheted up the awkward factor by about a thousand.


  The entire group except Decker pretty much ignored Sally. He gave her a quick smirk as he entered. Forget barbarians at the gates, we had opened up and invited them right in. This was going to require some fast talking. Sadly, I was drawing a blank.


  One of the rejects from The Matrix approached me...apparently the Morpheus of the group. Hell, he even looked the part. He was a big guy - a few inches taller than me - dark skinned and with a bald head. He wore a neatly clipped beard on his heavy-set jaw, which showed not even the faintest trace of humor. His dark sunglasses couldn’t mask the look of disapproval as he gave me the once over, but at least it was better than the complete lack of acknowledgement he gave to Ed.


  “Greetings, Freewill,” he said in a deep voice with minimal inflection, but enough for me to notice the slight British accent. Judging by how he’d addressed me, I’d say he had probably been briefed by Colin. Up in Boston, they kept files on most vampires. It was like the FBI, but without any concern for silly things like privacy.


  “My name is Remington,” Mr. Personality continued, “Remington Windsor, and before you ask, yes I am related, albeit from years past. I will be heading up this assignment. As of this moment, I am in charge of all vampire related activity in this city.” He turned away.


  “Related to who?” I whispered to Ed.


  “I think the royal family.”


  “Really?” I mused. This guy had about as much resemblance to Prince Charles as I did to Sally.


  “Uh yeah. Pretty sure that’s their last name.”


  Huh, learn something new every day. Wait a second...what was that about him being in charge? What the fuck was that weasel Colin up to?


  “You mean this operation?” I asked, getting his attention again.


  “I said what I meant, Freewill.”


  “Okay,” I tried to keep my cool. No doubt he was attempting to rile me up. Well fuck that. I wasn’t about to give him or Decker the satisfaction. “First off, my name is Bill.”


  “We know what...”


  “Secondly,” I interrupted, “This is my coven. I’d appreciate it if you showed the proper respect.” Hmm, actually he probably was showing the proper respect. Most vampires tended to give those younger than them about as much consideration as a hobo begging for change. I had no idea of this guy’s age, but it was a safe bet he wasn’t exactly freshly risen.


  “Your coven?” scoffed Decker. “I see but two vampires here.”


  “No thanks to you, fuckface.” Sally spat.


  Remington turned to face me. “You will control your underling, or I will remove her from this operation.” He took a step forward and his foot landed in the remnants of the Templar. He briefly looked down at it, then at me, a slight crease in his brow.


  I was tempted to take a swing at him. Fuck the Templar. This dick had walked in here, proclaimed his leadership, and threatened Sally - all in the space of about ten seconds.


  It was then that inspiration struck. I had ascended to the top of this coven through a combination of luck and the smokescreen that I was far more ferocious than reality. It was time to use that.


  “A survivor of the wizard’s attack,” I casually kicked at the dust. “He wanted to flee the city. I didn’t approve and was kinda hungry too.”


  For the first time since entering, something resembling an emotion passed across Remington’s face. “You would turn on your own?”


  “I’m the Freewill. You’ve heard the stories,” I replied, putting some steel behind my voice. “They’re all true.”


  “The beast feeds upon his kind,” gasped one of the witches.


  “I still have a little room left,” I warned, hoping that the truce held. Getting hit with half a dozen fireballs wouldn’t exactly do wonders for my already shitty week.


  Thankfully, Ed tried to keep things from devolving into a straight out brawl. “Okay, people, let’s not forget we’re all on the same side here.”


  Remington (gah! What a stupid fucking name!) cocked an eyebrow in his direction. His left hand shot out and grabbed Ed by the neck, none too gently judging by my friend’s reaction. My first instinct was to try to pry him off, but I stopped myself short. This vampire was most likely several times stronger than me. Doing so would have just resulted in embarrassing myself and losing what little chance I had of reining in this situation.


  Instead, I casually said, “Let go of my friend, Remington.”


  “You are friends with this blood swine? What can he possibly mean to you?”


  “Mr. Vesser here,” Decker commented, an insufferable smirk still on his face, “is a modestly talented graphic designer. Beyond that...”


  “Better than being a useless marketing droid,” I snapped back, momentarily losing my cool. Goddamn, that guy got under my skin, not the least of which was because he was probably pulling in about double my salary. Fucker!


  A strangled gasp caught my attention. Oh yeah, Ed. I glanced over and saw he was turning an interesting shade of purple. Not good.


  “This human was my advisor in the Woods of Mourning,” I said, an edge working its way into my voice. “He was partially responsible for the great victory (yeah right) I was able to present to Lord Alexander.”


  That got Remington’s attention. Never discount the power of name dropping.


  “Unlike you,” I said, trying to keep my cool as Ed continued to turn funny colors, “he was a part of shaping our destiny. Although, perhaps you’re right and Lord Alexander won’t mind you killing this mere mortal without his express approval.”


  Never let it be said I can’t play the game. Most vampires are arrogant pieces of shit, at least until they’re confronted by a bigger and badder piece of shit. At that point they usually can’t kiss ass fast enough.


  My ruse worked. Remington let go of his grip and Ed was able to suck in a huge gulp of air just in the nick of time. I somehow managed to keep from letting out a sigh of relief. I looked over his shoulder and Sally gave me just the barest of nods. Guess I was doing all right after all.


  Now that the immediate crisis was over, I figured it was best to try a little diplomacy. “We will respect your authority here, on behalf of the Boston office.”


  “We will?” Sally shot out. It sounded like genuine outrage, but it was hard to tell with her. It was entirely possible that she was giving me another opening to assert myself. Either way, I took it.


  “Yes we will,” I said in what I hoped sounded like an authoritative tone. “In return, I expect Remington, Mr. Decker, and their respective contingents will respect the hospitality of our coven.”


  There was a beat as everyone considered what I said. Finally, Decker replied, “The Magi are nothing if not respectful to our gracious hosts.” The smirk never left his face. He knew he had us over a barrel. What a dick.


  If his tone registered with Remington, he gave it no notice. “Very well. You will heed our authority, give us your full cooperation, and in return we shall respect your coven’s traditions. Speaking of which, is this truly all that remains?”


  “There are a few other survivors,” Sally said.


  “Recall them immediately,” Remington ordered, still facing me. Had it not been for the presence of several other potential hostiles in the room, I have little doubt she would have tried staking his ass right then and there.


  “Easier said than done,” she replied. “They’re under strict orders for radio silence.” Radio silence? No doubt Sally was making it up as she went along. It was a good idea, though. Bringing the others into this would just complicate matters, especially with the pile of Templar dust lying about.


  “And why is that?” Remington asked coolly.


  “Ask your buddy there,” Sally said, the snark coming through. “Despite our little arrangement, they’re a bit paranoid about working with the wizard...rightfully so, if you ask me.”


  “I did not,” he said, finally turning to face her. The tone of his voice sounded dangerous. Apparently he was not particularly fond of being talked back to by his inferiors. Two of the vamps closest to Sally pushed back the edges of their coats. Holy shit! Were those silver stakes they were packing? Fuck me. Where the hell did they get those things? Was every vampire but me practically rolling in cash?


  “They’re helping out,” I said, trying to steer Remington’s attention back toward me. Outside of James, who understood our relationship, Sally’s status as my partner wasn’t really common knowledge. In most cases, a coven has one master. Everyone else was just a piece of crap as far as other vamps of status were concerned.


  “Helping out?”


  “I had them fan out across the city,” I said, taking my turn at making shit up. “They’re keeping their eyes and ears open for word of the Icon.”


  Harry Decker immediately stepped past Remington and got right in my face, so close that I could see remnants of his lunch stuck between his teeth. Gross. The word Icon had apparently unhinged him a bit. “What do you know? What have you heard about the Icon, Freewill? Tell me!”


  “First off, mouthwash is your friend. Last I heard, they’re following up on a few leads. As soon as they know something, we’ll hear about it.”


  It was complete and utter bullshit, but the beginnings of a plan had begun to form in my mind. With any luck, we’d be able to regain whatever edge we had lost when these jokers rolled into town. Sadly, it didn’t fill me with much hope. Resting everything on a little luck was a sucker’s bet, but it was better than nothing.


   


  The Great Icon Hunt


  Remington established the entire floor as his team’s base of operations. Much to Sally’s chagrin, he commandeered her office as his personal HQ. While his people took over the other offices and their computers, the witches set up shop where the hotline was normally manned. I allowed myself a chuckle as they pushed desks out of the way to make room for a circle of sorts. I guess they were doing some sort of magic, but it basically looked like a bunch of women sitting in a circle and chanting nonsense. In a way, it reminded me of my mother’s book club.


  Sally was forced to give Remington the keys to all of our coven locations, including safe houses. I couldn’t help but notice, though, that she conveniently left out the new one - the building where the remnants of our coven were actually holed up. In its place, she gave up the warehouse in Brooklyn we jointly shared with the Queens-bound Howard Beach Coven.


  She was doing her part, and now it was my turn. Fortunately, I had begun to formulate a plan. The vampire nation is surprisingly modern in many ways, but they have the same downside that parents of kids today have. Many of the older ones have had to adjust to the new technology of modern times. I was willing to bet that none of the hunters from Boston moonlighted as system administers in their spare time. I could potentially use this little oversight to my advantage. I just had to be patient.


  The frantic activity kept up throughout the night, with us being relegated to watching from the sidelines while, at the same time, being watched. The mages didn’t trust me and Colin couldn’t stand me, a fact he had undoubtedly imprinted upon his team. Though we were all supposed to be on the same side, the three of us were treated as little better than detainees. Considering that we really were working against them, I had to begrudgingly give them a little credit for that foresight.


  As dawn neared and Remington’s team made preparations to hunker down for the day, I approached him.


  “What is it Freewill? We’re very busy correlating data here.”


  “I’m sure you are.” It was obvious they didn’t have clue one where to begin. They were shooting blind, perhaps hoping that the Icon would just show up at our doorstep and announce herself. “I’ll get right to the point. I need to go to work.”


  Remington looked up from Sally’s computer, a mask of confusion upon his face. “Excuse me? Are you not right where you are supposed to be, overseeing your coven?”


  “Sally handles a lot of the day to day stuff. I actually have a job, so as to keep myself in touch with the human world. It’s helpful with regards to strategizing for the coming conflict.” Yeah, I was laying it on a little thick, but telling him the truth - that I worked because I needed the paycheck - would have looked just ever so slightly pathetic.


  “I think your strategizing can wait a day. Hunting down the Icon is our top priority.”


  “I disagree, but regardless, I’m just standing around out there watching your people work. I could be back after nightfall.”


  “Absolutely not,” he said. “It’s too risky to allow you to go out there by yourself. If the Icon were to track you down, it could be catastrophic to our cause.”


  His lack of faith in my abilities aside, his meaning was clear. Translation: you aren’t fucking going anywhere.


  “Very well. Can I at least go home and get my laptop?”


  “Negative. You would never make it back before sunrise and I can’t spare the men to watch over you during the day.”


  Grrrr! Fine, it still wasn’t over. I had one more ace up my sleeve. I paused for a moment and crossed my fingers. “What about Ed?”


  “Ed?”


  “Sorry, my human advisor.”


  “He is of no consequence.”


  “I know, I tell him that all the time. Would there be any objection to him going to get my stuff?”


  Remington’s eyes narrowed. No doubt he smelled a rat. He couldn’t quite come right out and say it to my face, though, and we both knew it. Colin had obviously ordered him to make my life as difficult as possible. Still, I had friends in high places - one of whom just so happened to be Colin’s immediate superior. Thus they couldn’t just outright accuse me of anything without proof. Check and mate.


  “How long will it take?”


  “Rush hour hasn’t started yet. Two hours, maybe a little more.”


  “I’ll be timing him...for his own safety, of course.”


  “Of course. Thank you for helping me to maintain my cover.” Asshole.


  * * *


  I spoke to Ed as softly as I could, telling him to bring back our work computers and nothing else. I didn’t need him playing the hero and grabbing his shotgun. It was doubtful he’d make it back without being arrested, but even if he did, he’d just be walking into his own funeral. Twelve gauge slugs, even silver ones, weren’t going to be very intimidating against a whole platoon of vampires and mages.


  Speaking of the magical morons, I couldn’t help but notice they let Decker leave unhindered. Guess it was okay for him to go to work, but as for me, I could end up on the fucking bread line for all these assholes cared. Motherfuckers! One of these days I really need to convince Sally to just put me on the goddamn payroll already. Fucking cheap ass vampires.


  Okay, so I lied about that first part. I also asked Ed to grab me a coffee along the way. I had a feeling there wasn’t going to be much sleep for me during the day ahead. It would be just my luck to pass out right as a break came that would let us to lose these pricks and save Sheila from...well, whatever fate she was embroiled in.


  As Ed left, Sally gave me a questioning glance. I needed to bring her up to speed. Whispering to Ed about the laptops was one thing, but spilling my guts to her could prove to be a bad idea if anyone was listening. Fortunately, I had that one covered too. She was the one who had told me to act like the Freewill, after all.


  Once the sun came up, our vampire guests decided to grab some sleep. The witches kept at their chanting, but some of them started to nod off. It had apparently been a long series of days and nights for them, what with searching for the Icon and blowing up my coven. That was good. Once their numbers were whittled down, I stood and stretched. I took a deep breath and turned to Sally. This needed to look convincing.


  “I need a shower to relax,” I said to her, making sure to keep my tone as haughty as possible. “Let’s go.” I phrased it as a command, something that a coven master would say...hopefully. I hadn’t ordered too many women into the shower with me. The few times I’d tried, it came out sounding more like wishful pleading.


  Sally, unsurprisingly, raised an eyebrow at that. All right, time for the coup de grâce.


  “NOW!!” I compelled at her.


  For a moment, she didn’t move. That wasn’t too surprising. Sally’s older than me, so compelling her would be next to impossible. There was also the fact that I sucked at it.


  Still, the others didn’t know that. For all they were aware, I was the all-powerful Freewill for whom the normal rules of being a vampire did not apply. A second passed, and I feared that she was going to tell me to go fuck myself. Without warning, though, she stood up, a blank look on her face. I turned toward the back and began walking, listening as her footsteps followed.


  As I passed a few of the still conscious vamps, a shadow of a smirk appeared on their faces. This was the kind of thing that most vampires loved to see, the strong forcing their will upon the weak. Bunch of dicks.


  We reached the showers, and I locked the door behind us. Taking my cue, Sally immediately began turning on all the faucets.


  Once the room was nice and noisy, she walked over and whispered, “I assume you’re going to give me a reason to not kick your ass.”


  I nodded. “Thanks for playing along.”


  “Just don’t make it a habit.” She threw back her head and screeched, “OH GOD, YES!”


  “Um...”


  “Do you want this to be convincing or not?” she asked, her voice low again.


  “Oh, yeah.”


  “Then spill. Even I’m not that good of an actress.”


  * * *


  I filled her in on my plan, telling her to be ready to go come sundown - in betwixt her continued cries of stuff like “MORE!” and “HARDER, MASTER, HARDER!” Fake or not, she made it damn difficult to concentrate. I found myself wishing I hadn’t lost my cell phone the night before. This shit would have made a nice ringtone.


  We both ran our heads under the water before shutting things down. I may be new at the deception game, but even I knew enough to be leery of someone who takes a shower and walks out as dry as they went in. Before we left, Sally made a show of rumpling her clothes a bit, to give them that hastily dressed look. It was probably wrong of me to think it, but regardless of how this whole mess turned out, I had little doubt this interlude would be filling my fantasies for weeks to come. Sue me for being shallow.


  By the time we got out, Ed had returned, computers in hand. He gave us a quizzical look as we emerged. Sally, being the bitch that she is, turned to me as we approached him and breathily gasped, “Thank you, master,” before changing direction. I was used to daylight hours, but they weren’t her specialty. She had mentioned in the shower grabbing a few hours of sleep. At least one of us would be fresh for the night to come. It might save us from doing something stupid.


  “Do I want to ask?”


  “What?” I said innocently enough. “Just taking advantage of my lofty station in life.” I took some amusement from torturing him, especially considering he had an eye for Sally. What good are friends if they can’t fuck with one another in even the direst of situations?


  Taking my laptop, I set myself up at one of the desks - making sure that no unfriendly eyes were in a position to look over my shoulder.


  I then proceeded to get to work...seriously. What I had planned would need to wait until it started to get dark. It wouldn’t be realistic otherwise. Additionally, I actually did have a project due. On top of everything else, I really didn’t need my boss, Jim, crawling up my ass right at that moment. He’s just the type to freak out over deadlines while everyone else is busy trying to stave off the apocalypse. Some people just have no sense of perspective.


  At around three PM, I figured it was time to get the ball rolling. I logged into an encrypted proxy I occasionally used to...err...borrow movies online. Despite my confidence that Remington wasn’t exactly a master hacker, there was no point in taking chances. At the very least, it made sense to cover my tracks a bit. It would be just my luck to have someone run an IP trace and notice that the source of what I was sending was right there on the same network.


  * * *


  Right on cue, about fifteen minutes after the sun went down, Remington stalked out of Sally’s office. He walked over to where she stirred and rudely nudged her with his boot.


  “Wake up. You’re with me.”


  “Huh?” she asked sleepily.


  “Let’s go. I need you to confirm the authenticity of something.”


  He didn’t bother waiting for her reply. Reaching down, he grasped her by the arm and dragged her to her feet, steering her toward her office and shutting the door behind them.


  I immediately fired off an email to Ed. It comprised just three words: Wait for it.


   


  Double Agents of Chaos


  “We have a lead!” Remington barked. “I want to be on the road in five.”


  “The Icon?” a witch asked.


  “Quite possibly.”


  “We need to inform the master.”


  Remington gave her a curt nod. “Tell him to meet us there.”


  “Where are we going?” I asked, as if I didn’t have a clue.


  “We are not going anywhere, Freewill,” he stated. “My team and the Magi have a possible Icon sighting in Hoboken.”


  “You do? How?”


  “Amazingly enough, via members of your coven. I intercepted some instant messaging chatter between them.”


  Heh, intercepted...yeah right. I made sure that shit popped up front and center on Sally’s PC.


  “If they’re from my people, I need to...”


  “No,” he said, his tone implying he wasn’t to be argued with. “You, the woman, and your human will remain here.”


  “But...”


  “It is for your own safety,” he said. He didn’t even try to mask that fact that his concern was complete bullshit.


  “We’re a part of this,” I protested, laying it on thick.


  “It’s Starlight, Bill,” Sally said, drawing a glare from Remington. “She could be in trouble.” Heh, she almost sounded concerned.


  “The safety of your coven-mates will be our top priority,” Remington told her in such an offhanded manner you could almost hear the scorn between the lines.


  “This is unacceptable,” I replied, going for the Academy Award. “Boston will hear about these improprieties.” I wasn’t even sure of what I had just said, but it sure as shit sounded snippy.


  “Feel free,” he said, knowing that my protests would go in one of Colin’s ears and out the other.


  Despite our best efforts, Remington wouldn’t budge. It was going perfectly. These dipshits and Decker’s minions would be heading west, while we’d be going northeast. That would give us plenty of time to...


  “Harris!” Remington shouted.


  One of his trench-coated minions stepped forward. “Yes, sir.”


  “I want you to stay here.” What?! “The Freewill needs to be protected.”


  “Of course, sir.”


  “At all times,” he added.


  Motherfucker! The asshole was leaving a babysitter to keep an eye on us. I doubted they really suspected anything. Well, okay, Decker most likely did. Colin, on the other hand, probably just wanted to keep me from fucking things up for him. Either way, though, it was something I hadn’t planned for. We needed to find a way to lose this guy.


  * * *


  “Settle down, we’re going to be here for a while,” Harris smugly said.


  I racked my brain, trying to think of a way to distract him long enough for us to disappear. I considered asking Sally to turn on the charm, but I had a feeling her commitment to our cause wasn’t quite that solid.


  Heck, even overpowering him was problematic. Harris was most likely older than Sally and thus stronger than both of us. I could always try to bite him, absorbing his strength as my own. The problem was, even if we managed to knock him out, there wasn’t anything to keep him from ratting us out once the others got back.


  I was still considering my options when Sally walked out of her office wearing a jacket.


  “Let’s go,” she casually said to Ed and me.


  “How?” I asked as Harris rose to his feet.


  “Like this.”


  In one swift motion, Sally reached into her jacket and produced a massive handgun - one that dwarfed the weapon she had used at Sheila’s office - her Desert Eagle. A thunderous *BOOM!* sounded and Harris’s head disappeared in a spray of blood and brains. A moment later, his body disintegrated into dust.


  While I waited for my hearing to return, Ed mouthed, “Holy shit!” That was the understatement of the day.


  “What the fuck did you do, Sally?!” I yelled.


  “I cleared the road. Look, no more obstacles. You’re welcome, by the way.”


  “You didn’t have to kill him.”


  “Seemed like the path of least resistance to me.”


  “Um, not that we’re ungrateful or anything,” Ed said, “but didn’t you just commit the equivalent of vampire high treason?”


  “Probably,” she replied, putting the still smoking gun back into her jacket. I don’t know how I missed it when she first walked out. It left quite a visible hump under the material.


  “And isn’t that bad?” he asked. “Bill, didn’t you say these Draculas don’t fuck around with shit like this?”


  Sally actually cracked a smile. “I’m touched by your concern, and just for the record, you’re right. Under normal circumstances, I might as well have just blown my own head off right there.”


  “But?” I prodded.


  “But, it’s not like he’s going to tell anyone now. Is it really a crime if there aren’t any witnesses?”


  “I guess you have a point.”


  “Of course I do. Now let’s vacuum him up and get moving. We need to find a car, and it’s not like one is going to steal itself.”


  * * *


  We got caught in rush hour traffic heading toward Westchester. It greatly slowed us down, but hopefully the others would be busy for hours to come on a snipe hunt over in Hoboken. If not, we’d still have a huge head start. It wasn’t like they knew where we were going. Even if they suspected us, we would still be the veritable needle in a haystack.


  The upside was the delay gave us time to fill in some gaping holes with our plan. There was always the possibility that the Templar moved Sheila someplace else and we’d come slinking back to the city empty-handed. In that case, we’d have some explaining to do. After a bit of back and forth, we decided to fall back on some tried and true Freewill-related bullshit - I went nuts, snacked on Harris, then led Sally and Ed on a merry chase through the city for the entire night. It was pretty weak, but still better than so sorry, but we killed your man so we could attend an all-night Star Trek marathon.


  * * *


  Thankfully, the car that Sally jacked had a built-in GPS. Once we got past traffic, we were able to find the church with no problem. It was a good sized place situated right next to a Catholic middle school. Just great. It wasn’t bad enough that we were going to desecrate a church, but a school too. Oh well - if you’re going to do something morally reprehensible, you might as well go all the way.


  At first glance, it all looked to be abandoned. Construction tape blocked off the parking lots of both structures, warning of renovations. No doubt it was a smoke screen set up by the Templar.


  We instructed Ed to park a few blocks away. No point in being obvious about our commando raid.


  “Okay,” I said once we had parked, “we know these guys are hostile to us. It’s probably too much to hope that we can talk our way through them.”


  “I wasn’t planning on trying,” Sally remarked, pulling out the massive handgun again and slamming in a fresh clip.


  “No,” I said, putting my hand over the gun.


  She swatted it away. “Never touch a girl’s piece without asking first, Bill.”


  “No killing unless absolutely necessary.”


  “Oh pl...”


  “We don’t know what’s going on in there. If you run in acting like it’s the fucking O.K. Corral, you could accidentally hit her.”


  “Or worse,” Ed said.


  “Worse?”


  “Yeah,” he continued. “Didn’t you say she seemed pretty freaked when you vamped out on her?”


  “Yep, but can you really blame her?”


  “No, but I likewise couldn’t blame her if she freaked out seeing two vampires, one of whom was blowing people away with a hand cannon.”


  “Your point?” Sally asked.


  “If she gets frightened, she may try to bolt...”


  “If that...”


  “Or she may try to fight,” he said. “Let’s not forget that she’s the Icon. Even a handshake from her can fuck up both of your days.”


  Sally seemed to consider this. “Fine. No shooting...unless I have to.”


  “Fair enough.”


  “That’s all we can ask for,” I added.


  “Just between the three of us, though,” she said, opening the car door, “I hope I have to.”


  * * *


  “Which one?” Ed asked from our vantage point, hidden behind some bushes just out of sight of the church.


  Despite the construction notices, dim light shone from both buildings. Not overly subtle of the Templar, but they must not have been aware we had forced one of their men to squeal.


  “Church first,” I replied, my tone more confident than I felt. “That’s what the Templar said. Should be easier to check. If we don’t find her there, then it’s time to go to school.”


  “How do you want to do this?” Sally asked.


  “How? I figured maybe we’d just sneak around to the rectory and try our luck.”


  “And yet somehow you’re supposed to lead our armies against the Feet,” she sighed.


  “Hey,” Ed asked her, “you didn’t happen to bring along an extra peashooter, did you?”


  I cocked an eyebrow at him. “I thought you were with me on the no shooting thing.”


  “I am, but like Sally said, shit could happen. If it does, need I point out to you that I don’t have vampire strength on my side? I’d prefer to not end up with another sword at my throat.”


  “Sorry, babe,” Sally replied. “I only brought enough for me.” She paused for a moment. “Besides, you don’t need one.”


  “Why?”


  “Because we’re going with Bill’s plan of trying the back door.”


  “We are?”


  “Yep, we just need a distraction. Congratulations, Ed, you’ve been promoted.”


  “How...”


  Without further warning, Sally grabbed him by the lapels of his jacket and dragged him down to her level, pushing his head to the side. Before I could stop her, there was a flash of fang as she buried her teeth in his neck.


  * * *


  “What the fuck?” Ed hissed, holding the side of his bleeding neck.


  “Oh stop whining,” Sally replied dismissively. “I didn’t get anything major. It’s just deep enough to look authentic.”


  “Authentic?” I asked.


  “Yep. Ed here is the victim of a vampire attack. He’s gonna go rushing into the church screaming for help, just like in the movies. I bet our Templar buddies will practically trip over themselves coming to his rescue.”


  “Actually that’s not bad,” he replied. “Although you could have warned me. That hurt like fuck.”


  “Stop being such a baby.”


  “Um...will this...”


  No doubt anticipating the question, she cut him off. “No. You’re not going to turn.”


  “You’re sure you can control it? That other guy...”


  “I meant to do that. I’m not a fucking newb. Trust me. I only turn who I choose to.”


  “Like Alfonzo?” I asked.


  “Yes,” she said. “Speaking of which, hold on a second.” Sally pulled a cell phone out of her pocket and began dialing.


  “Who are you...?”


  “Hi, Star? It’s Sally...”


  “Do you really have to give her more work now?”


  “Shhh! I’m talking here, asshole. No, not you...” She turned her attention back to the phone and stepped away from us.


  “Bill, if she’s wrong and I do turn...” Ed’s voice wavered.


  “You want me to stake you?”


  “Fuck no! I want to make sure I get a good spot in the coven.”


  “Oh.”


  “And I swear, if you ever try to compel me I will kick your ass.”


  “Ooh, I hadn’t even considered that. The possibilities...”


  “Believe me when I say I would gladly wait an eternity to pay you back for any shit you pull.”


  “Wouldn’t doubt it for a second.”


  Sally rejoined us, her call over.


  “What was that about?”


  “I told Starlight that shit’s about to get real and I wanted her and the rest of them to get the fuck out of the city. There’s a coven in Philly we’re friendly with. She’s heading there.”


  “Good idea,” Ed said.


  “It’ll also keep them from getting caught and spilling their guts on our little charade,” I pointed out.


  “Bingo,” she replied.


  “So all is good then?”


  “Maybe,” she said with a shrug. “Starlight and Alfonzo are good to go. Firebird is still pretty messed up, so she won’t give them any problems.”


  “Dread Stalker?”


  “Not sure. He wasn’t there. The asshole went out despite my orders to the contrary. I think we’ll need to have a talk with him when this is over.”


  “Whatever, fuck him for now. As long as he doesn’t do anything monumentally stupid, we have bigger fish to fry.”


  “Agreed.” She turned to Ed. “You’re up. Give us an Oscar winning performance...your life depends on it.”


  * * *


  Sally and I made our way hopefully unseen to the rectory. Assuming the Templar weren’t tricked out with high tech surveillance equipment - which seemed a fair assumption, considering their armaments from the day before - we’d be hard to track in the dark. We made it to the door and waited a few minutes to give Ed the time it took to make for a pathetic display of human chop meat.


  “What if she doesn’t want to come with us?”


  “Huh?”


  “I asked what we should do if she doesn’t want to come with us.”


  “Uhhhh...”


  “Yeah, I thought so. Great to see you planned for contingencies.”


  “I just want to get to her and explain everything. It’s ultimately her choice. This doesn’t become a kidnapping mission if she says no.” I tried to convey a tone of conviction, but was freaking out inwardly. Unfortunately, speaking to women - especially those I had a hopeless crush on - was one of my weaknesses. I just hoped I could be persuasive. Either way, I’d be winging it big time.


  Sally forced the door, managing to make very little noise in the process, thank God. But before she could step inside, I put a hand on her shoulder.


  “Remember, no killing unless necessary.”


  “Define necessary.”


  “Maybe I should go first.”


  * * *


  Fortunately, most churches aren’t exactly mazes. We got lucky in that the rectory was empty. It allowed us to make our way, unchallenged, to the main hall. We peeked out and got a good look at the open area before us. There was a commotion at the far end, no doubt Ed relaying stories of all the damn vampires running about. I could hear multiple voices, but couldn’t tell exactly how many. The lingering incense of past masses likewise made it difficult to tell how many different scents there were.


  It didn’t matter, though. We saw enough to know that this probably wasn’t the right place. I doubted they’d let Sheila just run out at the first sign of trouble. There were no guards present and, more importantly, no sign of her anywhere. The church was a bust.


  “Time to ring the school bell?” Sally whispered.


  I nodded, and turned to retrace our steps out of the building.


  Once outside, I broke into a full run, closing the distance between the church and the school within seconds, Sally hot on my heels. There was no point in fucking around. Ed’s distraction wasn’t going to last forever.


  “It’s a big building. Where do we start?” she asked, as if I had a clue.


  “Whatever room is closest. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”


  “Do you really believe that?”


  “Not even remotely.”


  Unsurprisingly, Sally chuckled. She knew me almost as well as I knew myself.


  “Most classrooms have too many windows,” I said, trying to apply logic to the situation. “If they’re keeping her prisoner, I’d guess the auditorium or maybe gym would be the best place. Windows tend to be high up and there probably won’t be too many entrances to guard.”


  “Good thinking, Bill,” Sally said, almost sounding impressed.


  “Nah. I’m just still young enough to remember high school.”


  * * *


  If they had her anywhere here, I was willing to bet it was the school. We circled to one of the side doors and immediately saw movement through one of the windows. Unlike at the church, the entrances were guarded.


  “There’s only one,” she said, as we neared the door under cover of darkness.


  “At least at this entrance.”


  “Seems kind of light. Think it’s a trap?”


  “Probably, or they could just be understaffed. I can’t see Templar being a popular career choice.”


  “Oh I don’t know, beats being a programmer at a shitty little startup.”


  “Bite me,” I quipped. “Oh well, guess there’s only one way to find out.”


  “Yep. You get the door, and I’ll take care of the guy inside. We just need to make it fast.”


  “And if there’s an alarm?”


  “We resign ourselves to being completely fucked.” Gotta love Sally’s optimism.


  Fortunately, on at least the first part, things were under our control. Fast goes hand in hand with being a vampire.


  I counted to three, then we raced top speed from where we had been hiding. I grabbed the door and yanked, putting all of my vampire strength into it in case it was locked. It wasn’t, and the damn thing tore right off its hinges with a quick, but far too loud, squeal of metal.


  Before I could do anything else, Sally was already inside. I put the door down and heard a brief commotion which culminated in a thud and then silence.


  I stepped in and found her standing over the downed form of a man. Judging by his red cloak, I’d say we had bagged our first Templar of the evening.


  “Is he?”


  “Out cold,” she said. “Courtesy of my mean left hook.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Don’t mention it. Just remember later on, if the killing starts, I at least tried.”


  “That’s all I can ask.”


  No alarms rang out or footsteps sounded in the hall beyond. Our first objective was complete: we were in.


  I stepped into the hall and took a deep breath. Multiple scents assaulted my senses. It was confusing. I couldn’t tell how many or how recent.


  I looked at Sally and cocked a quizzical eyebrow.


  “Must be because it’s a school. Tons of kids coming and going, a lot of whom are probably not into regular bathing.”


  That wasn’t good. It potentially negated one of the few advantages we had. I took another whiff just to be sure and got the same result...wait! There was a familiar scent mixed in with the rest. I knew it well, probably too well. Under different circumstances, my familiarity with it would probably warrant a restraining order.


  “She’s here, or at least she was.”


  “Are you...oh who am I kidding? Of course you’re sure. How long have you been stalking this girl anyway?”


  “Don’t start.”


  “Jeez, just rent a fucking prostitute already.”


  “Sally...” I warned.


  “Okay okay. Lead the way, lover boy.”


  I did, although there wasn’t much of a trail to follow. Aside from brief whiffs here and there, it was hard to isolate her from the rest. We were back to just searching door to door.


  We passed several dark classrooms. A cursory glance didn’t reveal anything in the first few, so we kept going. I was still willing to hedge my bets on the gym or some other large room - maybe the cafeteria. It seemed logical to me, although that didn’t mean much considering most of my concept of logic stemmed from Star Trek reruns.


  We continued down the hall, unhindered. It was a little too quiet. I began to get the distinct impression that this was a giant roach motel and we were the bugs.


  Of course, with any such trap, you need some bait. Rounding a corner, I began to suspect we had found it.


  * * *


  A light came from the double doors ahead of us. We approached and peeked through the window. It was the gym, and it wasn’t empty. The bleachers were closed and the basketball hoops all cranked up. Multiple man-sized, wooden figures stood in a circular pattern at the center of the room. On the far side lay several hay bales with targets attached, arrows sticking out of them. The whole thing had the feel of one of those Kung-Fu training arenas you see in the movies.


  The person who stood in the center of it all, his back to us, complimented the atmosphere. He wore a bulky red cloak, similar to the other Templar we had seen, and brandished a sword. From what little I could see of his arms, the rest of his outfit consisted of heavy chain mail. The hood of the cloak covered his face, but that didn’t seem particularly important at the moment. What did was the skill and speed with which he swung the sword. The person moved amongst the training dummies, swinging and striking out with deadly precision. Despite the apparent weight of the armor, his movements were fast, agile, and deadly.


  “Holy Connor MacLeod, Batman,” I gasped.


  “Robert must have been at the bottom of his class,” Sally commented.


  The figure continued in his movements, a graceful symmetry to it all. At last, he struck the sword into the wooden floor with surprising strength and then knelt before it, facing away from us.


  “What do you think?” I asked.


  “I don’t see any other leads. Let’s go see what they know.” She had drawn her gun. Considering the skills of the warrior before us, I couldn’t begrudge her doing so. If things went sour, I’d prefer he eat a bullet before we lost any of our favorite limbs.


  We opened the door as quietly as we could and entered. The figure remained where it was, still kneeling in front of the sword, almost as if in prayer. Despite our stealth, I had the distinct impression he knew we were there. It was kind of creepy.


  We crept to within twenty feet of where he still knelt. I stopped and motioned for Sally to do the same. Armed or not, I didn’t want to get within sword range of this person. I opened my mouth to announce our presence, but the warrior spoke first.


  “They said you would come.”


  Whatever words I had been about to say died in my throat. I knew that voice.


  The figure lifted its head, the hood falling away. Light blonde hair spilled out onto her shoulders.


  We had found the Icon.


   


  Part 2


   


  Iconic Encounter


  Sally and I shared a quick glance. “You didn’t tell me she was a fucking ninja.”


  I opened my mouth to reply, but before I could find my voice, all of the gymnasium’s doors opened, including the one we had entered from. Multiple Templars, all holding crucifixes out before them, entered the room and quickly converged upon us. Yep, it was a trap...how surprising.


  “Congratulations,” one of them said. “A great honor is bestowed upon you. You will die within the presence of the Blessed One. May God have mercy upon your tainted souls.”


  Sally spun, bringing her gun to bear, but as fast as she was, we were too outnumbered. Several Templars rushed her before she could properly aim. Under different circumstances, there was no doubt she could fight off a crowd. Sadly, each warrior that converged upon her brandished a cross. A quick succession of flashes proved that while not all were faith empowered, more than enough were. She screamed and went down, the gun skidding out of her grasp.


  “Sally!” I managed to take a single step before I was likewise dogpiled. Unlike last time, my skin burned as crosses came into contact. Motherfucker, it hurt. Imagine being attacked by a bunch of assholes with blowtorches and you might have a clue.


  As I went down, Sheila spun around, a look of confusion on her face. “Bill?”


  Sadly, the only noise I heard after her voice was the sound of my own skin sizzling.


  * * *


  I couldn’t let it end this way. Despite the pain, I began to fight back. Unfortunately, I had no leverage. I opened my mouth to scream, but they shoved a crucifix in it. My tongue began to fry - not the most pleasant of experiences. The Templars pressed more crosses against me, increasing the pain tenfold.


  Suddenly, I saw red. My instincts told me it had nothing to do with their weapons. The monster inside of me was trying to claw its way free. Without even realizing I was doing so, my fangs elongated and I bit down, snapping the crucifix into splinters.


  A part of me welcomed the change, knowing that in my transformed state I could easily shrug off these Templar assholes. The sane part of my mind, however, freaked the fuck out. Sure, I could save myself and might even save Sally, but I’d surely kill every single other person in the room, quite possibly including Sheila. No! I had come too far to let that happen.


  I began to fight two battles: one against the Templar and their faith-empowered weapons, another inside of my head trying to force the creature back into its metaphorical cage. Neither was going to be an easy victory. It’s hard to win any fight, even a battle of wills, when you’re being distracted by little things like your own flesh burning.


  The pain began to recede and I realized that I was losing that latter fight. My muscles tensed and I flung half the group off of me with but a shrug. Oh no!


  I opened my mouth to scream for Sheila to run before I completely lost myself in the change, but she spoke first.


  “Stop.”


  “But your holiness...” one of the Templars protested.


  “Now!” There was such authority in her voice that even I would’ve probably stood at attention had the assholes not been covering me.


  Within the space of seconds, though, they were off of me. Holy shit...emphasis on the holy part. Such was my surprise that for a moment I forgot about everything else: Templars, Sally, and - oh yeah - the fact that I was about to turn into a rampaging monster.


  Or was I?


  Once the Templars backed off, I saw her. A lump in my throat replaced my surprise, my breath completely caught. She was even more beautiful than I remembered...although that might have been the addition of the sword and cape. What can I say? The geek in me loved the shit out of her new look.


  It was only then that I realized I was still me. The change had stopped. I wasn’t sure if it was her voice, the distraction, or the way my heart skipped a beat - had it been capable - when I saw her. Whatever the case, I didn’t care.


  OUCH!


  Okay, maybe I did care a little. The rage receded, but my nerve endings started firing again, reminding me that I was covered in second and third degree burns.


  Speaking of burns...oh shit, Sally!


  As difficult as it was, I managed to peel my eyes away from Sheila and toward where I had last seen my partner in crime. The Templars had likewise backed away from her, although they still surrounded us on three sides, crosses bared. One false move, or the wrong word from Sheila, and we’d be thoroughly fucked.


  Sally had been hit far worse than me. One side of her face was scarred nearly beyond recognition. Cross shaped burns marked wherever there was exposed skin. The look on her face was one of pure unadulterated rage. Had she been in my shoes, as Freewill, this place would’ve become a bloodbath.


  I quickly realized that might still happen. She scrambled to her feet and her claws elongated. She meant to have her pound of flesh.


  Oh crap.


  * * *


  Screw it, if Sheila could do it, so could I. “Sally, that’s enough.”


  “Fuck that...”


  “Stand down!” I roared. Damn, that almost sounded convincing. I couldn’t help but glance at Sheila out of the corner of my eye, hoping I had scored a few points.


  Sally glared daggers at me, no doubt pissed off, but amazingly she did as told. Phew! That was a close one. Unfortunately we weren’t out of the woods yet.


  “Why are you here, Bill?” Sheila asked, her tone stern but curious.


  “We’re here for you.” Her hand tightened its grip upon the sword she now stood behind.


  “Let me rephrase that,” I quickly amended. “We’re here to save you.”


  “Save the Blessed One?” a Templar scoffed. “She is already saved. All your kind can bring are damnation.”


  “Oh for Christ’s sake...” I said, before nearly all of the Templars drowned me out.


  “BLASPHEMER!”


  Oh yeah, poor choice of words considering the circumstances. “Sorry.” I held up my still burnt hands in a placating manner, then turned back toward Sheila. “It’s true, though. You don’t have to be afraid of me.”


  “I’m not,” she replied, her voice unwavering.


  “Really?” I asked, perhaps sounding far more surprised than I had meant to.


  “Not at all.” Way to crush a dude’s ego.


  Okay, I needed to focus. “Listen, I’m sorry for sneaking in here. I realize that doesn’t exactly help substantiate what I’m saying, but the only reason I didn’t just try knocking on the door is because your buddies here started it.”


  She raised an eyebrow.


  “At your workplace. We went to Iconic Efficiencies looking for you.”


  Another of the Templar spoke up. “And what became of our brothers?”


  “Self-defense is a bitch,” Sally replied. Jesus Christ! Did she want to get us killed?


  I desperately tried to think of something to say to keep from getting a dozen crosses shoved up our asses. Thankfully, just then a distraction came in the form of my awesome roommate.


  “Blessed One!” a voice called from one of the entrances.


  “These beasts lie,” a Templar cried out as he entered. Two more followed him, one on each side of Ed. They led him, but he wasn’t restrained. “This is one of their victims. He came to us in the church, seeking refuge from these abominations.”


  “Ed?” Sheila asked, recognizing him. Score one for having friends who worked at the same job.


  “Hey, Sheils,” he replied nonchalantly as he stepped away from his escorts and approached her unhindered. “How’s it going?”


  She noticed his neck wound, blood still dripping from it onto his shirt. A look of concern came over her face. She glanced over at me, suspicion in her eyes. “Did Bill do this to you?”


  “No,” Ed said, still conversationally. “This little love bite is courtesy of Sally.” He motioned over at her.


  “Nice to meet you,” Sally replied.


  “But...”


  “It’s not like that,” he said, interrupting her. “We did it to distract your buddies. Last time, they took a ‘stab first, ask questions later’ approach.”


  “Blessed One...”


  “I want to hear him out,” Sheila said, cutting off the Templar minion. Thank goodness Ed had come along. I’d worried that it would be too risky for him, but he had become our saving grace. His word carried a lot more credence around these parts than from us vampires.


  “He is obviously their thrall, oh Holy One.”


  Or maybe not.


  Sheila raised a bemused eyebrow. She knew Ed. He was a lot of things, but a mindless sycophant wasn’t one of them...especially for me. “So you’re Bill’s thrall now?”


  “Not in this lifetime,” he replied with a smirk.


  Her gaze again moved to the wound on his neck. “Doesn’t that hurt?”


  “Well yeah, but I’ll live.”


  Sheila’s eyes suddenly got a faraway look in them. She stepped toward Ed and raised her hand. Slowly she placed it over the still oozing gash on his throat.


  “What are you doing?” he asked, a bit confused.


  “I’m not sure,” she replied. As her hand touched the ugly looking bite, it started to glow. A soft white light emanated from it. Ed let out a gasp, but didn’t flinch from her touch. Some motherfuckers have all the luck.


  I took a step forward, but Sally caught my arm. Oh yeah, all the unfriendly Templars in the room. They might take my intentions the wrong way. I needed to remember that.


  It didn’t matter anyway. Whatever Sheila did ended as quickly as it began. She removed her hand, spotless despite touching the wound, and the light started to fade. Guess her Icon powers included an anti-dirt barrier or something...handy.


  Ed’s neck glowed for a moment longer where she had touched it. When it was over, the bite mark was entirely gone: no scar, no magical sutures, like it had never been there. Fucking wild.


  “You can heal people?” I asked.


  She turned to me, the same question in her eyes. “I guess so.”


  “Tis a miracle!” one of the Templar shouted. “Praise be!” They all dropped to one knee in silent prayer, leaving only the four of us still standing.


  Ed touched his newly mended neck, an impressed look upon his face. “How come you can’t do anything cool like this, Bill?”


  I shrugged. “Guess she got bitten by a different radioactive spider.”


  To my surprise, Sheila actually chuckled at that. She understood nerd humor? Be still my unbeating heart. As if I needed further convincing that she was my dream girl.


  Unfortunately, the moment of levity was brief. Sally and I were still stuck in a lion’s den. Should any of the Templar decide that their time would be better spent cooking us than listening to our banter, we’d be in for a hell of a fight.


  “You’re in danger,” I said, trying to get us back on track. Immediately all of the unfriendly eyes in the room looked up and trained upon us. “Not from me, assholes.”


  “Bill’s telling the truth,” Ed said, no doubt understanding a little backup would keep me from continually shoving my own foot in my mouth. “There’s some really bad stuff coming down the road.”


  “I know,” she replied.


  “You do?” Ed and I asked simultaneously.


  “We have prepared the Blessed One for your arrival, vampire,” one of the Templar said, rising to his feet. His hand never strayed from the wooden cross hanging from his neck. He had been one of the goons who had dogpiled Sally. Unlike the dude she had turned the previous night, this one’s cross was the real deal faith-wise.


  “Benjamin, please,” Sheila said. She was on a first name basis with these fucktards? Well, okay, I guess that made sense. Here they were, revering her like some sort of saint. It would probably figure that, at some point, they might introduce themselves. Still, Benny the Templar? Not exactly an awe inspiring title.


  “Yeah Benny,” I added. “Simon says chill the fuck out.” Hmm, maybe that came out sounding a bit more catty than I’d intended. I guess the fact that she wasn’t begging me to rescue her grated on me more than I cared to admit. Sheila’s eyebrows rose in my direction. “Sorry. It’s been a long day. What have the Templar told you?”


  “That darkness is coming.”


  “You have no clue, sister,” Sally commented.


  “Anything more specific?” I asked, ignoring Sally.


  “I’m not sure how much I should say.” Sheila fixed her silver colored gaze upon me. “They told me about vampires. That’s what you are, right?”


  I averted my eyes from hers. It was hard not to get lost in them. “Well, yeah.”


  “A spawn of the pit,” snarled Benny.


  “So was your mom,” I shot back. *sigh* This really wasn’t going how I had imagined. “Sorry...again...but yes, I’m a vampire.”


  “They tell me your kind has been lying in wait for me.”


  “Yeah, I guess that’s sorta true. Vampires have prophecies about the Icon.”


  “Icon?”


  “That’s what you’re referred to in our circles. It’s short for Icon of Faith.”


  “Interesting.”


  “You gotta admit,” Sally interjected, “it’s a bit less pretentious than Blessed One.”


  For perhaps the first time, Sheila turned her full attention to Sally. “Are you his...”


  “Hah! Not if I live long enough to see the sun burn out.” Gotta love how Sally can really prop up a man’s ego when she wants to.


  “Yep,” I replied, “you’ll still be whoring yourself out for lap dances even as the lights go out for good.”


  “You’ll have to excuse them,” Ed said. “They do this shit all the time. I think they secretly enjoy it.”


  “So have you?” Sheila asked me.


  “Um, do I enjoy trading barbs with Sally?”


  “No. Have you been lying in wait for me? Is that the whole reason you started working at Hopskotchgames? The reason you were always nice to me? Was it all a game until you were sure I was...”


  “No!” I exclaimed. “It wasn’t like that at all.”


  “Do not believe him,” Benny said. “He has had an eternity to master his deceit.”


  “Deceit? Bill couldn’t fib his way out of a paper bag.”


  “Thanks, Sally.”


  “Just trying to help.”


  “Bill hasn’t been trying to deceive you and he definitely hasn’t been stalking you,” Ed said. “Well, not like that anyway. You see, Bill has been...”


  “Shut up,” I warned. If I was going to proclaim my love for her, it would be at a time and place of my own choosing. It certainly wouldn’t be by my roommate, and it definitely wouldn’t be in front of a room full of zealots itching for an excuse to kill me.”


  “Relax,” he said, “I was just going to tell her that you’ve only been a vampire for about a year.”


  “Really?” she asked, turning toward me.


  “It’s the truth. Remember when I brought in that excuse about needing to work from home?”


  She glanced back to Ed. “And you knew?”


  “From the very start.”


  “And has he ever...”


  “Bill? Hell no.”


  “And you’re okay with it?”


  “Yep. At the end of the day, fangs or not, he’s still just Bill.” I glared at him for a moment, to which he replied, “You know what I mean.”


  “Fine, assuming I believe you...”


  “Do not believe them!” Benny warned, stepping in front of us. “They are the children of the Prince of Lies.”


  “I want to hear them out, Ben,” she said. Her tone was gentle, but there was a firmness to it that couldn’t be denied. Benny acquiesced to her, with a quick bow. Was she really their prisoner? If so, there was definitely some weird reverse Stockholm Syndrome shit going on.


  “If you ever believed anything I ever told you,” I said, stepping forward, “believe that I have never ever meant you any harm.”


  “So you weren’t there because I was...what did you call me...the Icon?”


  “I didn’t even know you were the Icon until you nearly blew my head off a month ago.”


  There was a pause as she considered this. I held my breath for her answer, not the least of which was because she could seal our fate with just a few words. Finally, she looked me in the eye and said, “I believe you. I’m not sure why, but I do.”


  There were grumbles from the Templar. I was relieved as shit, but they obviously weren’t.


  “Good, because you need to believe me again. What I was saying earlier about you being in danger was real. I’m here to help you.”


  She stared at me hard for what felt like an eternity, but was probably just a second. At last, she said, “Ben, take your men out please. I’d like a word with Bill and his friends.”


  “No, Your Holiness. We cannot...”


  “Yes, you can,” she replied, that tone of authority back in her voice. Holy shit, I almost didn’t recognize her as the same person who handled the paperwork for our group at work. Here stood a person who could have put our CEO in his place, no problem. “I’m in no danger.”


  “You can’t believe them.”


  “Even if they’re lying,” she replied calmly, “I am quite capable of taking care of myself.” She laid her hand on the hilt of her broadsword.


  Goddamn she was hot. Red Sonja had nothing on her. All she needed was a chainmail bikini and...I shook my head. I really needed to save the fantasies for later.


  Benny and she stared each other down in an unspoken battle of wills, but it didn’t take a genius to see that it was over before it even began. After a few moments, he averted his gaze like a dog who’d just been whacked on the nose with a newspaper. “As you wish, Blessed One. We shall be right outside should you require our assistance.” He nodded to the others, and they began to spread out toward the multiple exits. The move was obvious. They followed her orders but made sure there wouldn’t be any easy escapes in our future. My opinion of Benny begrudgingly went up a fraction of a notch.


  Unfortunately, my respect of his security measures was immediately undone as a blur of movement near one of the entrances caught my eye. The figure moved fast, but not fast enough to escape my vision. The black trench coat gave him away, but even had it not, the fate of the Templar nearest that doorway would have. The guard fell to the floor, his intestines splayed out before him.


  Vampire claws can have that effect on a person.


   


  Hitting the Fan


  The first vampire wasn’t alone...not even remotely. Before I could shout a warning, two Templars burst into green flame.


  The training of the Templars wasn’t anything to sneeze at, though. In the space of seconds, they began to fall back from the entrances - drawing their weapons and assuming defensive stances. It was impressive. Unfortunately, it just wasn’t enough.


  Before they could form ranks, several witches materialized out of thin air atop the closed bleachers. From there, they’d have the high ground and couldn’t easily be reached. Decker was amongst their ranks...the fucker. Unfortunately, I only had that moment to take in the scene as Remington and his men poured through the doors.


  Several of the Templars had their crosses out before them, but it wasn’t going to do them any good. Remington’s people were trained killers. A faith empowered cross wasn’t much good if the hand that held it was ripped out at the shoulder.


  Worse yet for the outclassed holy warriors, Decker’s coven rained fire down upon them from afar. A Templar would successfully fend off a vampire, only to be engulfed in supernatural flame. It was like the world’s most realistic LARPer gathering...most lethal, too, by the look of things.


  All of this happened in the space of a few seconds. It wasn’t enough time for Ed and I to do anything more than gape at how quickly things had turned to shit.


  Sally, though, had been in far more scrapes than either of us. She uttered a quick curse and threw herself into a dive - the Desert Eagle still lying on the floor her obvious goal.


  She almost made it. Three of the nearby Templars, no doubt misinterpreting her actions, threw themselves on top of her and again began pummeling her with their crosses.


  I considered the odds and came to the conclusion that she could probably handle herself against that number. She’d have to.


  “Ed, protect Sheila!” I shouted, momentarily forgetting that he was the least likely creature in the room to protect anyone.


  Even amidst the din of battle, I heard a voice question, “Sheila?” It was Decker. Oh fuck. He stared at her, mouth agape.


  “Harry?” she asked, even as she hefted the sword and assumed a defensive stance in the middle of the room.


  Recognition turned to rage as Decker put two and two together. “The Icon!” he screamed, pointing at her. “Kill it!”


  Oh shit! Several of the witches turned toward her and began invocations. I didn’t wait for them to finish.


  “GET DOWN!” I shouted even as I hurled myself at her.


  It was a mistake.


  In my haste to protect her, I had forgotten that we were absolutely incapable of touching without things turning explosive.


  * * *


  Whatever force I would have plowed into Sheila with was redirected back at me tenfold. There was a white hot flash and then I slammed into, and through, the bleachers at the far end of the gym. I barely had enough time to register how much it hurt.


  Well, okay, that’s not quite true. It hurt like a motherfucker. Fortunately, it wasn’t all for naught. The undead projectile I had become hit hard enough to knock several of the witches off balance. Their shots went wide, or at least I assumed they did. I was too busy seeing stars to tell for sure.


  “Bill!” It sounded like Ed’s voice, although it was hard to tell amongst the screaming and blasting going on.


  I tried to clear my head and stand, but it wasn’t going to be that easy. It felt like I’d been hit by a speeding car. If I didn’t shake it off quickly, there was no telling what would happen. I was so close. There was no way I was going to lose her now.


  All of this was my fault. I had obviously not been nearly as clever as I had thought. Decker and Remington had somehow tailed me. Even an idiot could tell that much. That made it ten times worse. If she died now, it would be entirely on my head.


  Fortunately, fate is occasionally kind to even me. A pair of Templars drove one of Remington’s troops back in my direction. Mustering my strength, I waited until he was nearly within reach and sprang at him. Not caring one iota for anything except protecting my friends (and the girl I really hoped would be more than a friend), I grabbed the vamp from behind and sank my teeth into his neck.


  The vampire let out a surprisingly high pitched scream - freaking pussy. Christ, even I can take a hit without sounding like a fucking five year old throwing a temper tantrum. He wasn’t the only one freaked out, though.


  As the vampire’s blood flowed down my throat, I heard the Templars gasp in surprise as well. Guess they hadn’t been expecting that either.


  The vamp I was latched onto was strong, far stronger than me. He was at least a century in age. That being said, strong or not, it can be kind of difficult to shake someone off who’s holding on with a death grip while digging into you like some kind of human-sized tick. It also didn’t hurt my cause that any forward momentum on his part would just take him straight into the waiting crosses of the Templars.


  I took great gulps of blood, feeling the power course through me. Within seconds, the damage I had sustained was healed. Gotta love that. Better than a Band-Aid.


  Sensing I had gotten all I was going to get from this vampire, I pulled my teeth out and wrapped my arms around his neck. With a twist, bone snapped. I let go and he dropped to the floor. What I had done would have instantly killed a person, but not a vamp, though. Still, he was definitely out of the battle for now...one less foe in a room full of them.


  “Thank you for that, fool,” a voice said from behind me. I turned to find Harry Decker standing about ten feet away, a big grin on his face. Guess the dude had finally gone off the deep end.


  “For what, powering myself up so that I could kick your ass?”


  “No, for leading me to the Icon and now giving me an excuse to watch you both die.”


  Realization sunk in just a moment before he shouted, “The Freewill has turned on us! He’s in league with the Icon!”


  I guess I kind of deserved that one. Thankfully, when I absorb the power of another vampire, I get the full deal: strength, speed, heightened senses and reflexes. The last two were of particular interest right at that moment. Decker’s coven must have been waiting for his signal, for no sooner did he raise his voice then several pinpricks of light shone in my peripheral vision. I dove to the side just as the spot where I had been standing was turned into a miniature Bikini Atoll. The area erupted in multicolored flame, leaving a crater where the floor had been. The vamp I had bitten was caught in the blast and immediately immolated. Even the Templars who had been threatening him were blown back by the shockwave. Guess these guys weren’t fucking around.


  I weaved into the battle so as to deny them an easy target. Most of the participants were currently occupied, so it gave me a moment to take stock of the situation. The Templars were slowly losing ground. The vampires were far faster and stronger. The firepower of Decker’s coven augmented their numbers. I couldn’t see Sally. Hopefully she wasn’t currently in a state more fit for lining a cat box. I shook my head. No, Sally was a survivor. I had to trust in that. I had other people to worry about, anyway.


  Speaking of which, I managed to spy Sheila and Ed. True to what I had asked of him, Ed was...oh wait, no he wasn’t. He was actually hiding behind Sheila. Three vamps had closed on her. She stepped back, holding her sword up in a defensive stance, but there was uncertainty in her eyes. Oh no!


  The vamps saw the same thing and lunged at her, their silver stakes at the ready. Goddammit! She was too far away. Even with my stolen strength there was no way I was going to be able to...


  *SNICKT!*


  What the fuck? In one smooth move, she spun, swinging the sword in a graceful arc. The blade connected just as the vampires came into range. There was an explosion of dust as three silver stakes clattered to the floor. Holy shit! It had been a ruse on her part, a good one too. Jesus Christ, I wasn’t sure if she was the Icon or the second coming of Chuck Norris.


  “Templar to me!” a voice rang out. Still weaving amongst the combatants, I saw Benny break away from the witch he had been grappling with...real manly. A room full of vampires, and he chooses to tussle with a girl.


  Cross raised, he made his way to Sheila’s side - much to my consternation. If the dude had designs on my woman, we were gonna have words about it. I’d kick his ass if he so much as...


  A clawed hand swung out at me, one of Remington’s vamps - obviously heeding Decker’s warning. Jeez! No honor amongst the undead. No doubt Colin had some say in this. It wasn’t hard to imagine him giving orders dictating that the preservation of my life was low on the priority list.


  I stepped into the blow before he could remove a chunk of my face and grabbed the vamp by the lapels of his trench coat. I flung him to the side with everything I had and he went flying, right into the outstretched cross of a nearby Templar. I may not be the most impressive physical specimen on the planet, but I had gotten more than my fair share of ass-kickings since being turned. Even someone like me is bound to learn a thing or two from continual beatings.


  Benny’s voice rang out again. A half dozen Templars raced in from the entrance in full battle gear, armor and gleaming swords at the ready.


  The cavalry had arrived.


  * * *


  And, just as quickly, they were gone. Decker’s witches had been ready for them. No sooner had they come charging into the room when their armor began to glow bright red. The Templar knights were roasted alive inside of their own chain mail before they could take five steps. So much for the reinforcements. I could appreciate these guys’ adherence to traditional weaponry, but they’d have been much better served with a couple of shotguns. As any gamer knows, a low level mage is pretty much a glass cannon. Add a few levels of experience, though, and you do not fuck with them unless you want to die a messy death. Jeez! Did none of these guys ever pick up a twenty-sider?


  Oh well, that was neither here nor there. I found it hard to feel any sympathy for them, considering their attitude toward me. I still had my primary mission, and that meant saving the one person in the room who could incinerate me with a friendly handshake.


  To do so, however, I’d need to get us the fuck out of there. Sooner or later the combination of Remington’s and Decker’s forces would prove too much. Sure, it would save me the trouble of embarrassing myself at some future date - pathetically trying to lead our armies into battle against God knows what - but still. I was fond of my ass and not quite ready to kiss it goodbye yet.


  Fortunately, I had a secret weapon at my disposal...a dumbass wizard named Harry Decker.


  * * *


  “You cannot escape your fate, Freewill!” Decker shouted, raising a hand to point me out.


  I had fought my way to the far wall and then huddled there trying to make myself look as small as possible.


  “Die like the coward you are!” he screamed.


  Like I said, a total dumbass.


  Multiple blasts of energy converged on my spot, just as I’d planned. Using the stolen strength still coursing through my veins, I jumped. Vampires can’t fly, but we could sure as shit make kick-ass NBA center guards. I must’ve cleared over ten feet vertically, more than enough to take me out of harm’s way.


  The furious spellcraft exploded against the wall, blowing a hole in it large enough to drive a van through. I landed and could see the parking lot through the smoke the explosion had created. Thank you, Mr. Decker.


  The inferno caught all, save me, by surprise. I used the distraction to race back into the fray, my eyes scanning the battle.


  Sheila and Ed were still fighting off vamps (well okay, she was anyway). I pushed my way through the combatants, shoving several to the side, enough to make a path. Fighting my way to them, I grabbed Ed by the arm and spun him to face me.


  “Get her out of here!” I shouted.


  He nodded and tapped her on the shoulder - almost losing his head in the process. She swung her blade at him and only managed to change the trajectory at the last moment. It was close, so close he probably lost a few hairs off the top of his head.


  “Sorry,” she said.


  Ed blinked once - most likely evacuating his bowels in the process - then somehow managed to compose himself. “Let’s go.”


  They started to make their way to the newly created exit, Benny hot on their heels. Sheila expertly used her sword to keep clear the path I had made. God damn, I really needed to ask her where she learned that stuff.


  There was only one other minor thing to worry about.


  “Sally!”


  “One second!” A Templar came flying through the air in my direction.


  She was still squaring off against the guys (two of them anyway) who had tackled her and, from the look of things, she wasn’t particularly happy. My distraction, however, had allowed her to get to her feet and turn the tide in her favor.


  She had one from behind, her teeth sunk into his neck - arterial blood spraying. His remaining companion tried to close in, but Sally’s claws flashed out. He went down missing even more of his throat than his recently chewed on buddy.


  Not bothering to wait for her to follow, I ran over, grabbed her by the wrist and dragged her toward the hole in the wall.


  “You ruin all my fun,” she protested, helping me slash and claw through anyone standing in our way.


  “It’s what I live for.”


  * * *


  We dodged several more potshots from Decker’s coven, but at last managed to make it out. The remaining few Templars, having seen Sheila make a run for it, redoubled their efforts against Remington’s forces. They weren’t going to last long, but it would hopefully cover her escape - as well as mine and Sally’s (although I doubt they cared about that latter part).


  Emerging from the school, the wind hit my face, bringing a few droplets of rain with it. Apparently the weather had changed since we had entered. Odd, I could have sworn the forecast called for clearing skies.


  “Come on, Bill,” Ed cried out. “What, did you die in there?”


  “You’re a barrel of fucking laughs, you know that?” I replied as we caught up with him, Sheila, and - of course - Benny. Fuck me. There’s always gotta be a third wheel on every couple’s outing.


  He whispered something to her and pointed at us. Sheila immediately raised her sword as we neared, her eyes narrowing on Sally. “She killed those men.”


  I guess Benny had noticed Sally’s little temper tantrum back there.


  “It’s not like that,” I said, feeling my own temper start to fray.


  “I don’t...”


  “No, I don’t care,” I snapped back, “They attacked first. Sally was just defending herself.”


  “But...”


  “But nothing. We don’t have time for this shit. I told you, we’re here to help. Now put the fucking sword down!”


  Much to my surprise, she actually took a step back. A moment passed and she lowered the blade. Holy crap! Where the hell had that outburst come from? Sometimes it was like I didn’t even know myself.


  “Wow, Bill,” Sally said from behind me. “You just got ever so slightly sexier.”


  “Not now, Sally,” I replied. “We need to get out of here before...”


  Unfortunately, it was already too late.


  Remington and his vampires swarmed out of the break in the wall. Before we could react to this, several flashes of light shone on the far side of us. Decker and his witches appeared from out of thin air, cutting off our escape.


  Though we and the Templars had taken out our fair share of enemies, we were still outnumbered at least four to one. There were only two words that came to mind to describe the situation: Game Over.


   


  Love Triangle


  “If you could only see the look on your own face, Mr. Ryder.”


  “I imagine it would still be only half as dumb as the one on yours,” I shot back at Decker. Never let them kill you without a snappy retort, I always say.


  The situation didn’t look good. Vampire hitmen and a coven of pissed-off mages surrounded us. I was still amped on that other vampire’s strength but wasn’t sure how much longer that would last. Sally looked like she had been dipped into a deep fryer. Benny had his cross, although I wouldn’t count on him to do much more than stab me in the back with it if push came to shove. Ed...well, let’s be honest, aside from any witty comments he might have regarding the situation, he was tits on a bull.


  That left Sheila. She was definitely the X-factor there, but even she could only swing that sword so fast. At some point her back would be exposed, and there was little doubt one of our enemies would be more than happy to take advantage of that.


  “Step away from the Icon, Freewill,” Remington moved to stand by Decker’s side.


  “Freewill?”


  “Did he not tell you, my dear?” Decker asked, trying to pour a little salt in my wounds. He was well aware of my not-so-little crush on her. Apparently everyone in our office knew.


  “We haven’t exactly had much time to chat,” I replied.


  “You’re in on this too, Harry?” she asked.


  “Obviously,” he said, a sneer on his douche face. “Alas, had I known what you were during our little dinner date some months back...the night would have ended much differently.”


  “I could say the same thing,” I snapped. “If I had known what a fucking asshole you were, I wouldn’t have been so quick to save your ass...even less so if I had known you were a wizard.”


  Sheila looked between us. “Was everyone at Hopskotchgames some kind of monster?”


  Ooh, that stung. Was that how she saw me now? Well okay, I was currently covered in blood and gore. That wasn’t exactly helping my credibility.


  “You’re lucky,” Ed said. “At least you didn’t have to go out on a date with Barb from HR. Talk about a many-tentacled beast.”


  “Enough of this chatter,” Remington barked as lightning flashed in the sky. There was a storm coming, in more ways than one. “You will step away from the Icon now, or we will not be held accountable for your fate.”


  “You really expect me to just walk away while you fry my girlf...err friends?”


  “Who said anything about you walking away? You are a traitor to your kind. You will surrender and be brought before your superiors for punishment.”


  There was a little too much glee in his voice for my personal edification. Knowing vampire justice, I had to assume that probably didn’t involve just a slap on the wrist. Hell, I’d be lucky if they killed me. In special cases, vampires could draw out the torture of their enemies for an eternity. Knowing my luck, I’d definitely be considered one of those.


  “I think I’ll take my chances,” I replied, putting a little swagger into my voice. Hell, they didn’t need to know I was practically ready to shit a brick. If anything, it might make a few of them slightly more cautious as they moved in to fuck my day up further.


  “Dibs on Decker,” Sally said.


  “No fucking way,” I tried to keep a grin on my face. “First come, first served.” I turned my eyes toward Ed. He gave a shrug and smiled back. I liked his odds far less than my own, but his look said it all. He knew the risks when he signed on to this crazy-ass adventure.


  Benny could go suck a fat dick as far as I was concerned. I turned to Sheila and met her eyes for what might have been the last time. “I’ve got your back.”


  “Really?” The question came out honestly, with no sarcasm.


  “You can trust me.” I meant every word of it.


  “Why?”


  Because I am deeply madly in love with you would have been my answer. Fortunately for me...err, sadly, that is...or whatever...I didn’t have the time to sputter out a reply. Our enemies converged upon us.


  Oh well, at least they saved me from embarrassing myself.


  * * *


  Remington’s goons had come into the fray ready for a fight, armed with silver stakes. That meant only one of two things: either silver was equally effective against the Icon - something I had absolutely no idea about - or they were expecting trouble from me. When a vampire really wants to mess with another vamp’s outlook on life, that’s what they use. It reacts badly with vampire blood...explosively so. Think of throwing a magnesium flare into a puddle of water, except it happens inside of our bodies. It also has the added effect of really screwing up our healing abilities. Depending on a vampire’s age, minor injuries can heal themselves in minutes or less. Add some silver to the mix, though, and you slow things down enough that the vamp is left vulnerable in the middle of battle.


  Considering who was behind their little expedition, I had little doubt they’d arrived fully expecting me to cause some problems. I had never gone out of my way to make an enemy of Colin, outside of maybe one little joke revolving around reformatting his precious work computer. Even so, he had taken an instant dislike to me. Part of it was probably the friends I kept. Sally and Colin had history. I wasn’t sure why James tolerated his continual existence, but then he was already a bit of an odd duck amongst vampires. He had his reasons...just as I had my own for doing what I did.


  “Take the Freewill alive, kill the rest,” Remington ordered. His tone implied that he wouldn’t be overly concerned should I be captured sans a few of my limbs. What a surprise. It figured that the jerk would...


  “I’ll hold them. You take everyone else and run.”


  “Huh?” I grunted, pulling my focus away from Remington.


  “I said,” Sheila repeated, “take the others and get out of here. It’s me they’re after. I’ll keep them busy.”


  Hold on, that’s what I was supposed to say. Damn the crazy times we lived in and its confused gender roles.


  “No chance,” I replied, adding some false bravado to my voice. If I was going to die in her presence, I might as well look cool doing it. “We all leave or none of us do.”


  “Don’t I get a say?” Sally asked.


  “Maybe later,” I said, ducking the first blow that came my way as our enemies converged on us. The battle was on...again.


  Or maybe not.


  Four of Remington’s vamps rushed me, two high and two low. There was no time to dodge. They smashed into me like a herd of runaway water buffalos. I went down, cracking my head solidly against the pavement. Hopefully my friends were putting out a better showing than me.


  I saw stars, but I had been hit harder during my day. I struggled against my attackers, but they had numbers and leverage on their side.


  They also had weapons. One of them raised a stake high above his head. My arms were pinned, so there was no way to defend myself against it. My life, and afterlife, flashed before my eyes as it descended. I prepared myself for the doubtlessly unpleasant sensation of turning to dust, but at the last second, they heeded their orders to take me alive.


  The vamp slammed the stake down into my shoulder with enough force to plow straight through me and into the asphalt below. Goddamn, that hurt! Worse yet, I was pinned like a bug.


  Oh wait, that wasn’t the worst. Sparks and flame began to shoot out of the wound as I cooked from the inside out. I wasn’t sure whether it would kill me or not, but after a second or two, I began to wish it would.


  In between trying not to cry like a little girl, I tilted my head to see how the others fared. It didn’t look good. Sally had likewise been ganged up on. Two of Remington’s vamps held her arms, while a third worked her over with his fists. So much for not hitting a girl.


  Another vamp knocked Benny and Ed effortlessly to the ground. Benny’s cross clattered off into the darkness, making him pretty much useless for doing anything other than breaking someone’s fist with his face.


  That left Sheila. At first I thought she was keeping the other vamps at bay with her kickass sword moves, but it was a ruse. The vampires weren’t even trying to get to her.


  “Watch out!” I screamed. It probably came out much higher pitched than I intended, being that my shoulder was currently auditioning for a spot on the Macy’s Fourth of July fireworks display. It didn’t matter, though - I was too late.


  This was the opening Decker’s coven had been waiting for. Multiple beams of pure magical force struck Sheila from all angles. She was enveloped in a blinding red light, flame leaping out in all directions.


  “No!” It couldn’t end like this. I bit down on my lip, drawing blood but using the pain (well, other pain) to clear my head. The sight of her fiery death distracted the vamps who had pinned me, and I used it to my advantage. I brought my free arm up in a fist.


  I caught two of the vamps straight on the jaw, knocking them into the others and off of me. Before any more could join the fray, I grabbed hold of the stake, said a silent prayer to whatever gods are in charge of pain management, and yanked with everything I had.


  FUUUUUUCCCCKKKK!!


  Yeah it hurt a bit. At last, though, it came out with a squirt of blood and sparks. Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure I could do much to take advantage of my hard-won freedom. That move had used up the last of my stolen strength.


  As if to accentuate the point, Decker casually strolled over and kicked me in the jaw, putting me flat on my back again.


  “Let me guess,” I said, testing my mouth to make sure nothing was broken, “this little party crashing was your doing?”


  “Of course,” he replied, planting another blow in my side for good measure. He wasn’t above kicking a man while he was down. “The others weren’t sure, but I knew you were somehow connected to the Icon. I gave my coven daughters strict orders to scry your movements the moment you were out of their sight. Imagine my lack of surprise when you led us right to her. You are ridiculously predictable.”


  I gritted my teeth while trying to come up with a witty comeback. Unfortunately I had nothing. Decker was right. I had been outmaneuvered, pretty fucking easily by the sound of things. Even so, I couldn’t let him know that. I needed to...


  “What?!” His eyes opened wide and he suddenly focused his attention elsewhere. I looked up and turned my head to follow his gaze.


  Was it even possible? Sheila had been driven to her knees by the force of the attack, but a white glow was spreading out from her - forcing the witches’ magic back. It was like watching the Enterprise’s shields hold against a photon torpedo barrage. She knelt at the center of the torrent of power. Sweat poured off her forehead from the effort, but she looked otherwise unhurt. Un-fucking-real!


  Another boot to the head caught my attention. I glanced up, dazed, to find Decker adding his own magic to the attack.


  “It matters not,” he growled. “She can’t hold us off indefinitely.”


  “Looks like she’s doing pretty good so far,” I gasped, trying to find enough strength to do more than make pithy remarks.


  “Sir!” One of the vampires ran up. “We found this inside.” He held out a familiar looking weapon - Sally’s hand cannon.


  “I’ll take that,” Decker said, glee in his eye. He cocked back the hammer and raised the massive handgun. “Hold the humans,” he commanded. What the?


  “Do it,” Remington added, stepping to his side.


  Two of the vamps dragged Ed and Benny to their feet. They looked beat to all hell, but they were still alive...for the moment.


  “Hear me, Icon!” Decker shouted. “Drop your guard or the humans will pay for your sins with their blood.” So much for mages not hurting normal people. That nobility shit went right out the window when it was convenient.


  Several of the witches gave each other worrisome glances. I guess a battle was one thing, a full-on execution was quite another. Even so, they didn’t cease their attack against Sheila. When push came to shove, they were more concerned with saving their asses than protecting their karma.


  Even through the light show surrounding her, Sheila appeared to weigh her options. She was actually considering it. Goddamnit, didn’t she watch TV? That shit never worked. She seemed to forget that even if Decker let them go, they were still surrounded by a pack of angry vampires...vampires who were no doubt thirsty after all the fighting going on.


  Her eyes flickered to Ed and Benny, then back to me. She gave a single nod and the glow that surrounded her dimmed.


  The witches’ attack began to close in on her, but that still wasn’t good enough for Decker. He turned the gun on her and took aim.


  “And now, Icon, you...”


  A screech sounded in the night, drowning out the rest of his threat. It was as if someone had stuck a bobcat into a blender and set it to liquefy. What the fuck?


  Before the last of its echoes had died away, there came a blur of movement, too fast for my weary eyes to follow. When it was over, Decker stood there a moment longer - a look of pure surprise on his face - before keeling over dead. His throat had been completely torn out.


  * * *


  Before I could process Decker’s sudden and unlamented demise, I heard a whistling noise followed by a thunk. I turned just in time to see the vampires holding Ed and Benny turn to dust. Silver throwing knives clattered to the ground along with their ashes.


  I’d seen weapons like that before. Come to think of it, I had heard a screech like that too. Hell, I was still hearing it in my nightmares.


  No fucking way.


  One of Decker’s witches ran toward his body. They certainly were a devoted bunch. Not too bright or cautious for that matter, though. Another whistle and thunk found an arrow buried nearly to its fletching in her chest. Someone had brought a bow to a magic fight and they were winning.


  The rest of Decker’s crew wasn’t quite as keen on following their leader down to whatever Hell he was being carted off to. They immediately ceased their assault and disappeared in bright flashes of light. So much for their alliance.


  That just left Remington and his vampires.


  They backed off from Sheila and Sally and reformed ranks, although it seemed their resolve was shaken. I couldn’t blame them. If what I was thinking was true, they were up against a force that they stood no chance against. It’s really hard to fight one-hundred percent batshit crazy, especially if that crazy wasn’t alone.


  Almost as if in response to what was coming, the skies opened up and it began to pour. I’d like to say the cold rain felt good on my gushing shoulder, but it really didn’t.


  Remington stepped to the forefront of his group and stalked over to me. Taking charge, he turned and started barking orders. Four of his men loosely surrounded Sheila - taking care to block her escape while staying outside of her reach. She was obviously still their primary target. The rest of us were just icing on the cake...at least some of us. At the very least, I’d make a nice trophy. Not sure the same could be said for the others.


  The rest of his men took up defensive positions around us all. I tried to rise, but Remington’s boot forced me down. I was still trying to catch my second wind and once more found the back of my head clonking down upon the pavement...but hey, at least this time it was wet pavement.


  He turned to the darkness beyond the parking lot’s lights and spoke, his tone conveying confidence and authority...no doubt to help inspire his shaken men. “Show yourselves! I am here on the authority of the First Coven. Surrender now and perhaps mercy shall be...” *SPLORCH!*


  A splash of blood washed down upon me as his speech was cut short. Blinking it out of my eyes, I looked up to find a hand protruding from the front of his stomach. It was petite in size, like that belonging to a little girl of perhaps twelve years of age.


  “I do not ask for mercy, nor am I predisposed to offer it.”


  The hand withdrew from Remington, who promptly fell to his knees, clutching his ruined midsection. It wasn’t a mortal wound, for a vampire at least, but I had no doubt that was purposeful. Vampires are tough and they heal very fast, especially the older they are, but there’s nothing wrong with our nerves. Being gutted hurts like a salt-encrusted motherfucker. Trust me I know.


  Gansetseg - the crazy-ass vampire princess who had started a war simply to keep me from getting hitched - stepped out from behind him, casually shoving him to the side. She gave her hand a shake, sending droplets of gore flying, visible even in the rain.


  She stepped over and looked down upon me. At that moment, lightning flashed. Silken black hair framed her fair skin, accentuated by her bright green eyes...eyes that betrayed a soul far older than the body it inhabited - a soul that was nuttier than any fruitcake I’d ever had the displeasure of sampling.


  “Hello, my beloved. It has been far too long.”


   


  Irresistible Force Meets Immoveable Object


  “Tell your men to withdraw,” Gan said. It was not a request. She made the slightest movement with her hand and half a dozen figures jumped down from the rooftop of the school. They wore traditional Mongolian battle gear, the type assassins favored. I knew it well, having been exposed to it more times than I would have cared.


  Half of them held hand crossbows, and the others brandished throwing knives. Though Remington’s men had the number advantage, none were equipped for ranged combat. Even for a novice like me, it was blindingly obvious that most of them would be cut down if they tried to go on the offensive. This wasn’t even counting the threat Sheila and I still represented...well, okay, that she did. The best I could currently do was sputter out some scathing one-liners. Sadly, even in that I was at a disadvantage. I found myself at a complete loss of words. Where the fuck had Gan come from, and what was she doing there?


  Still, it was best not to look a gift horse in the mouth. While Remington’s troops were weighing their options, I decided to take stock of the situation. Wincing from the effort, I managed to prop myself up on an elbow and take a look around.


  Ed had made his way over to Sally and was trying to help her up. In typical Sally fashion, though, she brushed off his efforts and got to her feet on her own. The downpour made it hard to tell, but I could have sworn she mouthed something as she laid eyes upon Gan. I highly doubted it was anything kind.


  Benny had made his way back to Sheila’s side, not that she needed any help. She continued to maintain a defensive position, but I couldn’t blame her. For all she knew, she was still surrounded by enemies. Considering Gan’s unpredictability, I considered that a smart move, although it was surprising that her small force hadn’t attempted to take Sheila down yet. Maybe they didn’t know she was the Icon, albeit I highly doubted that. They couldn’t have missed the light show a scant few minutes earlier.


  Two of Remington’s men came to his aid, lifting him to his feet. One of them turned to the rest. “Stand down.”


  “Leave this place now,” Gan commanded, her tone eerily calm - the authority in it unmistakable.


  Still supporting their leader, Remington’s men sheathed their weapons and slowly melted away into the shadows. Just before leaving, though, Remington managed to turn back to us. His eyes locked with mine, their meaning clear: he wasn’t finished with us. Still, he was finished for now. I’d take what I could get.


  That left just one little problem.


  Gan stood in place for a few minutes longer, no doubt extending her senses to make sure the others were doing as they were told. I used the momentary calm to refocus on her. She was dressed similarly to her troops, albeit her outfit seemed of much finer quality. Big surprise there. The only oddity was the yellow Spongebob backpack that hung from her back. Oh yeah, I had definitely lost my fucking mind.


  At last, she turned to one of her people and nodded. He stepped forward and I realized I vaguely recognized him. Monkhbat, or something like that.


  “Follow them. Once you are sure they have complied, you are to track down the Magi. Kill any you find.”


  Monkhbat gave a deep bow then took off into the darkness. The others followed him, slipping away into the night with a disturbing amount of stealth.


  I finally got back to my feet, keeping one hand over the wound in my shoulder. Unfortunately, it was a pointless effort as I was bleeding out from both sides, the stake having punched clear through me. Goddamn, it hurt, and it was probably going to continue doing so for hours to come thanks to the silver.


  I gasped at the pain, and Gan turned to face me, a solemn look upon her face.


  “My apologies, beloved.”


  Huh? She caught me by surprise with that one, so much so that I ignored the beloved comment for the moment.


  “Why?”


  “For robbing you of your impending victory.” Was she watching a different fight than the one I was in? “Sadly, when I saw the wizard, my impulsiveness got the better of me. I did not think of anything, save repaying him for the embarrassment he caused me in days past.”


  Gan had been present when Decker had first made his move against me. Needless to say, he’d majorly pissed her off. The dude had a talent for doing so, although - I noted - he wouldn’t be using it any longer.


  I turned to where he lay, a look of surprise still upon his now ashen face. Water pooled in his open eyes and mouth. It was a bad way to go, but the guy had been a serious asshole. I wouldn’t be losing any sleep over his death anytime soon.


  Still trying to wrap my brain around both her apology and assumption that I was about to win anything other than a one-way trip to the Draculas in chains, I numbly replied, “That’s all right, Gan. Um, thank you for the assist and for saving my friends.”


  I was treading carefully. For all I knew, Gan was seconds away from launching herself at Sheila. If that happened, all my efforts to save her might still be for naught. I couldn’t allow that. I dropped my eyes to the ground and spied Sally’s discarded gun. If Gan decided she was going to tangle with us, my best bet would be a little fifty-caliber dissuasion.


  “Yes,” Gan replied, stepping toward Sheila, who stood with her sword at the ready. “I remembered what you told me from before about your friendship with the human.” She indicated Ed. “I still find it a curious custom, but I shall respect your wishes.”


  “I’m sure Ed appreciates that,” I replied, watching her walk toward the group. As she stepped away, I slowly bent and grabbed the weapon. Hopefully the safety was off...oh, who was I kidding? It was Sally’s gun. I doubted it even had a safety.


  I stood up, the heavy gun in my right hand, and followed after Gan. If she tried anything I’d, well...probably miss badly. I was a suck shot, but it was better than nothing. I was still too tapped out to fight, especially a three-century old hellion.


  Sheila stood her ground, no fear evident on her face despite everything that had happened. As the little Spongebob-toting demon approached, though, her silver-colored eyes widened in recognition.


  “Becky?”


  * * *


  Oh yeah, I had almost forgotten they’d briefly met. In a lame attempt to cover the fact that she and Decker had just barely escaped a nasty death, I had told her Gan was my niece. It was one of the poorer lies of my life, and I was still surprised that at the time I hadn’t immediately been called on it.


  Gan stopped about ten feet from where Sheila stood, Benny standing behind her being...well, kinda useless.


  I raised the gun and pointed it at Gan’s back. If she so much as twitched the wrong way...


  Then she did the thing I least expected. She put her hands together in front of her and bowed. Okay, did I miss something? Was it possible she didn’t know that the person standing before her was the legendary bane of all vampire kind?


  “It is an honor to meet you, Shining One. Your arrival has been foretold.” So much for that theory. Gan was apparently well aware of who she was in the presence of. What the hell was she doing, then?


  “Am I missing something here?” Sally asked, stepping forward.


  Gan glanced back and smiled at me over the huge hand cannon. “I see you still keep company with the whore, Dr. Death. I would have thought you would have grown tired of her.”


  Even in the middle of the storm, I saw Sally’s fangs extend. Oh crap.


  “All right,” I said, stepping forward, lowering the gun in the process. “Let’s all calm down.”


  “Dr. Death?” Sheila asked.


  “Heh, it’s kind of a nickname...long story.”


  “Trust me, there’s a good deal of irony involved,” Sally added.


  Sheila looked utterly perplexed, probably for a combination of reasons. “Who is this?”


  Gan let out a giggle. It made her sound much younger than she really was. Bowing again, she replied, “I am Gansetseg, Shadow Mistress of Asia and heir to the throne of the great Khans.”


  “Um...nice to meet you, Gansetseg,” Sheila replied, sounding about as confused as I felt. She turned to me. “She’s not your niece, is she?”


  “Heh, sorry about that. It was the best I could come up with at the time. She’s actually...”


  “I am his betrothed,” Gan interrupted.


  “What?”


  “No she’s not!” I shouted.


  “Of course I am,” Gan replied as if it were written in stone. “We are destined to be together.”


  “Like them a little young, don’t you?” Sheila asked, causing Sally to chuckle. Bitch!


  “It’s not like that. For starters, Gan is three hundred years old.”


  “Three hundred and twenty six to be exact, beloved.”


  “Stop calling me that.” Jesus Christ! As if this whole thing wasn’t difficult enough.


  “You cannot escape your destiny.”


  “Watch me.”


  “You’re a vampire too?” Sheila asked. She was still holding her sword, but appeared slightly more relaxed.


  “Of course, Shining One.”


  “Then why...”


  “Why what?”


  “Why aren’t you busy trying to tear her a new asshole?” Sally finished for her, as usual doing the exact opposite of diffusing the situation.


  “Uh, yeah...something like that.” Sheila said as she gave Sally a sideways glance. Oh, I was so fucked. Next time I really need to mount a rescue mission alone.


  “Is it not obvious?” Gan replied.


  “Not really.”


  “That is also Dr. Death’s destiny. It is the fate of my beloved to kill you.”


  * * *


  “Heh, she doesn’t mean that,” I quickly added.


  “Of course I do. The prophecies are quite specific, up to a point. My father insisted I study them intimately.”


  “Your father?” Sheila asked.


  “Do not listen to them, Blessed One,” Benny hissed from behind her, caressing his recently retrieved cross. “They are deceivers, each and every one of them.”


  “Please, Benjamin. Not now.”


  “Dr. Death, this human is insolent,” Gan mused. “Is he your friend as well?”


  The threat was obvious, but Benny seemed oblivious to it. “I am no friend to these minions of Satan. I shall not...”


  “Ben, you need to...” Sheila began to warn, but I cut her off.


  “Yes, Gan. That’s us, all good friends here. Best of buds in fact. He just has an odd...err...sense of humor.”


  Both Sheila and I fixed him with hard glares. We were trying to save the fuckhead’s life and he didn’t even realize it. Fortunately, she held some sway over him. He finally averted his gaze from hers and lowered his eyes. Heh, dude was totally whipped. Oh well, it beat him being flayed alive...barely. The guy was a tool.


  Seeing that Benny had been reined in, Sheila turned back toward the pint-sized she-demon. “You were saying, Gansetseg?”


  Gan continued as if she hadn’t been interrupted. “My father, the great Khan, had me study the words of our prophets. Dr. Death is the reborn Freewill of our people. It is his destiny to lead our forces in battle in the coming days. The twilight of man is at hand. Many will fall as we clash against our ancient enemies...”


  Holy shit. In the confusion, I had completely forgotten about that. “Yeah, a clash that you caused,” I said, stepping in front of her and pointing my finger accusingly.


  “You are welcome, my love.”


  “That wasn’t a thank you! You sacrificed Nergui and started a fucking war.”


  “What war?” Sheila asked.


  “The war that my beloved is destined to be victorious in,” Gan replied, ignoring my outburst. Grrr!


  I remembered the gun in my hand and tightened my grip on it. It was so tempting. All I had to do was shoot the little bitch’s head clean off.


  “Wait,” Sheila said, interrupting my violent fantasies. “They called you the Freewill earlier too, right Bill?”


  Uh oh. “Yeah, it’s kind of a stupid name.”


  “The Templar told me of something they called the Night Spawn.”


  “Yes,” Benny said, “a demon of unspeakable...”


  “Benny, do us all a favor and shut the fuck up. You’re not helping.” I hoped he got the hint that time. Goddamn, he was dense.


  “How dare you...”


  “Listen, dude,” Ed said, stepping up to him. “You don’t seem to be grasping the picture here. You see Dora the fucking psycho explorer over there?” he asked, hooking a thumb toward Gan. “Let me tell you, she doesn’t fuck around. If I were you, I’d keep my fucking mouth shut before she decides to turn you into a walking Capri Sun.”


  “I do not fear death. I am...”


  “Benjamin, enough!” Sheila snapped, the authority once more coming through her voice. “Please don’t interrupt again.”


  I flashed her a brief smile of gratitude. Amazingly enough, she returned it. Regardless of whatever bullshit the Templars had been filling her head with, it seemed she finally understood that I was on her side.


  “The Templar spoke of this Night Spawn,” she continued. “They said it was a creature beyond the normal vampires, one that couldn’t be controlled...”


  “Yeah, that’s probably me. The other vamps can’t compel...err...control me. Really pisses them off,” I replied, somewhat mollified. It was nice to know that others had different names for me, ones that were a whole helluva lot cooler sounding than Freewill. Night Spawn...I could get used to that.


  “Yes,” Gan said, taking over the conversation again. “One and the same. Your destinies are intertwined, Shining One. In the final days of the war, as our enemies wane, you shall stand tall - the last defense of humanity against the coming darkness. You and Dr. Death shall clash in a battle of glorious proportions.”


  “And Bill is going to kill me?”


  “No,” I insisted.


  “The seers cannot tell. The outcome remains a mystery,” Gan replied, again ignoring me. “But I have faith in my beloved. It is his destiny to conquer you. Once that is accomplished, I shall stand by his side so we may rule this world for all eternity.”


  “Whoa there,” I said. “Why do I have the feeling that the seers don’t have anything to say about that last part?”


  “They do not need to. I know it in my heart. There can be no other outcome.”


  “I’m not going to kill Sheila.”


  “Of course you are, just as she will be the death of the Magi. It is your...”


  I interrupted her. I had heard enough destiny bullshit to last me the next several lifetimes. “Okay, enough of this. We’re tired, most of us are hurt, and I’m sure the police will be along any moment now to...”


  “They will not,” Gan said calmly. “My followers have already dealt with them.”


  “What?!” Sheila and I exclaimed.


  “Do not fear. I can assure you, they were dispatched with utmost efficiency.”


  “You killed them?” Sheila asked, shocked. Oh boy. This had potential to turn ugly.


  “Of course,” Gan replied. “Uncontrolled humans cannot know of our existence, at least not until we are ready to rule them.”


  “Uncontrolled?” Ed asked. Gan just admitted to wholesale slaughter and that was the thing that bothered him? Jeez, talk about fucked up priorities.


  “Does Dr. Death not hold you under constant threat of death?”


  “Gan, Ed is my friend. I already explained that.”


  “Hold on, a second here,” Sheila said. “How many people did you kill?”


  “All of the authorities within a kilometer radius.”


  “What do you mean threat of death?” Ed asked.


  Sheila rounded on him for that. “What is wrong with you? We’re talking about people dying here.”


  “Says the girl with the three foot broadsword,” he quipped.


  “This isn’t a joke!”


  “Isn’t it?” Sally replied. “Listen, you’re new to this, I get it. I was there once too.” She raised her hands and continued in a faux panicky voice. “‘Oh my, you’re vampires. Killing people is sooo evil.’”


  “Is your whore always so melodramatic?” Gan asked.


  Now it was Sally’s turn to lose it. “You want to see melodramatic, you little...”


  “Enough!” I growled, amazed to find myself the lone voice of sanity. “More walking, less histrionics please.”


  “And you’re okay with all of this, Bill?” Sheila asked me, semi-accusingly.


  “No,” I replied, stepping toward her. “I’m about as far from okay as you can get and still stay sane, but it is what it is. This is the hand I’ve been dealt. I’m doing the best I can. I hate to say it, but Sally has a point. The world you knew is done, over, finito. This...” I waved my hands about, “is what we have now and it isn’t a very nice place to be. It’s bloody and corpse-filled and it’s only going to get worse.” I lowered my voice. “You were never supposed to be a part of it. I’m sorry about that.”


  “You need not apologize for destiny, beloved.”


  ARGH! I spun toward Gan. “What are you even doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be back in Mongolia terrorizing your subjects?”


  “Your concern for my people makes my heart swell, but fear not. Our defenses are quite adequate. Should the Alma attack in my absence, they will find their mettle well tested.”


  Sheila asked Ed what the Alma were, but I decided to let him field that one. I was still dealing with Gan. “That doesn’t answer my question.”


  “Patience, my betrothed.” Motherfucker! She liked saying that a little too much for my personal comfort. “I am getting to that. I have been watching you...”


  “What?” A chorus of voices, mine included, replied.


  “Yes. Ever since my father’s death, I have kept watch on your actions from the seat of power in Boston. There are people loyal to me amongst their number.”


  “You’ve been spying on me?”


  “Of course. Would you have me do any different? Word reached me two days ago of the destruction of your coven and your involvement with the Shining One.”


  “I knew Colin wouldn’t be able to keep his fucking mouth shut,” Sally commented under her breath.


  “Needless to say, I ordered my assassins to commandeer an aircraft immediately.”


  “That’s fascinating Gan, truly it is,” I replied, trying to keep the conversation away from the topic of mass murder. I doubted she and her people simply asked to borrow a plane. The peace we had was pretty tenuous as it was.


  “Not to mention creepy as all hell,” Ed muttered.


  “Don’t think I’m discounting that,” I said, “but first things first. We should probably get the fuck out of here.”


  “And you’re just assuming I’m going to come with you?” Sheila asked, stopping us as a group.


  “Well...yeah.”


  “I am coming with you, Dr. Death.” Gan added cheerfully.


  “You are?”


  “Of course.”


  “Sorry, we didn’t bring a kiddie seat with us,” Sally quipped.


  “Your whore is being insolent again.”


  “Yeah she does that,” I replied, immediately dragging Ed between Sally and me, before turning back to Sheila. “You need to come with us. It’s not safe here.”


  “It was until you arrived.”


  Ouch, touché. “They would have found you eventually, trust me. Decker was obsessed and vampires don’t give up easily.”


  “Do not listen to him,” Benny chimed in, having found his voice again. “Let’s go back. Perhaps some of my brothers survived.”


  “I highly doubt that,” I replied.


  “Brothers?” Gan asked.


  “Yes, vampire. We are the Templar. Humble servants sworn to do God’s bidding.”


  At this, Gan actually started giggling, drawing all of our attention to her.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “Don’t you see, beloved? This just proves my point on destiny. The Templar were believed to have been wiped out at the time of the last known Icon’s death.”


  “Last known Icon?”


  “Yes,” Benny replied. “Her Holiness, Jeanne d’Arc.”


  “Joan of Arc?”


  “The same. The Blessed One wields her blade.”


  “I do?” Sheila asked, obviously as surprised as the rest of us.


  “Don’t tell our other roommate that,” Ed replied. “He’ll have it up on Ebay within the hour.”


  “How dare you profane...” Benny started, but Gan cut him off.


  “See, it is destiny, beloved.”


  “Wasn’t Joan of Arc burnt at the stake?” Sheila asked, still eying the broadsword with awe.


  “It depends which history you believe,” Gan replied offhandedly.


  I ignored the rest and concentrated on leading us out of there. It was really starting to come down, and it wasn’t exactly a warm summer rain either - probably because it wasn’t summer. In addition to being horrifically wounded, now I was cold and wet. Add Gan to the mix, and the day wasn’t exactly going swimmingly.


  * * *


  Fortunately, Sally tends to go big when she steals something. We’d be in for a bit of a problem had we driven up in a Prius. Thankfully, the Nissan Armada we came in had plenty of room for us all, even including Benny and Gan. Don’t get me wrong, I’d have been happy to leave them both behind, but neither was to be dissuaded. Gan insisted on coming with me so as to be witness to my glorious fucking destiny.


  As for Benny, he practically glued himself to Sheila...something which I was not particularly pleased with. As much as I try my best to not be the monster most other vampires are, I really wouldn’t have argued with the suggestion to just off him and be done with it. For starters, he was obviously not friendly. I had little doubt he’d fuck Sally and me over at the first chance he got. Then there was the fact that he was really fucking annoying, what with his constant Bible thumping. Yeah, murder might be a tad overkill for that, but sue me for being petty.


  Once it was settled that all of the uninvited guests were coming along for the ride, that left just one other little problem.


  “I will not leave the Blessed One’s side,” Benny said adamantly


  “There’s no fucking way you’re sitting behind me, asshole,” Sally snapped.


  “I will sit next to Bill,” Gan declared as if it were law, which in her mind it probably was.


  I sighed. “Okay, enough of this,” This must have been what it’d be like to chaperone the world’s most fucked up class trip. “Ed, you’re driving.”


  “But I insist...” Benny started, getting in my face.


  My fangs involuntarily extended (well, it might have been slightly voluntary). Benny immediately produced his cross, which I slapped out of his hand, sending it once more clattering away into the stormy night.


  Sheila tensed up in my periphery. Rather than gut him, though, as I’m sure they were both expecting, I simply said, “Get into the goddamn back seat.”


  I turned to the others. “Sally, you’re with him. If he tries anything, fuck him over...you should be used to doing that in a car.”


  She opened her mouth to say something, but I talked over her. “Gan, you’re with me in the middle row.”


  “Of course, belo...”


  “Just get in before I change my mind. As for you,” I said turning to Sheila. “Put the sword in the trunk and ride shotgun. I’ll be sitting behind you, so please try not to disintegrate me.”


  “You won’t turn your back on Ben, but you expect me to turn mine on you?” she asked. I guess it was a fair question.


  “Yes. I know I haven’t given you many reasons tonight, but you have to know that you can trust me. This is going to sound corny, but you need to have a little...faith.”


  “Why?”


  Before I could answer, Gan stepped in front of me. “Is it not obvious? It is because he is in love with you.”


   


  The Long Ride Home


  True to form, I immediately tried to backpedal upon Gan’s spilling of my beans.


  “What?” I sputtered, feeling my face turn red - something I still didn’t understand, given my lack of a heartbeat. Weird-ass vampire physiology...go figure. “That’s ridiculous. I don’t...”


  “Of course you do,” Gan replied, sounding almost bored. “It would be obvious to even a stranger.” She turned to Sally and Ed, who weren’t doing a particularly good job of hiding their smirks. “Have you never noticed?”


  Ed just shrugged and turned away. Sally, who looked like her head was about to pop off with laughter, said, “Nope. Not here. Bill’s really hard to read...good poker face, that one.” Bunch of fuckers!


  “You really should consider replacing her. Your whore is not particularly insightful.” That wiped the smile right off Sally’s face and almost distracted everyone from the topic...at least until Benny had to start in again.


  “Hah, as if the spawn of Satan could know such a thing as love.”


  “Gan, remember what I said about him being my friend?” I asked through gritted teeth.


  “Yes, beloved.”


  “If he’s not in that car within three seconds, I’m rescinding that status.”


  Needless to say, Benny was seated with at least a second and a half to spare.


  Ed, possessing at least a modicum of tact, walked around the vehicle and climbed in. He started the engine, the exhaust visible in the cold, wet night.


  At least Sheila had the good graces not to laugh directly at my face. That would have crushed me far worse than any of the combatants that night were capable of doing. Instead, we both stood there, neither of us seeming to enjoy the uncomfortable silence that had descended.


  “Heh, maybe we should talk...later.”


  “Yeah, later,” she agreed, a look not unlike shell shock on her face.


  Thankfully, Gan was there to help further ruin the moment.


  “It is all right, my beloved. I am not upset.”


  She wasn’t...oh yeah. This was the girl who had started a supernatural war rather than see me married to a Sasquatch. I hadn’t even considered what that could mean for anyone else.


  Picking my words carefully, I replied, “I’m...surprised to hear that, Gan.”


  “Do not be. I have no need to be concerned. You are destined to destroy her. There is no escaping that fate. When it is done, then we shall be together for all of eternity.”


  Talk about killing the mood.


  * * *


  We drove mostly in silence for an hour, the battle in Westchester far behind us, but the storm continuing to intensify. To say things were a bit awkward, well that was the fucking understatement of the century.


  Nearing the city, Ed broke the silence. “Where to? I assume we’re not going back to the office.”


  “The office?” Sheila asked.


  “Vampire HQ,” he replied.


  “Nope. At this point everyone and their mother knows where it is. I wouldn’t doubt that Remington and his men have already regrouped there.” I turned in my seat to face Sally, who sat there thumbing through a magazine while ignoring Benny. “We need someplace safe,” I said, throwing in a wink in case she didn’t get the hint.


  She narrowed her eyes at me. The new safe house was an unknown to everyone outside of the two of us.


  “It’s not like we have much of a coven to keep safe right now anyway,” I added.


  “You think I give a shit about that?” she replied. “Do you realize how much I paid for that fucking place? I doubt they’re going to give us the deposit back.”


  “Do you have a better idea?”


  “How about your place?”


  “My place?”


  “Yeah. It’s not like we haven’t crashed there before.”


  “I would hope you have purchased a new bed since last time, Dr. Death,” Gan said. “The old one had an offensive odor to it.”


  Sheila turned around in her seat, wide-eyed. For a split second, a white glow surrounded her, no doubt a result of her surprise. My skin began to spark at even that small display.


  “It wasn’t like that!” I said, far more defensively than I cared to. “I was just...you know...babysitting.”


  “Babysitting your fiancée?”


  “She’s not my fiancée.”


  “Of course I am, beloved. We are destined to be...”


  “Ed, could you crash us into the next telephone pole you see?”


  “Don’t look at me, man. I’m enjoying this shit.”


  I’m glad someone was.


  * * *


  After much bickering, we finally decided on a course of action. We would hunker down in the safe house until we could think of something better. Gan’s forces would be seeking shelter from the day, but she assured us they could track us down the next night. I wasn’t about to argue with that logic. After all, she had once claimed to be able to sniff me out anywhere I went...something she had proven herself more than able to do.


  First, though, we made two stops. Sheila had only the clothes she wore, and it wasn’t exactly casual wear. Ed and I were in the same boat. Benny...well, he could go fuck himself. We decided to stop first at our apartment in Brooklyn to grab some stuff as well as check on Tom. He wasn’t a part of this, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be dragged into it. Decker had known where I lived, which meant his coven more than likely did. Right before being snuffed, he had dropped all pretense of protecting humans and outright threatened to kill Ed. It was probably safe to assume his coven might likewise become desperate. I didn’t want to drag Tom into this. He had enough shit on his plate, but he needed to be warned. Maybe he could go to Jersey for the week and stay with his parents.


  After that, we’d make a stop at Sheila’s apartment. It was likewise a risk, but fortunately we had an ace in the hole. Gan’s senses were hyper-alert. If there were vamps or witches watching either of those places, she’d be able to sniff them out. I just hoped it wouldn’t come to that. Hopefully they’d gotten enough of a bloody nose for one night. I was beat and my arm still hadn’t healed - good thing this wasn’t our vehicle, because it was going to be a bitch getting all the blood stains out. I really wasn’t in the mood to get into another knock-down, drag-em-out fight at least not until I got a chance for some shuteye.


  The same could probably be said for all of us. At least Sally’s healing had kicked in. Her hair had started to grow back and she was now covered in only second degree burns. All in all, it was a marked improvement over how she had looked earlier in the evening.


  We crossed over the Brooklyn Bridge and suddenly, the night sky lit up. The car swerved as if in response. Ed was both exhausted and caught completely by surprise at the display. Thankfully it was very late and traffic was light, so we didn’t hit anyone.


  He rubbed his eyes. “Was that red lightning?”


  “You saw it too, huh?” Sheila asked.


  “That’s not normal,” I commented.


  “Indeed it is not,” Gan replied, her voice calm as if she saw this sort of thing every day. Hell, she lived in the deserts of Mongolia. For all I knew of the place, maybe she did.


  “I guess the Mayans were right after all,” I joked.


  “No, their math was faulty,” she said matter-of-factly. “They were off by a goodly amount.”


  “How comforting to know.”


  “Do not fear, my love. This storm is just a sign that it is beginning.”


  “What’s beginning?”


  “Our glorious uprising. The forces beyond the veil are gathering their strength.”


  “Why?”


  “It is so they can join what you have started, Dr. Death. They are preparing for war.”


  Well, wasn’t that just dandy like fucking candy?


   


  Home Not-so Alone


  Sally offered to wait in the Nissan. Benny agreed to stay with her...as in I overheard her whisper something to him about removing his intestines if he tried leaving. That was fine with me. I had no interest in letting the dickhead cast judgment on my home. He’d probably declare it a pit of sin or something stupid like that. Not that I would mind it being a pit of sin, but still...


  Gan followed me like a lost puppy, wishing to see my secret headquarters again. As for Sheila...well, I’d love to say she was all enthusiastic about visiting my place. Hell, inviting her over was at the top of things I meant to do before I died (again). The circumstances, though, were somewhat less than ideal. Whatever I had so meticulously fantasized about was not going to come to pass. In the end, though, she had to use the bathroom. Oh well, it was better than nothing. Beggars can’t be choosers and all that.


  Figuring I might as well make the best of a bad situation, I asked Gan to sniff out the area as we walked toward the building entrance.


  “I do not sense any vampires in the vicinity.”


  “That’s good...”


  “There is the aura of magic, though.”


  “That’s not so good.”


  “It is lingering. This mage has been here often.”


  “Oh,” I replied, immediately feeling a sense of relief. “That’s just Christy...”


  “I know this scent. She is the witch who attempted to torture us some months back.”


  Oh crap.


  “Torture you?” Sheila asked.


  “Long story,” I replied. “She’s Tom’s girlfriend now.”


  “Your other roommate is dating a witch?”


  “Like I said, it’s a bit of a story.”


  “She will meet the same fate as her master,” Gan declared. “The human will join her. Consorting with our enemies is punishable by death.”


  “Hold on,” I said, stopping and turning to face her. “Tom’s my friend. Christy’s off limits too. She’s...well, one of us now.”


  “A vampire?” Sheila asked, confused.


  “No, she’s one of the good guys. She had a change of heart up in Canada. We’re cool now.”


  “I am not cool,” Gan said. “In fact I am quite incensed. Her slight against me cannot go unpunished.”


  “No. Besides which...she’s pregnant.”


  “Your roommate is dating a pregnant witch?” Sheila asked, starting to get a broken record vibe. I guess all this could be a little odd to someone who wasn’t quite up to speed.


  “Then I will share her with you, beloved,” Gan said. “The blood of expectant cattle is quite rich. We save it for only the most special of occasions...”


  “I didn’t need to know that...”


  “Such as when you visited my father’s kingdom some months back.”


  “You’re kidding, right?”


  “Of course not. Were you not aware?”


  “No!”


  I sensed Sheila’s eyes narrowing at me again. Jesus Christ! Regardless of my intentions, if the conversation kept going in this direction, it was only a matter of time before she ran to get her sword.


  Thinking quick, I asked Gan, “Do you smell that?”


  “I smell nothing. There is no...”


  “There it is again.” I put on my best bullshit voice. “My Freewill senses are tingling and they’re picking up the presence of...our enemies.”


  “I am not aware of...”


  “Are you doubting me, Gan? I thought you said you believed in me. Maybe we’re not as...”


  “I do, beloved!”


  Hah! Despite her age, knowledge, power, rank et cetera, Gan still had the emotional fragility of a teenager. It was perhaps the one advantage I had over her, so of course I was going to abuse the hell out of it.


  “Good, then I think it might be best for you to circle the block while we’re upstairs. You know, to keep an eye out for our foes.”


  “But the witch...”


  “Don’t worry. I have the Icon with me. Between the two of us, we can handle any witches that happen to be hanging out in my apartment.”


  “Very well. I shall keep the streets safe for your return.”


  “Yeah, you do that.”


  * * *


  The second the door was shut, I turned to Sheila. “You’ll have to excuse Gan, she’s...”


  “Crazy as a shithouse rat wearing a Spongebob backpack?” Ed offered.


  “Yeah, what he said.”


  We made our way up the stairs, unmolested by either the forces of the netherworld or any overly nosy neighbors, where I unlocked the door to our apartment.


  The lights were on.


  “Tom must still be up,” I commented.


  “At this hour?” Sheila asked, already on her guard. Damn, becoming the Icon sure did instill a bit of a paranoid streak in her.


  “He’s had a lot on his mind,” Ed replied. “It’s not every day you knock up a girl with enough eldritch firepower to level a house.”


  Almost as if in response to our discussion, we heard the toilet flush.


  “Or he just had to pee,” I said.


  “Could you fuckers be any louder?” Tom’s voice called from inside of his bedroom. He stepped out wearing a pair of shorts and a t-shirt. He had bags under his eyes and a growth of stubble, making me think his bender from the previous day wasn’t quite over yet.


  “I swear...” He stopped mid-rant when he saw Sheila. “Sorry, I thought maybe you guys were with Sally.” He looked her up and down, no doubt noticing her Templar battle garb. “Who’s the LARPer?”


  “Hi,” she said. “I’m Sheila. Sheila O’Connell.”


  “The Sheila?”


  “Ixnay the eilaShay, asshole,” I snapped. Jeez! Was everyone looking to spill their guts about...wait a second. If Tom was here, who flushed the toilet?


  Oh crap.


  There was shuffling in the bathroom. I quickly turned to Tom, grabbing him by the shoulders.


  “What’s she doing here?”


  “Why wouldn’t she be?”


  “I thought you were freaking out.”


  “I was...well okay, I still am...but I sat down and thought real hard about it.”


  “Really?” Ed asked.


  “Fine, some drunk at the bar told me to stop being such a fucking pussy...but he was right. I’m not a kid anymore. Hell, I’m almost twenty-six. Isn’t it about time I took some responsibility with my life?”


  Ed and I shared a quick glance. “She fucked with your mind again, didn’t she?”


  “No.”


  “At least that you know of...”


  The bathroom door opened and Christy came out. She was wearing a long nightshirt over a pair of shorts and looked absolutely green about the gills.


  “Hey, guys,” she said groggily, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


  Sheila stepped forward before I could say anything, a look of concern on her face. “Are you alright?”


  “Morning sickness,” Christy said. “Runs in my family. According to my mother, she puked her guts out for ten months straight.”


  “One for good luck?”


  “Something like that,” she replied with a weak grin. “I don’t think we’ve met.”


  “I’m Sheila.”


  “The Sheila?”


  Oh Jesus motherfucking Christ!


  “So I’ve been told,” she replied after a glance back at me.


  Christy reached out and their hands touched in a friendly shake. I held my breath. I knew what happened the last time I had tried to touch her. If it was anything like...


  Or not. Christy wasn’t blown through a wall or even set ablaze. Whew! That was a close one. For a second there I thought...


  Then Sheila started to glow.


  It figured. What a fucking night.


   


  Witch Way to Go


  A soft white glow emanated from Sheila for just a moment. Maybe it was a subconscious reaction to Christy’s energy. I had no way of knowing for sure. Christy, for her part, remained unharmed, but her eyes opened wide. She pulled back as if she had touched something electric.


  “No,” she gasped, backing up.


  “Uh, did I miss something here?” Tom asked. “Do you two know each other?”


  “Didn’t you see that?” Christy shrieked, near panic. “She’s...” Here it comes. “The Icon!”


  Ed and I looked at each other, most likely sharing the same thought. It was time to duck because a fireball was no doubt incoming...


  “Please.”


  What the?


  “Please,” Christy repeated, tears filling her eyes. “Don’t hurt my baby.”


  Well, if I didn’t feel like an absolute piece of crap before, I sure did now. Getting shitstomped by Turd, the Sasquatch chief, was a piece of cake compared to dealing with stuff like this.


  There was only thing that could make it worse.


  “Ed, get the door,” I quickly whispered.


  “Princess Peach?” he replied to which I nodded. He knew exactly what was on my mind.


  As Sheila and Christy continued to face one another, each with a look of abject horror on their face, Ed moved to lock and bolt the door. The last thing we needed was Gan barging in and turning this place into a scene straight out of a Saw movie.


  “Okay, everybody calm down,” I said. “Nobody’s killing anybody here. Isn’t that right?”


  Sheila rounded on me. I took a step backward, and it had nothing to do with her being the equivalent of a human blowtorch to vampires. “How can you even say that?!”


  “I...”


  “Dude,” Tom said, sliding up to me. “A word, please.”


  Oh boy.


  He grabbed my arm and dragged me over to his bedroom.


  “You two...play nice,” he said, shutting the door on us.


  “Bill, I say this as your friend...what the fuck is wrong with you?”


  “This isn’t quite how things were supposed to work out.”


  “No shit,” he said, turning away from me and fidgeting with the action figures on his dresser. Man at Arms was slightly out of line where he stood, flanked by Zartan and Panthro. Don’t ask. “So, let me see if I have this figured out. The girl who I’ve listened to you whine about...”


  “I haven’t whined about her.”


  “Correction, whined like a bitch about. So she’s the Icon, the legendary archenemy of vampires who also happens to be destined to kill all magic users...”


  “Well...


  “Including my pregnant and way overly emotional girlfriend. Is that about right?”


  “Destiny is one hell of a motherfucker,” I mumbled in reply.


  “Did you know what she was?”


  “No. I just sort of stumbled on her wearing King Arthur gear in the street and invited her up for coffee.”


  “Not joking, Bill,” he said, turning to face me. He didn’t look particularly pleased, and not in the normal Tom sort of way.


  “Yes I knew. Ed did too.”


  “How long?”


  “About a month,” I replied. Then, after listening and noticing the distinct lack of things blowing up in the other room, I broke into a rambling account of what we had been out doing and why we were there.


  “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Because...”


  “I’m your friend, or at least I thought I was.”


  “I know and I’m sorry. I, Ed and me...we knew you’d tell Christy.”


  “Yeah, and?”


  “And she’d freak out. I had just gotten her to stop trying to kill me. I’m sorry, but I kind of panicked. I thought she’d tell Decker and they’d hunt her down.”


  “Sounds like that’s what happened anyway.”


  “Tell me about it.”


  “How’d you get away?”


  “He sort of wound up...dead.”


  “Oh shit. Christy and he were on the outs, but they were still close.”


  “I know.”


  “What happened?”


  “Gan,” was the only word I needed to say.


  “She’s not...”


  “Outside somewhere, hopefully not turning the neighborhood into a crime scene.”


  Tom sat down on the bed and began rubbing his eyes. “What the fuck were you thinking?”


  “Do you think I planned this? Come on, man, you know me better than that.”


  “Do I? What else are you and Ed hiding from me?”


  “That’s it, I swear.”


  He stood and walked over to where I was standing. He looked me in the eye, suddenly seeming far older than when last we spoke. “I think you guys need to get out of here.”


  “We were just on our...”


  “And you need to keep her the fuck away from my girlfriend.”


  I opened my mouth to protest that all of the prophecies were bullshit, but I found myself unable to believe it. Things had gotten far too weird as of late. I simply nodded.


  “I mean it. I...” he seemed to struggle with the words, his eyes getting all glassy for a moment. “I...love Christy. I won’t let either of you hurt her.”


  Whoa! I was sorely tempted to ask if he was sure she wasn’t mucking with his head again, but I had a feeling that would get me little more than a punch to the jaw.


  I nodded and turned back to the door. I opened it and stepped outside, immediately stopping at what I saw. I hadn’t known what to expect, but it sure wasn’t this.


  * * *


  Sheila and Christy sat on our couch, talking and laughing like they were old friends. I looked past them to our kitchen nook, where Ed stood. He simply raised his hands and shrugged.


  I walked over to him and quietly asked, “What’s going on?”


  “Don’t ask me. I understand women only slightly better than you do. How’s Tom?”


  “Ditto on the don’t ask.”


  “Kind of figured that.”


  We turned back to find him warily approaching the two.


  “Are you alright, honey?” he asked cautiously.


  “Yeah, I think I am. She took cooking classes at the same school I do.”


  Tom continued to look suspicious as the two resumed their conversation. I took the moment to turn to Ed and say, “Let’s get our shit and get the fuck out of here, before things turn any weirder.”


  “You don’t have to tell me twice.”


  * * *


  I made two pit stops before packing. The first was to the bathroom to peel off my blood soaked shirt and jacket, then wrap up my shoulder in a goodly amount of bandages. It had finally stopped bleeding, but thanks to the silver it probably wouldn’t heal up for at least a day. Next was the fridge, where I grabbed a couple pints of blood.


  That being done, I quickly packed enough clothes for a few days, sucking down the blood whilst in the privacy of my room. I remembered my adventure up in the Woods of Mourning. At one point, I was badly injured and had seriously considered making a snack out of Ed. This wasn’t nearly as bad, but I wasn’t keen on taking chances. All things considered, I felt I was walking a tightrope between humanity and full-blown monster. I didn’t want to do anything to tip my balance over to the wrong side.


  We wouldn’t be able to avoid the situation with Tom forever. No doubt there would be a confrontation in our future that would make his past rants about toys seem preferable. For the moment, though, we had a city full of assassins to deal with and a supernatural storm gathering strength outside. Jeez, talk about stress.


  I finished packing and returned to the living room. Sheila and Christy were still chatting. It was oddly comforting to see neither of them letting that whole destined to kill you thing get to them.


  Ed joined me a few moments later, a backpack in one hand, a long blanket-wrapped object in the other.


  “Shotgun?” I asked, already knowing the answer.


  “Fuck yeah. These days I feel almost naked without it, especially when I’m hanging around your playmates.”


  We both walked over to Tom. I wasn’t sure about Ed, but I sure as shit was treading on eggshells. I had never seen him so serious.


  I tried to play it as cautious as possible. “Be careful.”


  He nodded. “Thinking of maybe taking her down to my folks’ place for a bit.”


  “That’d be a good idea. I don’t think the city is going to be friendly for anyone who knows me, at least for a couple of days.”


  “When has it ever?” A small smile cracked on his face. It wasn’t much, but it told me that the Tom I knew was still there. Hopefully we’d get through this - just another blip on the radar of life...maybe.


  Sheila and Christy said their goodbyes, still amiable. When she was done, Tom walked us to the door.


  As he let us out, I turned and handed him a slip of paper. “This is where we’ll be. It’s a safe house. If anything weird happens...”


  “I’ll call you,” he replied.


  “Actually call Ed. I lost my cellphone the other night. Long story involving exploding vampires.”


  “We’ll have to catch up when this is all over,” he said, then closed the door behind us.


  I sighed and started down the stairs. That was part of the problem, wasn’t it? I really had no idea when, if ever, it would be over.


   


  Alone Time


  Our apartment had been uncomfortable, but fortunately not dangerous...to us at least. I held out hope that our next stop might be the same. Hopefully it would also be somewhat less likely to involve the police than the first.


  We walked out of our building, where I motioned for Ed to escort Sheila back into the SUV. I’m not stupid. I had unleashed Gan upon the streets unsupervised. Sure, I had spared Tom and Christy a rather unpleasant evisceration at her hands, but in doing so I had to wonder what horrors I had inflicted upon my neighborhood.


  It didn’t take me long to find her, mainly because she found me first. I had started walking, softly calling her name. I got about two buildings down when a voice hailed me from above.


  “Welcome back, my love. Did you deliver swift death upon the witch and her consort?”


  I practically jumped out of my skin, wondering where it had come from. Looking up, I saw that Gan clung to the side of an apartment building, at around the third floor level. Her claws were dug into it, giving her purchase. She looked like some kind of fucked up Spider-Man groupie.


  “Get down here, Gan!” I had hissed up at her. Jesus Christ, the concept of being subtle was just not in her vocabulary.


  “I was keeping watch for our enemies,” she replied, letting go. She fell the entire distance, landing on her feet as if it were a minor inconvenience. “I have already dispatched two spies, no doubt thralls to the vampires who were harassing you earlier.”


  “Dispatched?”


  “Yes. They shall trouble us no more.”


  So much for me winning any future good neighbor awards. Needless to say, we got the fuck out of there as quickly as possible. Much longer and she’d turn my little section of Brooklyn into a mass grave.


  A short while later we were in Manhattan again, at Sheila’s apartment building, after another uncomfortably silent drive over. Fortunately, Gan kept her mouth shut - contently staring at me with her puppy-dog eyes. Sheila’s neighborhood was quiet at that time of the morning, dawn not too far off. Still, this was the city. Someone somewhere was awake, probably not too far away. I decided to not risk another bloodbath.


  “Gan, roll down the windows and take a sniff, but stay in the car. I’m hoping we don’t need to send up any unnecessary foot traffic just for a few changes of clothes.”


  She did so and declared the place to be clear of anything non-human. That was a small comfort. The storm was continuing outside with no sign of letting up. If what Gan had said earlier was true, the non-human population could potentially soar in the near future. But that was a worry for...well, maybe as soon as the next day for all I knew.


  It was probably stupid of me, but I didn’t want to risk alienating Sheila any more than I had already done for one evening (which was probably a lot). Guess I still had at least some of my humanity left since I was pretty much making decisions as if I were a smitten teenager.


  “Do you want to handle this alone?” I asked her, feeling at least a couple sets of eyeballs stare at me questioningly.


  She seemed to consider it for a moment, then replied, “Actually, would you mind coming up? I might need a little help.”


  “Really?” I eagerly asked, once again losing an opportunity to play it cool.


  She nodded and unlocked the door.


  “I must protest,” Benny said from the backseat, where he still sat with Sally. “I cannot allow her Holiness to go anywhere alone with such untrustworthy company.”


  To my surprise, Gan agreed. “I must concur with the Templar, Dr. Death. I wish to be witness should you fulfill your destiny.”


  You’ve got to be kidding me. I raised my hands and massaged my no doubt soon to be aching temples. “Stay put, Gan. I promise I won’t fulfill any prophecies while I’m gone. I’ll make sure you’re around when I do that, cross my heart.”


  “Thank you, beloved!” she replied brightly, causing Sally to snort a quick burst of laughter from the backseat.


  “Stay here, Ben,” Sheila said. “I’ll be okay.”


  “You should take your sword,” he replied, “just in case.”


  She threw a glance at me and I nodded. If it would keep current company from throwing a hissy fit, what did it matter?


  * * *


  She pulled off her cloak and wrapped the sword in it. Icon or not, it would be just our luck to run into a cop. Nobody would be fulfilling any destinies if we all found ourselves on the inside of a jail cell.


  “Just watch where you’re swinging that thing,” I joked, following her up the stairs to the front door.


  “I’ll try,” she replied, putting her key in the lock.


  “Where did you learn all the Inigo Montoya moves anyway? Must have taken you years.”


  “Huh?” she asked, still working on the door.


  “The sword. I would have never taken you for a fencing aficionado.”


  “I’m not. I had never even picked one up until about two weeks ago.”


  “Really?” Hmm, wonder if that was some kind of Icon power. Seemed likely. Despite what many of us might fantasize, one does not typically pick up a sword and immediately become Conan the Barbarian.


  “Go figure. Hmm, this is odd. My key doesn’t work.”


  I was about to remark on that when I remembered my little breaking and entering adventure the day before. Guess they had replaced the lock.


  “Allow me,” I said. She stepped aside and I moved in, taking care not to brush against her (as much as I might otherwise want to). I grasped the knob and used Sally’s trick of just twisting until it broke. *snap*


  “Handy.” She pushed open the door.


  “Yep, being a vampire has its moments.” It was good to be joking with her again. I had missed it. Sadly for me, the laugh ended once the door shut behind us.


  “I didn’t want to say anything in front of the others, Bill, but...”


  “Listen. I know what everyone keeps saying about us. It caught me by surprise too...really.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Uhhh...what are you talking about?”


  “Back there in your apartment,” she said. “That poor girl.”


  “Christy?”


  “Yes. She was scared out of her wits, all because of me.”


  “You have to understand, she’s been getting that prophecy crap shoved down her throat for God knows how long. It wasn’t anything personal.”


  “But it was. She honestly thought I was going to kill her.”


  “Like I said, she’s been force fed that for a while. Besides which, she’s kind of emotional now what with being pregnant.”


  “That makes it even worse,” she said as she stepped in front of me and locked her eyes on mine. Goddamn, she was beautiful. Err...no, had to focus. “I want you to promise me something.”


  “Anything,” I replied automatically, giving it absolutely no thought whatsoever.


  She opted to ignore my pathetic eagerness, and just continued talking. “If I ever become...that, you need to promise that you’ll kill me.”


  “What?!” I shouted, before remembering we were in an apartment building. I quickly lowered my voice. “What?”


  “Exactly what I just said. I’m not a murderer and I’m sure as hell not a baby killer. I won’t become that.”


  “I know...”


  “No, you don’t. How do we know what the future holds, what we’ll both turn into with time? All I know is that I don’t want to become whatever it is that they think I will.”


  “I...I...why me?”


  “Because if what they say is true, then you’re the only one who can.”


  Goddamn, I hate logic.


  * * *


  I had no choice but to agree. Hadn’t I asked Ed the very same thing less than a day ago? It would have been hypocritical of me to do any less...not that I’m above doing so, mind you, but it was her. There was literally nothing she could ask that I wouldn’t agree to. Had she ordered me to rip off my own legs to help prop up one of her tables, I’d have gladly done so.


  I just had to hope that this prophesied future, one that we both feared, wouldn’t come to pass. Hell, I wouldn’t let it. I’d die first...for real this time.


  Whoever had replaced the front door hadn’t bothered to do the same with Sheila’s apartment. Her door swung in freely when she tried it. Needless to say, I made it a point to play stupid with that one.


  I waited in the living room while she gathered her things. It gave me a chance to reflect on the hilarious sense of humor that life seemed to have. Hadn’t it been my dream to be invited up to her apartment? Now there I was and, even if the opportunity somehow presented itself, there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it...at least if I didn’t want to wind up barbecued. Why was I the only person on the planet with this problem? You never see this shit in the fairy tales. Prince Charming didn’t get blasted through a wall when he finally kissed Cinderella.


  Fortunately, once she returned, that train of thought was immediately derailed. She had changed out of her Templar gear into something more casual - which was to say, utterly breathtaking to me.


  “That’s better,” she sighed, stepping out, a large duffle bag in one hand, her sword in the other. “That outfit’s practical, but not very comfortable.”


  “I was meaning to ask you about that.”


  “The armor?”


  “No, the Templar. I just didn’t want to do it around Benny. I don’t think he likes me much.”


  “I’d say that’s an understatement. They’re a little...zealous.”


  “You don’t say.”


  “Truth be told, they’re a little grating at times, but...” she trailed off.


  “They were all you had?”


  “Don’t get me wrong, they’ve been great. They explained what was happening to me, looked out for me, and helped me explore what I could do.”


  “Listen, I’m really sorry. I shouldn’t have left you alone like that,” I said, suddenly feeling the need to spill my guts. Guess it was easier to do when the peanut gallery stayed behind in the car. “I meant to...tell you...”


  “That you were a vampire?”


  “Sorta, but after that...incident...between us.”


  “Incident?” she asked, a wry smile on her face. Oh crap. I could feel all of my old insecurities racing to the surface. Another second or so and I’d become a stammering idiot.


  “Yeah...I sorta freaked.”


  “Hah, I know what you mean,” she said. “I must’ve picked up the phone to call you at least a dozen times.”


  “Really?”


  “Don’t sound so surprised, Bill. I still have everyone’s contact info from back when I worked for Jim.”


  “It’s not that, it’s...never mind.”


  “But anyway,” she continued, “for whatever reason, I just never finished dialing. Then there was my business. I couldn’t ignore it...although that probably doesn’t matter now. I haven’t been at the office in weeks. They probably all think I’ve gone crazy there.”


  “You’re the CEO. You’re allowed to be crazy.”


  She chuckled, and it was music to my ears. I could listen to her laugh all day.


  “Trust me,” I said. “It’s better this way.”


  “Better? There are a lot of people dead out there tonight. I’m not sure I’d call that better.”


  “It is. I know it might not be much consolation, but the Templar knew what they were getting into. They were as prepared as they were going to be. At the very least, their eyes were open to what’s out there. What if they hadn’t found you and those others had instead caught up to you at your office? It would have been a slaughter.”


  She nodded, then was quiet for a moment. It had been horrible of me to say, but that’s what our lives had become. It really was a choice between the lesser of many evils these days. If people were going to die, and they were, it was preferable that they at least have a stake in the game.


  “So, enough about me,” she said, almost as if this were...a date. “What’s the story between you and that girl?”


  “Sally? It’s an interesting...”


  “I meant your fiancée.” Once more the grin was back on her face.


  “There is no story there. She’s a deluded little girl who happens to have crush on me that borders on fanatical.” I tried really hard to ignore that it was a description that could easily apply to me...except maybe for the little girl part.


  “Little? Didn’t she say she was three-hundred years old?”


  “I meant in size. In everything else she’s a massive pain in the ass.”


  “It’s kind of cute,” she teased.


  “Minus maybe all the stuff about leaving a trail of bodies in her wake?”


  “Yeah, and also her slightly disturbing wish to watch you kill me.”


  “That’s Gan...a whole lot of disturbing in a tiny package.”


  “So what are you going to do about her?”


  “Figure out a way to get her back home to Mongolia as soon as I can.”


  “Speaking of which, how...”


  “Trust me, it’s another long story; one that begins with Sally Fedexing my ass over to Asia.”


  “You’ll have to tell me about it some time.”


  “Oh believe me, I could fill up a book with all the crap Sally pulls.”


  “Are you and her...”


  “No. She has a thing for Ed...I think. Ed has a thing for her, at least. It’s hard to say. As for us, she’s kind of my business partner.”


  “She’s obviously your friend too, that much I can tell.”


  “Sometimes I wonder.”


  “I don’t. From what I hear, vampires aren’t too big on my being alive.”


  “That’s an understatement.”


  “I’m beginning to see that. Yet she’s sticking by your side, and I don’t get the vibe that she’s doing so for the same reasons Gan is.”


  “Sally’s...hmm...let’s just say she’s never boring and leave it at that.”


  “Okay. Shall we get out of here? They’re gonna wonder what we’re up to.”


  “I can only imagine what they’re saying.”


  “They do seem to have some opinions on the matter,” she said, a smirk on her face.


  Heh, was it getting hot in there or was it just me? I so desperately wanted to blurt it out, but I just couldn’t. It was like my tongue had decided to take a vacation. So instead, I opted for what I typically do...wuss out.


  “We should probably go down before they come looking for us. Trust me, you don’t want Gan in here.”


  I grabbed the bag from her, being mindful to not get too close. I might be delusional in certain things, but I had been nearly killed enough times for one day. There was always tomorrow.


  “That’s odd.”


  “What?” I turned to find her staring at one of the shelves as we prepared to leave.


  “I could have sworn I had more CDs than this.”


  Fucking Sally!


  * * *


  Sheila closed the door behind us, doing her best to wedge it shut with the busted lock.


  “Let’s be quiet,” I said. “I don’t want to wake your neighbor again”


  “Wait...what do you mean again?”


  Oops.


  *sigh* “Fine. I came looking for you the other day.”


  “You did?”


  “Well the other night actually, but yeah, once I heard you were in danger. Anyway, the crazy old lady across the hall came out and gave me shit about it.”


  “Who?”


  “The one who lives over there, in Two-F,” I replied, pointing it out.


  “Nobody lives there. It’s been vacant for six months...”


  Almost as if on cue, the door opened and the fat old lady stepped out. This time, though, it was a little bit different. She was still fat - let’s not kid ourselves here - but instead of a muumuu, she wore the red cloak of a Templar and held a cross out before her.


  “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”


  “Away from the Blessed One, beast!” she screeched. So much for not waking up the whole building. “Back, demon! Back, I say,” she cried, brandishing the cross in front of her Weeble-like body.


  “Oh fuck this,” I muttered. Not in the mood for this shit again, I drew back my fist and decked her fat face. She went down with a - dare I say it - meaty thud.


  It was only then that realization hit me. I had just punched out an old lady in front of a girl I was desperately trying to impress - perhaps not my finest moment.


  “That was...”


  “Yeah, I know, probably not the most chivalrous thing to do,” I said.


  “No, she’s a Templar.”


  “One who obviously missed a few training sessions.”


  “What was she...”


  “Keeping an eye out for vampires is my guess. I’d suggest we maybe continue this discussion in the car. I wouldn’t doubt there are a few fingers dialing 911 behind closed doors right now.”


  “I’m assuming you’ve done things like this before.”


  “You get surprisingly used to it.”


  I glanced down where the tubby Templar was still laid out cold. I gave Sheila a quick shrug then led the way back outside. It was amazing how quickly this sort of thing became almost routine.


   


  Destiny is a Bitch


  If the cops were summoned, it wasn’t until after we made our escape. I was worried that Sheila would be a bit cross with me for cleaning that fat bitch’s clock. Fortunately, she saved all her ire for Benny during the car trip to our safe house.


  “What was that woman doing spying on my apartment?”


  “I see you met Sister Bernadette.” He shot a quick glare at me. “I take it she failed in her duty. Tell me, did this creature dispatch her?”


  “Nope,” I replied. “Didn’t even ugly her up...at least not any worse than she already was.”


  “She’s fine...mostly,” Sheila said. “Answer my question, Benjamin.”


  “Of course. My people are keeping watch at all your former places of congress.”


  “Or they were,” Sally muttered under her breath.


  “Why?” Sheila asked.


  “Because we knew they would come looking for you. Considering our current predicament, I’d say we were right to be cautious. I only wish we had more of the faithful amongst our ranks. Perhaps then, this night would have ended differently.”


  “Yeah, that fun bunch back in Westchester might have won.”


  “Do not try to paint yourself as my ally, vampire. I know what you are. One day, God’s light shall shine upon thee, and thou shalt be found lacking.”


  “That’s it,” I sighed, feeling my temper snap. “Ed, pull into the next side street you see.”


  He looked into the rearview mirror. “You got it, Ms. Daisy.” Asshole.


  “I knew you would show your true colors,” Benny said, a note of triumph in his voice. The fucker obviously had a martyr complex.


  “I begin to doubt that this human is your friend, beloved.”


  “Not now, Gan. You’re right, Benny. It’s about time I showed you what I’m really about.”


  Ed did as asked, once more double parking and letting the engine idle.


  “Get the fuck out,” I said.


  “What?”


  “You heard me. I’m tired of you, your friends, and having crosses shoved down my throat every time I turn around. So get out. Find a church and pray to God...maybe he’ll see fit to make you less of an asshole.”


  Benny stared at me suspiciously. He obviously thought he was about to become the rope in a game of vampire tug-o-war. He was wrong, though.


  I got out of the car, lowered the back seat for him, and held the door.


  “Let’s go. If we get a ticket, it’s only going to make my mood that much worse.”


  He climbed out, trying to keep an eye on Sally, Gan, and myself simultaneously. He was smart with regards to those first two. Hell, I wasn’t entirely sure they’d let him go without snapping his neck as a parting gift. Sally, though, looked as if she could have cared less. As for Gan, I guess she was trying to score some brownie points. Either way, it was fine by me.


  Benny stepped out and faced me. “And the Blessed One?”


  “She’s free to do as she pleases. No one here will stop her.”


  “Your Holiness,” he called to her. “Let us leave these serpents to their foul fate.”


  I stepped over to the front and opened the door for her. “I meant what I said earlier. I’m sorry if things didn’t go the way I planned, but I really was trying to help.”


  “I know you were, Bill,” she replied, then added after a moment, “I’m good where I am.”


  She was?!


  Woo! Go me! Guess I’ve still got it.


  “But your...”


  “I’ve made my decision, Ben,” she replied, not entirely unkindly. “I’ve seen a lot of ugliness tonight, but despite what you think, Bill isn’t the cause of it.”


  “You can’t be serious. They will...”


  “I am. You claim to know a lot about faith, Benjamin, but your problem is that you’re too narrow in your beliefs.”


  “I have...”


  “Faith in God, I know, but faith goes beyond that. Sometimes you need to have faith in people too.”


  “These creatures aren’t people.”


  “Speak for yourself,” Ed huffed from the driver’s seat.


  “I think that’s a matter of perspective,” Sheila replied.


  “What has this creature done to you? Has he somehow defiled you with his evil influence?”


  Heh, I wish.


  “Ben, thank you for everything. I wish things had turned out differently, I really do, but at least I’m glad you survived. I won’t forget what you or your brothers have done for me. Please be safe.”


  “You cannot go with this creature. It will be the end of you.”


  “Somehow I don’t believe that. Have a little faith, Ben. I know I do.” With that, she pulled the passenger side door shut.


  I gave Ben a smirk of triumph as I stepped past him. Hey, I wasn’t above a little pettiness. He’s just lucky I didn’t raise my hand to my forehead and give him the L sign.


  “This isn’t over, spawn of Hell,” he whispered to me.


  “Get in line, Benny,” I replied, climbing back into my seat. “See you at the next church revival.”


  * * *


  We ditched the car about a mile away from the safe house. Ed and I wiped it down for prints while the others grabbed our stuff. That done, we all headed toward our destination. Thank goodness we made it back when we did. Despite the rain, the horizon started to lighten. Another hour and things might be getting a bit toasty for my own comfort.


  Sally wasn’t happy about using the new safe house, but she’d have to deal. At least I had been able to rid us of Benny. Even if he managed to round up more of his holy rollers, they wouldn’t be able to do much to bother us.


  Gan was a completely different problem, but it was pointless to bother worrying in her case. Not only would she be near impossible to lose, but even if we did, she could pretty much sniff me out wherever I might be. At least this way we knew where she was. She’d hopefully cause less chaos with our eyes on her.


  We reached the building and Sally let us in, disengaging the security system in the process. “Welcome to the former safe house of Village Coven,” she announced to the group, holding the door open for us in mock invitation.


  “Coven?” Sheila asked. “I thought that was witches.”


  “Stole the idea from us,” Sally said. “Come on, you can have the spare bedroom. It has a security door with a heavy lock.”


  “I’m not afraid.”


  “I know,” Sally replied. “It’s mostly to keep you from feeling Bill’s eyes staring at you all day. He can be a little pathetic like that.”


  “What about the rest of us?” Ed asked before I could chime in with an appropriate response to her asshole remark.


  “The main bedroom is mine. If anyone has a problem with that, they can go fuck themselves sideways. The rest of you can sack out wherever you can find a spot...that includes you too, stud,” she said directly to him. “I’m too tired to play with my food today.”


  Well that was...disturbing.


  “I don’t suppose you have anything to eat here that doesn’t clot?” he asked. She just stared at him for a moment, her look saying it all. “I didn’t think so. Oh well, dibs on the love seat.”


  Being a gentleman, I offered Gan the couch. She attempted to entice me into sharing it with her - all the while Ed tried to stifle laughter from where he lay. I respectfully declined and found a comfy section of floor. If I had learned anything from my college days, it was how to crash just about anywhere if the situation called for it. Hard surface or not, I was out within minutes.


  * * *


  I awoke some hours later, I’m not sure how many, but it probably wasn’t too long. One of the advantages of being a vampire is that I needed much less sleep than during my living days. Even so, enough fatigue could knock me out for the entire night...or day. Perhaps that had been the case now. I couldn’t see any light through my closed eyelids. Maybe I had actually slept through the day. It was possible, considering the wounds I had sustained.


  I opened my eyes to check the time and had to stifle a scream.


  Gan’s smiling face beamed down at me from about six inches away. “Good day, beloved. I have been watching over you.”


  Damn, Sally was right. It was creepy.


  I sat up and immediately scooted away before she could try to get more comfortable. Once out of her reach, I took a look around. The storm had abated, but clouds still covered the sky. No wonder it was still dark.


  “What time is it?”


  “It is still morning. You have been asleep for about four hours.”


  Damn, that meant the full day was still ahead...a day of being cooped up with Gan. How lovely.


  “The others?”


  “Asleep. We are the only ones awake.”


  “Shouldn’t you still be catching some shuteye too?”


  “I was. I awoke once I heard you stirring.”


  “You heard me stirring?”


  “Of course. I am entirely in tune with you, my love.”


  Yeah, definitely creepy. Thank goodness I didn’t own any pet rabbits for her to boil.


  “Well, let’s not wake the others.”


  “I would not dream of it. This is the first moment I have had you all to myself. I do not wish it to end sooner than it must.”


  Well, that made one of us.


  “How is your shoulder?”


  I gingerly touched it. It was pain free, which was good. I reached into my sleeve and under the bandages. The bumpy texture of fresh scar tissue greeted my fingers. In a few hours even that would be gone. Had it not been a silver weapon, it would have done so hours ago, but oh well. Regardless, being a vampire definitely had its perks.


  “I’ll live.”


  “I know.”


  *sigh*


  I got up, walked over to the kitchen and opened the fridge. Just as Ed had suspected, it was full of blood - but thankfully no body parts. Oh well, this was New York. It’s not like you could throw a rock without hitting a falafel stand. He and Sheila would be fine.


  I grabbed a few pints and tossed one to Gan. She liked it fresh, but I preferred she not gnaw on my friends. To help keep her from balking, I raised mine in a toast. “To your...health.”


  “To our future, Dr. Death.”


  “Uh yeah.” I took a long sip from mine. “So what are you doing here, Gan?”


  “I told you...”


  “I know you did, but still, aren’t you worried?”


  “Worried? Why would I worry?”


  “You said you had spies in the Boston office, right?”


  “Correct.”


  “Well then you have to know that the group last night was operating on the authority of the First Coven.”


  “Of course. Even if I did not know, I could easily surmise that.”


  “Then you have to know you’re going against them in your actions.”


  “Obviously, beloved.”


  Grrr, again with the beloved bullshit. It was enough to make me want to get a running start and dive straight through one of the windows.


  “Okay, am I missing something here, then? These are the First. You don’t go against them.”


  “Are you not doing so right now?”


  “Well, yeah...but that’s different.”


  “How?”


  “It’s...hard...well...it just is.”


  “That is...fascinating, Dr. Death,” she replied, throwing her own little smirk at me. Great, I was being humored by a reject from Monster High. “My own motivations are simple enough.”


  There was a moment or two of silence. “Care to enlighten me?”


  “The war is upon us.”


  “I kind of noticed, right around the time that Nergui killed Turd’s daughter.”


  “Yes,” she said, a thoughtful smile on her face. “He died an honorable death. Loyal to the end, although I never expected less. Did you know that Alexander himself suggested I send him?”


  “What?!” I replied, spewing blood.


  “Yes. He visited my domain and told me about the gathering.”


  “So he manipulated you,” I said, feeling some sympathy for her. She had been as much a pawn as I had. “He knew that if you suspected how the Humbaba Accord would end, combined with your feelings for me, it would cause...”


  I stopped as she broke down into giggles. “Oh, Dr. Death, you are truly funny. It is one of the reasons I love you so. Alexander tried to manipulate me, that much is true, but my father did not raise me to be a fool. I saw through his guise the moment he began to speak.”


  “Wait, so you knew he wanted to start a war?”


  “Of course. He could not have made it more obvious.”


  “And you still did it?”


  “Certainly. I had the same vision as did he. I knew that destiny was upon us.”


  “Why you little...” I snarled. For a split second, I lost all sense of anything except that this little bitch had purposely and willingly set the world on a collision course with annihilation.


  Before I could stop myself, the Freewill monster inside of me reared its ugly head, and I threw a punch at her still smiling face.


  * * *


  Or at least I tried to. As quick as I was, Gan ducked to the side effortlessly. My fist hit nothing but the empty space where she had been.


  I pulled back, stunned she had moved so fast. Fortunately it gave me pause to push the anger back down again before it could take another swing.


  “Ooh,” she replied, still grinning. “I do so enjoy seeing the fire inside of you.”


  I took a deep breath and mentally counted to ten. “Do you realize what you’ve done, Gan? Really, do you?”


  “Obviously, my love. In fact, I see things far more clearly than even Alexander.”


  “I don’t think you do. If they find out you’re going against their wishes, they’re going to...”


  “Kill me? I think not. You underestimate me, Dr. Death. My father’s followers are now my followers and the breadth of his fealty was wide indeed. Besides which, they will most likely never know of this so-called treachery on my part.”


  “How can you be sure of that? You let Remington and his men go.”


  “Your point?”


  “My point is that they’ve probably already gone crawling back to Colin for reinforcements, ratting us both out in the process.”


  “Doubtful. The First are not tolerant of failure, regardless of cause. Should Remington return to them in any state other than victory, it would reflect poorly on him. As leader, he would be expected to have prepared for any contingency. That he did not would be ill-accepted as excuse.”


  “You think he’s still in the city?”


  “Of course. There is no question that he will try again.”


  That wasn’t good, although I’d be lying if I said I was surprised to hear it. Vampires don’t like to lose. That’s probably even more so when embarrassed by a pint-sized foe like Gan. Something about receiving a beat-down from a little girl doesn’t sit well with most guys.


  “But what if this makes it back to the First?”


  “What if it does?” she replied contemptuously. She muttered something in her native tongue. I had no idea what it was, but it sounded vaguely unflattering in tone. “Unlike most, I do not fear the First. Their time is drawing to a close.”


  Whoa, that was unexpected. Gan was a little (read: a lot) nuts, but I hadn’t taken her to be suicidal.


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “Is it not obvious?”


  “Pretend that I’m stupid.”


  “As you wish. The coming war will bring with it upheavals the likes of which this world has not known since the ancient days.”


  “I kind of guessed as much.”


  “Alexander thinks his time has come. He believes that it is his destiny to finish what he started so long ago.”


  “And?”


  “And he is wrong, my love. He arrogantly assumes he is the only conqueror amongst our people. He is not. My bloodline is stronger. I am descended from Temujin, the great Khan himself. My grandfather, then father after him, ruled over far more of this world than Alexander ever dreamed. I have even heard rumor that the First originally targeted my grandfather, but refrained at Alexander’s insistence. The reason they ultimately turned my father was because he was equally as brilliant, but less enamored of conquest. Alexander assumes that my father’s descendants are likewise cowed. It shall prove to be a fatal oversight on his part.”


  Had my jaw not been connected to the rest of my face, it would have surely hit the floor and rolled away. Up until then, I had thought that all other vampires were utterly obedient to the First. Sure, there were individual power plays going on. Hell, it was practically an everyday occurrence. However, when the Draculas said jump, everyone within earshot lined up and did so - no questions asked. I wasn’t stupid enough to think it was all blind loyalty, but I assumed fear of their wrath took over where that left off. I could understand that. A powerful enough vampire could compel just about anyone they wanted, save me maybe. If that failed, well I had gotten a taste of Alexander’s power. The dude was scary strong, as in powerful enough to kick the shit out of the Sasquatch chieftain.


  “And what are you going to do if Alex doesn’t cooperate? He doesn’t strike me as the type to lie down and die when challenged.”


  “That is easy, my love. I shall offer my troops the benefit of my wisdom and experience.” Being insecure apparently wasn’t an issue for Gan. “That will enable them to route Alexander’s forces, already weakened from the conflict with the Alma.”


  “That doesn’t handle the little problem of Alex and the First Coven,” I pointed out.


  “Obviously. His favor with the others of the First is strained at best right now. I have little doubt some can be swayed to stand against him. As for Alexander, that is simplicity itself. You shall kill him, beloved.”


  Me? Oddly enough, I wasn’t surprised to hear that. Goddamn, how I hate being the chosen one.


   


  Snack Run


  “Could you maybe be a little louder, Bill? They can’t quite hear you in Jersey,” Ed griped, joining us in the kitchen.


  I’ll admit, I might have forgotten to keep my volume down after Gan filled me in on her genius plan revolving around me being insane enough to fight Alex. Fuck that! I had an inkling of what James was capable of. I wasn’t about to tangle with him and he was a good thirteen-hundred years younger than Alex.


  Gan had pointed out that obviously - she sure liked that word - I would need to tap into my hidden Freewill powers to stand a chance in Hell. She didn’t seem to realize I had no control over that. Knowing my luck, it would fizzle out when I needed it most. I’d be so busy quaking in my boots that I wouldn’t be able to summon the necessary anger to transform. Ignoring that, there wasn’t any guarantee that Alex still wouldn’t just fuck my shit up.


  Ed started rummaging through the cabinets looking for something resembling coffee. I used that as a distraction to end the conversation and step away. I gave Gan a quick warning about not snacking on my friend, then excused myself to take a shower. Being a vampire is dirty work on the best of days, downright disgusting on the rest. Considering who was slumbering in the other room, I had no intention of walking around smelling like ass if I could help it.


  Much to my eternal horror (and Ed’s amusement...asshole), Gan offered to join me. Of all the people present in the building, Ed included, she was the absolute last one I wanted making that offer. I thus politely declined - giving her some bullshit about being shy - and then locked the door the second I was through it. Thank goodness it was another security door. Apparently Sally had them on every frame in this place. I’d have to thank her profusely for that. It wouldn’t stop Gan if she really put her mind to it, but it made me feel better nevertheless...much the same way that a flimsy cage at the circus makes people feel better about the tigers just a few feet away from them.


  * * *


  I was pleased to find that the wound on my shoulder had finally healed. About time, too...goddamn silver stakes. Hmm, I should have kept one. It might have made a nice gift for Sheila since becoming the Icon had apparently made her all badass. Sure, it might not exactly be a necklace or a - dare I say it - ring, but it was both expensive and practical. Hard to beat a present like that. Oh well.


  Anyway, it’s amazing how much more alive a good shower can make one feel, even someone as dead as me. For a few minutes, it’s like it can almost wash the troubles of the world away. Of course, it would have been somewhat more satisfying had Sally stocked the place with soap that didn’t smell like a fruit salad, but beggars can’t be choosers, I suppose. Either way, it still beat smelling like shit.


  I toweled off and got dressed, taking a little extra time to groom myself. What? Even in the middle of horrific danger, there might still be time to flirt.


  *KNOCK* *KNOCK*


  “Let’s go, Bill!” It was Ed.


  “You should have gone before I got in,” I commented, still brushing my hair.


  “Hurry up. You’re not getting any better looking.”


  I ignored him, wondering if Sally kept any floss in here.


  “Open up or I’m telling Gan that you changed your mind.”


  *sigh*


  I opened the door and stepped out, giving Ed my best stink-eye in the process. “You have the bladder of a girl.”


  “So says the vampire who smells like passion fruit,” he replied, pushing past me and closing the door.


  I debated flipping on the TV. There wasn’t much I wanted to watch, but maybe Spongebob was on. If so, it would keep Gan busy. She had developed a slightly disturbing fascination with that cartoon. However, noticing that Sheila’s bedroom door was ajar distracted me from that plan of action. My sensitive vampire ears heard voices coming from within.


  Noticing Gan preoccupied with something in the kitchen, I crept to the door and knocked on it.


  “Everything all right in there?”


  “You can come in, I’m decent,” came the reply.


  “Like that would stop him,” another voice commented - Sally’s.


  What the?


  I pushed open the door and found the two of them passionately making out.


  Sorry, that was just my imagination filling in the blanks. Wishful thinking and all that.


  In actuality, Sheila sat on the edge of her bed while Sally stood a safe distance away, leaning against a dresser. All of Sally’s wounds from the night before were healed and her hair had fully grown back in. One would never have guessed that just ten hours earlier she looked like she could have been Hayden Christensen’s stunt double in Revenge of the Sith.


  “What’s going on?”


  “I was filling her in on the plan,” Sally replied.


  Oh yeah, I had almost forgotten about that. Truth be told, I was purposely trying to, but I could only delude myself for so long. We couldn’t stay there and fend off the forces of the Draculas indefinitely, hoping that they’d eventually get bored and give up. There was also the fact of Gan’s presence. Sooner or later, bad things were going to happen with her around. She was a walking powder keg, one who had little to no regard for human life. She was also really fucking annoying, what with her constant beloved bullshit. A small part of me was afraid that after hearing it a million times my brain would melt and I’d actually start to believe it. Talk about scary.


  “You okay, Bill?” Sheila asked.


  “Sorry, thinking of something unpleasant.”


  “I know what you mean,” Sally said. “I chipped a nail in last night’s fight.”


  “My heart bleeds for your loss,” I said dryly before turning to Sheila. “So what do you think about it?”


  She gave a small smile. “I guess there is something vaguely romantic about living life on the run, moving from town to town, never settling.”


  “Lonely too.”


  “Yeah,” she replied. “There is that.”


  “You know...I was thinking...”


  “Here it comes,” Sally sighed.


  “Don’t you have some spiked heels that need sharpening?”


  “Nope, did that last week. Besides, it’s so much more entertaining to watch you squirm.”


  “Am I missing something here?” Sheila asked.


  “Only the obvious,” Sally said. “Bill was gonna offer to come with you.”


  “Thanks, Sally, I think I...”


  “However, he knows deep down it wouldn’t be a good idea.”


  “I do?”


  “Yes, you do. The mages can track you. They’ve done it before. Hell, they did it just last night. Likewise, so can any vampire of sufficient age, especially those that you’ve managed to piss off - of which there is a sizable amount.”


  “The older vampires don’t like you much?” Sheila asked.


  “Bill here has a singular talent for upsetting the status quo of the undead world.”


  “That almost sounded like a compliment, Sally,” I said.


  “It almost was,” she confirmed, moving toward the door. “I’ll leave you two to discuss this further. I’m not in the mood to test my gag reflex today.”


  “I don’t suppose you could keep Gan busy.”


  “Don’t push your luck,” she replied, stepping from the room.


  She hadn’t bothered to close the door and I didn’t move to correct that. I had no illusions of privacy by that point. Even if the door was enough to keep us from Sally’s ears, provided she didn’t immediately plaster herself against it - something I wouldn’t bet against - Gan could probably hear a fly take a shit from a mile away.


  “She’s right about being tracked,” I said. “Hell, we’d probably have Gan knocking on our door ten minutes after arriving at a new destination.”


  “I don’t doubt it. Still, you would actually do that for me?”


  I wanted to scream, “FUCK YEAH!” but I figured that might be slightly overkill. Instead, I just nodded while trying my best to keep a fairly neutral expression. No need to come across as some sort of crazed stalker.


  “I can’t say I would mind it.” Really?! “It sounds like a lonely road ahead for me. It would be nice to have a friend along.” Friend? She didn’t say friend, did she? Fuck me!


  “Yeah...it would be,” I replied, trying not to sound as if I was about to curl up into a little ball and cry.


  “It would be even nicer to have someone who was more...”


  What? For fuck’s sake, why did she have to trail off there? “More what?” I asked disinterestedly.


  She smiled softly. “Nothing, I guess.”


  Goddamn, I hate when women do that. It leaves just enough doubt for a guy to have hope, without actually committing to anything. I swear, some days it’s almost enough to make me want to put on assless chaps and try playing for the other team. Yeah yeah, I know, it’s not like I was any better. Here we were, two adults...fuck that, two beings of legend...neither of us quite brave enough to say what was on our mind. I had little doubt that Sally was laughing her ass off if she was eavesdropping (about a one-hundred percent chance of that, I’d say). For once, I couldn’t blame her. Hell, had this conversation been happening with either Tom or Ed (with a woman, not me!), I know they sure as shit wouldn’t hear the end of it anytime soon.


  Okay, I needed to get a grip. A sense of perspective is everything in cases like these (were there other cases like this?), and the truth was I was trying to have an intimate conversation with a girl I couldn’t even shake hands with.


  “So...what are you going to do?” I asked as neutrally as I could.


  “I think we both know the answer to that. There’s a part of me that wants to stay and fight, a part that almost needs to do that. It’s weird. That’s not me. Up until less than two months ago I would have won a Ms. Passive Aggressive pageant.”


  “You’ve changed.”


  “I think we both have. But I am what I am now. Still, there’s nothing wrong with my brain.” Or the rest of her, for that matter. “I know a hopeless battle when I see it. I can’t fight every vampire and wizard on the planet by myself.”


  “That’s not all that’s out there.”


  “So I hear. I’m not sure I want to know more.”


  “You probably don’t have a choice.”


  “Tell me about it. Either way, I can’t fight off an army with just a sword.”


  I was tempted to argue against that. She had done pretty damn well against Remington’s forces, after all.


  “I don’t want to die,” she continued, “but I’m not afraid of it. What I am afraid of is the people I care about getting hurt because of me. My mother, the rest of my family, my friends...”


  She stopped short of saying potential boyfriend, but I didn’t really expect it anyway. It didn’t matter. I knew what she meant, even if I couldn’t say for certain I would do the same thing. If the last year had taught me anything, it’s that I’m apparently not bright enough to know when to run from a hopeless fight when I see it...or keep my friends out of harm’s way. It just proved what I already knew: she was a better person than me. Like I needed any more proof that she was out of my league.


  God, I hate this. Fuck fairy tales and those who believe in them. That happily ever after shit is definitely the exception and not the rule. Don’t get me wrong, there are probably people out there who meet their soul mates and then spend the rest of their lives in blissful happiness with them. Then there are the rest of us. Some are lucky in that they never meet that special one. It sucks, I’m sure, but probably not as much as meeting them, realizing it, and then fucking it up somehow. Sometimes the timing isn’t right, sometimes people are too stupid to make a move when the opportunity presents itself, and sometimes it turns out that you’re destined to be eternal arch-enemies. Any way you look at it, things don’t work out. I can only imagine how it is to live out the remainder of one’s days with a constant “What if?” always there, just at the edge of your periphery. Hell, for someone like me, that could stretch out into an eternity of torment. Oh yeah, that sounded like fun.


  There I’ll be, miserable for centuries. Then one day, maybe three-hundred years from now, I’ll be strolling through Starfleet Academy and notice a girl who’s the spitting image of Sheila. At that point I’ll think that maybe fate has given me a second chance. I’ll make plans to convince her that she’s the reincarnation of...holy shit! Yeah and maybe change my name to Edward Cullen while I’m at it. Screw that. I’d sooner ram a silver stake through my own crotch than live out some fucked up Twilight redux.


  Fortunately, Ed spared me any further mental torture when he popped his head in. “Are you two done making goo-goo eyes at each other because I’m starving to death? There isn’t anything to eat here that probably wasn’t begging for mercy not too long ago.”


  “What do I look like, fucking Colonel Sanders to you?”


  “A white suit and goatee...”


  “Your point?”


  “My point is that I’m heading out to grab some food.” He turned toward Sheila. “As the only other guest that eats people food and not people, do you want me to bring you back something?”


  “Actually, if you don’t mind the company, I think I’ll join you. Just let me freshen up a bit first.”


  * * *


  It figured, within the next hour, the sky cleared up enough so that errant rays of sunlight shone through. I doubted it would last long, considering the ominous clouds on the horizon and Gan’s assertion this was only a temporary pause in the gathering storm. It was enough, though. To say I was jealous of Ed would be an understatement. Not only could he go out in the daylight with Sheila, but if he was so inclined he could even hold her hand without combusting - not that he should ever even think of trying, at least not if he wanted his ass to stay unkicked.


  I had put up a minor protest at the suggestion. After all, did we go through all that crap to rescue her from the Templars (who weren’t exactly holding her prisoner to begin with, but let’s not mince words) just to let her walk out the door unguarded? The others, though, considered the risks to be minimal.


  “The witches can’t track her and it’s daylight, so that means no vamps,” Sally said matter-of-factly.


  “Wait, but they can track me. So if that’s the case, they might have already zeroed in and...”


  “Nope,” she replied with a tone of finality.


  “Yeah, they can. We know this already.”


  “Not here,” she said proudly, hooking her thumb at one of the marks painted on the walls. I had noticed them the other day, but paid them no heed.


  “Yeah, so? Is tribal art making a comeback?”


  “That is not art, beloved.” Gan took a good look at them as if for the first time. “If my memory serves me correctly, those are scrying guards. I am impressed,” she said, addressing Sally. “Where did you obtain the knowledge of these?”


  “What, no whore comment?” Sally asked.


  “I thought it was implied.”


  “You little fuc...”


  “Yeah, where did you get these?” I interrupted before she could say anything that might encourage Gan to do something more violent than just call her names.


  Sally glared at me and gritted her teeth. “James told me about them not too long ago when we were discussing our little wizard problem. He wasn’t sure they’d actually work, but I figured what the hell? Considering this place hasn’t been blown to bits yet, I’m comfortable thinking they’re doing their job.”


  “Damn,” I replied. “I need to get a few of those tattooed on me.”


  “They do not work that way, beloved,” Gan explained, having come from a culture where mysticism was served as a side dish with supper. “They must be properly grounded to channel the energy back into the earth. The granite beneath this city would act as a perfect conduit for this.”


  “You knew that too?” I asked Sally, impressed.


  “Well, I might have gotten lucky on that one,” she admitted.


  “Are we good here, then?” Ed asked. “As fascinating as this all is, I’d really like to get some calories down my throat.”


  I turned to Sheila, “Are you sure? It could still be...”


  “It’ll be fine, Bill. We’re in the middle of the city during the day. Aside from getting a little wet if it starts raining again, what’s the worst that could happen?”


  Damn, I hate when people say that. It never ends well.


   


  Hormonal Imbalance


  “This isn’t good,” I said, mostly to myself.


  “Are you still harping about it?” Sally asked. “They’ve only been gone for half an hour. I’m sure they’re...”


  “Not that! I should’ve told Ed to bring me back something. I don’t know about you, but I like a little texture with my blood. More filling that way.”


  Sally and I sat in the living room of the safe house. Gan had gone to take a shower after a little incident between her, a blood pack, and the microwave. She might know a shitload more about vampire history than I did, but I took some comfort that I at least knew how to program a remote control. That had to count for something.


  Speaking of the remote, Sally and I were watching the news. Apparently they had taken notice of the freak storm and were attempting to make sense of it. The meteorologists were practically creaming themselves trying to come up with theories. Good luck with that, I thought. Oh well, at least we seemed to be in the eye of the storm, if that was even applicable. Maybe the extra-dimensional creatures causing the ruckus had decided to break for lunch.


  Sheila and Ed must have been having those same thoughts as right then there came a knock on the door.


  “Our wayward gourmets return,” I declared, standing up. “Hopefully they brought a little extra.”


  “Doubt it,” Sally said. “I’m sure they enjoyed a nice romantic lunch for two.”


  “Bite me,” I growled, eliciting a titter of laughter from her. Bitch!


  The knocking continued. “Okay, okay!” I shouted. “Relax!” I opened the door, continuing, “Gan’s in the can, so if you got a hold of some bad burritos...”


  I trailed off as neither Sheila nor Ed stood in the doorway.


  Wide-eyed, I stepped aside as Christy entered, clearly agitated about something.


  “I need your help, Bill,” she said. “It’s Tom.”


  * * *


  “How the hell is she here?” Sally asked, bolting from her chair.


  “First things, first,” I replied, closing the door behind Christy. “What about Tom?”


  “He’s not...himself.”


  “What?” Sally asked. “He finally grew a working frontal lobe?”


  Christy ignored her barb and continued, “He’s...it’s hard to explain. But I know one thing for certain: it’s all my fault.”


  Before I could question her further, a voice from behind me said, “There are a great many things that are your fault, witch. It is about time you paid for them.”


  * * *


  Thankfully, I was standing between the two of them, otherwise things could have ended badly right there.


  Christy barely had time to utter a surprised, “You!” before Gan was across the room, a blur of motion. I got lucky more than anything else. Acting purely on instinct alone, I threw myself directly into her path. She was faster and stronger, but I had size on my side. We both went down, myself thankfully on top.


  I tried to restrain the murderous munchkin, but it was a losing battle. It was like trying to wrestle down an angry badger. It didn’t help that Sally just stood there watching us, a bemused look on her face.


  “Gan, stop!” I yelled, still trying to get some leverage over her. “Christy is here...uh...because...”


  “The witch is here under truce,” Sally said at last.


  “She is?” I asked. “Err, I mean, yeah she is. It would be dishonorable to kill her under such conditions.”


  Gan ceased her struggle immediately. She might be in charge of a small empire these days, but she had gotten lessons about honor banged into her head by her father for the last three centuries. She still had a response to it like some sort of small, psychotic Pavlov’s dog.


  “You killed my master.”


  Oh crap. I had nearly forgotten there was an angry hormonal witch in the room, too. Guess Tom had spilled his guts about Decker. I’d have to remember to thank him for that, but first I needed to not die.


  I looked up to find Christy surrounded by an angry red glow. Any second now she was going to unleash hellfire at Gan and...oh, will you look at that...I was right in the line of fire. How the hell do I keep finding myself in these situations?


  “Christy,” I warned, trying not to sound like I was staring down the barrel of a human-shaped photon torpedo launcher, “the truce goes both ways.”


  “But she killed...”


  “You came here about Tom. We can’t help him if we’re all dead.”


  Thank goodness that seemed to get through to her. The glow around her dissipated and her whole demeanor seemed to deflate. The immediate danger over, I let out a breath. At some point I was going to need to put together a spreadsheet, cross-referencing allies who happened to want each other dead. It would be helpful should I ever decide to host something like a fondue party.


  I got off of Gan, moving nice and slow in case she decided that her personal honor could go fuck itself.


  When she didn’t do anything more than stand up, I said, “Gan, please go sit over there. Christy, you there,” pointing to spots on opposite sides of the living room.


  They did so and I continued. “I’d offer you a drink, but I’m assuming you haven’t developed a taste for O-negative.” The pleasantries taken care of, I got to the point. “What’s wrong with Tom?”


  “It’s my fault.”


  “I am certain it is.”


  “Not now, Gan,” I pleaded. “What’s your fault, Christy?”


  “Tom...he’s not in his right mind.”


  “And this is surprising, how?” Sally asked.


  My eyes opened wide. He had definitely been acting strange earlier. I had assumed that perhaps he...well...was finally growing up. Aside from him being pissed at Ed and I for keeping Sheila’s alternate identity a secret, I was actually kind of proud of him for stepping up. But now... “Go on.”


  “I think I’ve been influencing him subconsciously. I didn’t mean to, but I’ve been so scared and upset and...”


  “Hormonal?” Sally offered.


  “Yes, that. Back when I first learned I was a witch, my power would occasionally flare up, but I was a teenager then. I learned control and it hasn’t happened in a long time, but I think maybe...no, that’s not fair. I know it’s been happening. I’ve been projecting all of my fears like a beacon.”


  “What’s that you always say, Bill?” Sally asked. “The Force lets you control weak minds.”


  “Sally...” I warned.


  Christy just ignored her, though, and went on. “Then, after I heard from my sisters that the Icon was alive, I got even worse. I didn’t mean to, Bill. Hell, I didn’t know she’d be so...nice.”


  “It’s okay, Christy,” I said soothingly, despite a stress migraine building behind my eyes. “Explain.”


  “Preferably in small words,” Sally added. Apparently her attitude had grown back along with her skin.


  “I think I’ve been brainwashing Tom without being aware of it. Everything I’ve had in me, all my fears, worries, thoughts about our relationship...it’s all been emptying into him.”


  I nodded. “I’ll admit he did seem a little...off. Still, he wasn’t acting all that strange. He looked like he had everything under control.”


  “He might have, but then things got worse, a lot worse.”


  * * *


  Christy explained how three members of her coven had arrived at our apartment sometime after we left. They had been in pretty dire straits. Apparently Gan’s people had been hunting them through the night and doing a damn good job at it. At one point they had gotten separated from the rest and made a run for it. They had no idea what had become of their sisters, but it didn’t sound like they were hopeful. Having seen Gan’s assassins in action, I wouldn’t have put money on the other witches. They were tired, scared, and their leader was dead. If the assassins hadn’t finished the rest off yet, it probably wouldn’t be long.


  That was bad enough, but they had also told Christy about what had befallen Harry Decker - apparently in much greater detail than I had passed on to Tom.


  “It was too much for me to handle. I mean, he had raised me like his own child for years. The stress of everything finally caught up to me. I must have fainted. When I finally woke up, my sisters had already left and I found Tom putting his shoes on.”


  “What happened?”


  “When I passed out I must have had a psychic overload.”


  “Directly into Tom’s head,” I surmised.


  “Yes, I’m afraid so. He was ranting on about protecting me and our baby. I tried to talk some sense into him, but he kept on rambling. He said he was going to find my sisters so he could tell them about the Icon and where she was hiding.”


  “Did he know where to find them?”


  “I think so. He mentioned something about the office.”


  Oh crap! Forget the mages - he was likely to find a group of unfriendly vamps waiting for him there instead.


  “Wait!” Sally interrupted. “How the hell did Tom know where to find us?”


  “After he left,” Christy explained, “I found a piece of crumpled paper on the table. It had this address on it in your handwriting, Bill.”


  “Your handwriting?” Sally asked in that sweet tone that told me she was anything but pleased. “You told that dipshit where this safe house is?”


  “I...was worried. I figured if they needed to find us and...”


  “Blow the shit out of us?”


  “Not quite what I intended.”


  “Your intentions have paved an entire super fucking highway to Hell, you know that?” she said, throwing up her hands in frustration.


  I tried my best to ignore her. Despite the clusterfuck that things had turned into, I was quite impressed with Christy.


  “And despite everything, you still came here to warn us?”


  “Of course,” she replied. “I already told you, I don’t believe that you’re purposely trying to kill anyone.”


  “That is where you are wrong, witch,” Gan interjected. “My beloved shall be the death of this world.”


  “Thanks, Gan. Any chance you could maybe...oh I don’t know...not help?”


  “I only speak of your fate. What does it matter if others know of it? Destiny cannot be changed.”


  “Watch me,” I said before turning back to Christy. “They’re going to come after us, aren’t they?” Yeah, I’ve always had a singular talent for stating the obvious.


  She nodded.


  “Except that they haven’t yet,” Sally said. She explained to Christy what had happened two nights earlier: the destruction of the loft and the subsequent massacre of our coven. In typical Sally fashion, she told the story as if it were nothing more than an annoying afterthought. Christy, however, listened with growing horror on her face.


  “My gods, I had no idea. I knew Harry was getting desperate, but I didn’t think he would...”


  “He did,” Sally stated flatly. “But that’s not why I’m telling you. Am I correct in assuming it would have taken a lot of juice to do what they did?”


  Christy appeared to mull it over, but then nodded again. “Most, if not all, of the coven. To cause that amount of destruction without it spilling over would require a lot of control and concentration.”


  “Control and concentration that three tired witches on the run probably wouldn’t have.”


  “No. In their current condition they’d be able to fight, but without knowing who or how many were in this place, it would be too risky. My sisters are desperate, but they’re not suicidal.”


  “I guess that explains why we’re not lying in a pile of rubble,” I said. “They’re going to want reinforcements.”


  “And that means Remington’s crew.”


  “Oh crap!” I said. “The sewer entrance. They could be...”


  “I doubt it,” Sally said. “We’d be swarming with them already if that were the case. Even if they suspected a below ground entrance, they wouldn’t be able to easily find it. The subway system is bad enough for out-of-towners. The sewers are a fucking rat maze. They’re also narrow. Unless they took us by surprise, we’d be able to hold them off down there.”


  “Kind of like in 300?”


  Gan looked confused at that. “What does my age have to do with killing our enemies?”


  “Different concept, Gan,” I explained before addressing the others again. “So you think they’re going to wait until after dark and then come a knocking?”


  “Probably,” Sally said.


  “In the meantime,” Christy added, “I’m sure my sisters have been watching this place.”


  “Do you think they know you’re here?” I asked.


  She gave me a sad smile. “Possibly.”


  Wow, she had really risked almost everything by coming here. “Thank you, Christy.” I meant every word of it.


  “Just promise me one thing,” she replied.


  “Name it.”


  “This destiny your friend mentioned. I want to know you’re going to try your damnedest to change it. I’m counting on you. Tom’s counting on you. And so is my baby.”


  No pressure there.


   


  No Escape from New York


  Sally opined that our best course of action was to leave before the attack came. She was relatively sure that Remington’s vamps wouldn’t know the sewers. I knew for certain Tom didn’t and Christy mentioned that it wasn’t a place her people tended to frequent. As soon as our friends got back from their little lunch date, she wanted us to get the fuck out of there. Once out in the open, Gan could attempt to track down her assassins. With their help, we could hopefully end this.


  “There’s just one small problem,” I pointed out. “Tom. If he was dumb enough to head to the office, then we need to save his ass.”


  “Your friend is most likely already dead.”


  “Thanks for the encouragement, Gan, but I’m a glass is half full kind of person.”


  “There’s still hope,” Christy said. “My sisters won’t be keen on killing an innocent. I might be on the outs with them, but they still know what he means to me.”


  I wasn’t quite willing to put my faith in a group of witches who had tried to fry my ass more than once that week. Speaking of faith, though… “Does Tom still have that amulet you carved for him?”


  Christy nodded. “He wears it all the time.”


  That figured. She had made a crude amulet for Tom while up in Canada. It bore the likeness of Optimus Prime. He used to have the original action figure and had been able to channel faith through it much the same way the Templars could do with their crosses. Though the toy was long since broken, Christy’s magical amulet had allowed him to focus that faith again. Yeah, Tom was a little fucked in the head.


  “As long as he has that on him, he might have a chance. Even so, we need to get to him quickly.”


  “He is the one who has betrayed us, my love.”


  “Not of his own accord,” I pointed out. “Tom’s my friend. I owe it to him...in more ways than one.”


  “Okay, so we wait for Gan’s assassins,” Sally said. “Tell them not to kill any particularly stupid humans they come across, and then storm the office.”


  She had meant to be sarcastic, but the truth was my plan was pretty much as simple as that. I told her as much.


  “A direct assault would be foolish, Dr. Death,” Gan declared. “For anyone less than the Freewill, that is.”


  “That’s what I’m hoping.”


  It was settled, then. Now all we had to do was wait for Ed and Sheila to get back and then we could head out and see what could be done to make that plan a reality.


  There was only one small problem.


  They didn’t return.


  * * *


  “Where the hell are they? It doesn’t take this long to grab a slice of pizza.”


  “Maybe it was really good pizza.”


  “Could be,” I admitted. “Can I borrow your cell?”


  Sally handed it over, amazingly enough without further comment. Jokes aside, she knew this was serious business...for me at least. Once again, I felt a sense of gratitude fill me with regards to her involvement. She literally had almost nothing to gain by this insane endeavor of mine. Hell, if anything, the vampire world would be a little safer with Sheila’s removal and she knew it. The same went for Christy. She was there to save Tom, obviously, but she could have easily ratted us out at any time. That they were both willing to have a little - dare I say it - faith in me was heartening. I vowed to not let either of them down. There had to be a way to win that didn’t result in disaster for any of us.


  I just wished I had a clue as to what that was.


  * * *


  I dialed Ed’s number. He’d be likely to answer, especially the second he saw it was coming from Sally’s line. Talk about living dangerously.


  It rang once, twice, and then on the third ring it was answered. Thank goodness. Maybe Sally was right about it being especially good pizza. This was New York, after all.


  “Hey, Ed. It’s Bill. Just checking up on...”


  “Hi, Bill,” Tom’s voice said from the other end.


  It’s amazing how much difference a day can make. Had this happened at any other time, the worst that either of us would have expected was a quick, “Put Ed on the line, douche.”


  Now, though, I’m sure I would have felt my heart skip a beat had it been capable of such.


  I drew a breath and replied, as nonchalantly as I could, “Oh, hey Tom.” Christy’s eyebrows shot up in a look of panic. Hell, the only one in the room who didn’t seem surprised was Gan. She barely even blinked.


  “So...” I tried to think of something to say and drew a complete blank. “What’s up?”


  “What’s up? Really?” Sally hissed, throwing me an eye-roll for good measure.


  I put my hand over the speaker and replied, “Do you mind? I’m talking here.”


  “Bill, are you still there?” Tom asked, his voice eerily bereft of emotion.


  “Yeah, I’m here. Sorry, got distracted.”


  “You need to watch that. That’s always been one of your problems, the inability to focus.”


  “Uh...yeah. So, I was calling to ask Ed a question. Can you put him on?”


  “I’m afraid not. The others don’t want him talking right now.”


  Oh crap. “The others?”


  “Christy’s sisters...”


  “Okay, then...”


  “and the vampires.” Oh fuck!


  “You need to get away from them, Tom. They’re not safe to be around.”


  “Ironic coming from you.”


  “I’m well aware, but you know me. I’m your friend.”


  “Are you?” he asked, his voice growing harsh. “I thought so, Bill, but then you lied to me. You lied to me about her. She’s going to kill Christy and you lied about her!”


  “Relax...”


  “Do not tell me to relax.”


  Things were not exactly looking hopeful for a civilized chat. Whatever Christy had subconsciously done, it had turned his brain into a festering pile of angry mush.


  “Tom!” Christy yelled, walking over to me. “Whatever you’re doing, you need to stop.”


  “Christy?” he asked over the phone. “You have her?!”


  Uh oh.


  “It’s not like that...”


  “It wasn’t enough to deceive me. You had to kidnap her too? I swear to God, I’ll...”


  Sally reached over and snatched the phone from my hand. Before I could protest, she hit the button to end the call.


  “What the fuck are you doing?!” I screamed at her. “He’s out of his flipping mind and for all we know they have Ed and Sheila. So what do you do? You hang the fuck up on him. What? Are you low on minutes or something?”


  “Listen, Sally,” Christy said. “I know you don’t really like Tom, but...”


  Sally just held up a hand and said, “Five...four...three...two...”


  *RING*


  “Damn, so close,” she remarked. “Watch and learn. I’ve done a few of these in my day.”


  I was about to reply with something pithy, but came to the conclusion that I really didn’t want to know.


  She let the phone ring twice more before answering in her best polite tone, “Hello?”


  She had the phone up against her ear, but even so, I could hear Tom ranting and raving, almost incoherently so.


  “Bill’s busy. He can’t come to the phone right now. No, you listen, meat-wad. Shut up or we start pulling her fingernails out.”


  Almost immediately the voice on the other end went silent. Sally smiled and threw us a wink. “Now, what you’re going to do is be a good little Happy Meal and put somebody on the line who’s not a complete fucktard. Actually, scratch that. Who’s there with you?” She listened for a moment then continued, “Put one of the witches on.”


  I began to catch on. Tom was rapidly becoming a full-fledged, frothing at the mouth psycho, one who held absolutely no sway with any of the parties involved. Remington, on the other hand, was rational, but would be completely unfazed by our having “kidnapped” Christy. Under normal circumstances, witches are pieces of shit to vampires and vice versa. Once this joint venture was concluded, I had little doubt it would go back to that status quo. Therefore, it reasoned that the only ones who might be willing to negotiate would be Christy’s former coven-mates.


  Someone else was now speaking to Sally. It sounded like a female voice. I love being right. It was just up to Sally to be able to put a gentle enough spin on things to...


  “And why should I give a shit? Go right ahead and pull his arms off for all I care.”


  Or not.


  “What the...” I started, but was shushed by the last person in the room I expected.


  “Patience, my love,” Gan replied from her seat on the couch. “Your whore has the situation under control.” She kept talking, not noticing the finger that Sally quickly shot out at her...or maybe not caring. I had no idea whether that meant the same thing in Mongolian culture as it does here. “I am impressed. She is handling things from a position of strength which we do not have. It is most admirable. You may wish to consider giving her additional duties beyond your pleasure.”


  Sally’s eyes narrowed and she opened her mouth to say something, but the other conversation drew her attention back. “Yeah, I’m still here. I was just enjoying watching the Freewill break your sister’s fingers.” She put her hand over the receiver and addressed Christy, “Feel free to scream. That never hurts in these types of situations.”


  * * *


  Sally finally hung up, holding the connection just long enough for the other end to catch some cries for mercy that Christy was busy faking.


  “Pack of morons,” she commented.


  “So? What’s going on?”


  “They want to do a swap.”


  “Christy for Sheila and Ed?” I asked.


  “Not quite. Christy and Sheila for Ed.”


  “What?”


  “I know,” she replied. “They must think you and him are going steady or something, although I could see how someone could assume that.”


  “Not that! What do you mean, Ed for Christy and Sheila? I thought they had them both.”


  “So did I. Imagine my surprise when they said they didn’t.”


  “You didn’t sound surprised on the phone,” Christy pointed out.


  “Never let them see you sweat, sister.”


  “So if they don’t have her, what the fuck happened?”


  “No idea,” Sally replied. “I figured that asking would tip our hand just a little.”


  “That makes sense,” Christy said. “The vampires wouldn’t be out right now, and I’m not sure my sisters could have taken the Icon by themselves, at least not without drawing a lot of unwanted attention.”


  “I’m assuming you mean by blowing up a lot of shit.”


  Christy nodded.


  “So that still leaves the question of what the hell happened to her.”


  Gan sat up and cocked her head. “I believe we are about to find out.”


  I hate when vampires say stuff like that. It’s never a good thing. A few moments later, the sound of rapidly approaching sirens confirmed that feeling.


  Call me cynical, but I had to assume they weren’t here to give us a friendly police escort.


   


  Such Wondrous Places You Take Me


  Straining my ears, I heard the front door downstairs open followed by hurried footsteps running up. A frantic pounding began on the apartment door a few moments later. There was a quick pause as we all took a moment to exchange glances.


  “Anyone expecting a package from Fedex?” I asked. “Didn’t think so.”


  I walked to the door and began to open the locks.


  “Hold on,” Sally cried, racing to her bedroom. A scant second later, she returned with her Desert Eagle. I’d hate to be a door-to-door salesman assigned to her part of town.


  “If whoever’s there isn’t a glowing blonde, duck real fast,” she warned.


  I was starting to feel a bit panicky about this, but then I noticed Gan still seated, an almost bored expression on her face.


  “Relax, Sally,” I said, opening the door.


  Sheila ran in. Unfortunately, I didn’t step aside fast enough and she barreled into me. Heh, in all the excitement I had almost forgotten about that whole Icon thing.


  That’s okay, though. The subsequent flash of light - followed by my being flung across the room - reminded me quite nicely. I slammed into the wall and bounced right off, landing in a heap on the floor. I had to give Sally credit - this place was constructed solidly.


  “Oh my god!” Sheila shrieked. “I’m so sorry, Bill.”


  “It’s alright,” I replied, groggily picking myself off the floor. “I’m starting to get used to it.” I woozily turned to Sally. “Concrete?”


  “Cinderblock,” she corrected.


  “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  “We need to save Ed!” Sheila gasped, obviously out of breath.


  I shook my head to clear it. “We know.”


  “Are you okay?” Christy asked her, ignoring the fact that I just got slammed into a wall at thirty miles per hour. I tried not to take offense at the oversight.


  “I’m fine,” she replied. “I just need to catch my breath. There’s one small problem, though.”


  There came the sound of the door being kicked in downstairs. “Let me guess,” Sally said. “You brought company?”


  “Sorry.”


  “So much for this being a safe house,” Sally remarked. “Get the door. It’s reinforced. Should slow them down.”


  Gan stood up. Her claws extended and her eyes blackened. “Why not simply dispatch them?”


  “That kind of goes against us keeping a low profile.”


  Sally replied, “I think we’re already past that. Come on, grab your stuff. We’ll take the back stairs.”


  “I thought you couldn’t go outside,” Sheila said. “It’s still daylight out.”


  “We’re not going out, girlfriend. We’re going down.” I immediately started chuckling. I couldn’t help it. “Into the sewer, you fucking perv.”


  “Sorry.”


  “Don’t be sorry. Just be fast.”


  * * *


  Christy helped me quickly gather mine and Ed’s stuff, especially his shotgun. That would be a particularly bad trinket to leave behind for the cops to find (ignoring for a moment the refrigerator full of blood). He’d also no doubt want it once we rescued him.


  That is, if he was even still alive, a voice in the back of my head pointed out. No! That was a bad thought. Of course he was still alive. Tom wasn’t that far gone. He couldn’t be. I refused to believe it.


  Thankfully, Sally was right about the door. When she said reinforced, she meant it. It had apparently been designed to keep vampires at bay. It was going to take an entire SWAT team to knock it in...not that I intended to stick around long enough to test that theory.


  Sally grabbed a few spare clips of ammo, while Sheila quickly donned her Templar armor and strapped her sword to her side (and yes, it was hot). Gan, well, she just stood there looking bored and maybe a little disappointed that I wasn’t going to let her dismember the nice policemen. Oh how nice it would be to finally see her boarding a plane back home...although first I had to live long enough to do so.


  “We all set?” I asked.


  There were nods all around, followed by a large hollow boom against the front door. Guess they had brought up a battering ram. It was time to go.


  * * *


  We lowered ourselves down the manhole in the basement, sealing it behind us. Eventually the cops would figure out how we had escaped, but by then, we’d be long gone in the warren of tunnels underneath the city.


  Gan, Sally and myself were fine in the dark (albeit I could do without the dirty and/or smelly parts), but neither Sheila nor Christy had night vision. Fortunately, Christy had magic on her side. She muttered a quick incantation and a soft glow began to emanate from her. It illuminated the tunnel enough to keep them from breaking their necks.


  Sally took a look around, then turned to Sheila, smiling. “Aren’t you glad you met Bill?”


  She chuckled in return. “Oh I don’t know. Some drapes...maybe a scented candle...”


  “Okay, enough with the jokes,” I said, leading the way. “Let’s get moving.”


  “Not that way,” Sally corrected. “No way in hell are we leading the cops directly to the office. Let’s take the scenic route. Besides which, it’ll eat time until it gets dark.”


  * * *


  Sheila filled us in on her lunch date as we walked through the dank tunnels, the squeak of rats accompanying us in the dark.


  They had stopped at a Greek restaurant for some gyros - note to self: Sheila likes gyros. The attack had been both quick and efficient. Three witches, no doubt the same that had visited Christy the night before, simply walked in the door. It had been Ed who had spotted them, remembering their faces.


  It was all over before anyone even knew what had happened. The witches had simultaneously fired a spell, but it hadn’t been aimed at Sheila. It landed directly in front of her, exploding out in a concussive wave. Her power had flared up to protect her from harm, but she had still been thrown back by the force of the blast. The rest of the lunch crowd, Ed included, hadn’t been so lucky. They had all been knocked instantly unconscious. Sheila had recovered and grabbed a steak knife from the table, but it had been too late. Just as quickly as they had entered, the witches left...but not alone. They grabbed hold of Ed’s unconscious form and blinked out in a flash of light.


  “So where did the cops come in?” I asked, stepping in something semi-solid that I really hoped was just mud.


  “That’s why I was so long in getting back. I stuck around to make sure everyone else was all right. Unfortunately, a few of them freaked out and called 911. I think maybe they thought it was a terrorist attack.”


  “Because a gyro shop is the first place suicide bombers target,” Sally commented.


  “So you ran?” I asked.


  “Not quite,” she replied, continuing. “The police were there within minutes. They wanted to take me in for questioning and I...”


  “What?”


  “I sorta...”


  “Kicked the shit out of them?” Sally surmised, a note of approval in her voice. “Nice. Welcome to my world.”


  “Don’t let it get to you,” I said. “It’s almost impossible to live this kind of lifestyle without committing multiple felonies.”


  “Yay me. If only mom could see me now.” She seemed to consider this for a moment and then asked, “Bill, what about your parents?”


  “My parents? They live down in New Jersey, happily spending my inheritance.”


  “No, I mean do they know?”


  “Three words: no fucking way. I get enough shit from them as it is about not having a...well...girlfriend. Heh...anyway, no. Aside from the time I accidentally bit their cat, I try to keep them as far away from the vampire lifestyle as I can.”


  “You bit their cat?”


  “Closest Bill’s gotten to any pus...”


  “Thank you, Sally. I think we get the picture. Like I said, it was an accident. Let’s leave it at that.”


  * * *


  Once the small talk petered out, we got down to business: discussing what needed to be done once we got to the office. Aside from Gan, who could have cared less, we all agreed that saving my roommates was the number one priority. Well, okay, Sally was closer to Gan’s attitude with regards to Tom. There was likewise little disagreement on the subject of Remington and his vampires. They needed to either be driven out of town for good or outright eliminated. Even Sheila, the relative newb of the group, didn’t have much problem with that. Remington was a dick, after all.


  It was in the hows where we broke down in disagreement. Gan, easily the most experienced strategist amongst us, favored a full-out frontal assault. She considered the foes ahead of us unworthy of anything more complex. Thinking back over the past year, I had to concede she maybe had a point. Compared to, say, Turd or Alexander, Remington wasn’t all that terrifying. Still, a direct assault would be the best and easiest way to get my roommates, not to mention possibly the rest of us, killed. There was also the fact that a lot of Gan’s plan seemed to revolve around me gloriously cutting through our enemies like some sort of vampiric lawnmower. She didn’t seem to grasp that I wasn’t quite the demon beast she had convinced herself I was.


  Christy wanted us to pop in then back out via her magic, but even she had to admit it was dicey. We didn’t know where or what condition Ed was in. If we weren’t quick enough, there was also the possibility of her coven sisters blocking our escape. Personally, I was discouraging that plan because I wasn’t too big on her participation to begin with.


  “When we get back to the surface, you should go home. You’ve done enough for us,” I said.


  “No way,” Christy protested. “I caused this. I’m going to fix it.”


  “We’ll bring Tom back. I promise.”


  “I’m not doubting you, Bill, but you’ll need my help.”


  “We’ll be fine, besides...”


  “Besides what? If you’re thinking I’m going to betray...”


  “It’s not that,” I replied. “It’s just...well, your...condition...”


  “That’s why you want me to leave?”


  Sally and Sheila barely managed to conceal snickers.


  “What? Am I the only one thinking of this?”


  “I’m only a few weeks along, Bill. It’s not like I’m waddling around like an elephant yet.”


  “Chivalry is not dead,” Sheila commented.


  “Maybe undead,” Sally added, causing all of them to giggle (except maybe Gan). Jeez, try to the do the right thing...


  Even Gan had to admit that Christy’s power could come in handy. We would still be outnumbered by witches, but she was fresh whereas the others had already been through hell courtesy of us and Gan’s merry bunch. I didn’t like it, but their arguments were sound.


  Great! Now I was endangering an expectant mother. Between that and punching out the old lady yesterday, all I needed was to maybe push a couple of orphans down a flight of stairs and my game of gross negligence BINGO would be complete.


  Maybe I should reconsider that course of action Sally and I had mapped out for Sheila. I should probably do it myself...not with her, mind you...just pick an opposite direction and start running. In the long term, it would almost certainly be safer for everyone. It was something to think about, although perhaps after events played out.


  At the moment, we had more pressing concerns, such as a kidnapped roommate, a psychotic friend, and a whole building full of people who wanted to kill Sheila (and wouldn’t bat an eye at wiping out the rest of us in the process). If we were able to pull this off, it would be a miracle.


  Sadly, in that regards, I found my faith a little lacking.


   


  Under New Management


  Sometimes the direct approach really is best. Even if it’s not the smartest way of doing things, it takes a lot of complexity out of the equation. That might not be the way dudes like Alexander roll, but it helped me keep things straight. What can I say? When it came to games of strategy, I was always more of a checkers guy anyway.


  Gan mentioned that she sensed vampires ahead of us in the sewer tunnels which told us they had all of the entrances covered. It wasn’t particularly good news, but not surprising either. There was no way they were going to let us get the drop on them, especially since they were in our home court. They’d probably be expecting us to try that route anyway, take out the sentries and fight our way up - only to find ourselves surrounded. Well fuck them. If I was going down in flames, I’d do it my own way.


  That didn’t mean we had to be complete dumbasses, though.


  After a little subterranean reconnaissance, we cautiously surfaced in an alley about half a block away from the office. It wasn’t a particularly smart place to come up, considering how packed SoHo was even after sundown. Fortunately, it was a small enough space, with a Goodwill bin at the far end blocking our view from the street. The only ones liable to see us might be an errant wino or two. Hell, that might even be pretty damn funny - to send them off running, screaming about CHUDs surfacing in the Village. Sadly, though, there were no drunks or stoners to be found. The alley was empty.


  “Gan, care to check on your people?” I asked, hoping beyond hope that they were in the vicinity. She was a fucking nutcase, but she was on my side at the moment. I could deal with her beloved bullshit if it meant having a goon squad of assassins backing us up.


  She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose. She repeated the action three times, then sighed.


  “Well?”


  “Regrettably, they must still be occupied. I do not sense them nearby. They are not within the city limits.”


  “Maybe my sisters won,” Christy offered.


  “I think not,” Gan replied evenly. “Still, it is admirable they have managed to elude their fate for this long. They will be remembered as respected foes.”


  That didn’t sit too well with Christy, but I put a hand on her shoulder to comfort her. It served the secondary purpose of potentially stopping her if she decided it would be a good time to vaporize Gan. At the very least, I preferred she wait until the bullshit ahead of us was finished. After that, she could have fun blasting away for all I cared.


  “Okay, let’s all calm down here. We need to focus,” I said, trying to be the voice of reason amongst this motley crew. “We’re here to save Ed and Tom.”


  “What if your friend does not wish to be saved?” Gan asked.


  “He doesn’t get a vote. That’s my call. If need be, we might need to neutralize him, but that's it.” Heh, I sounded like a character straight out of a Tom Clancy novel.


  “Snapping his neck would neutralize him without killing him,” Gan rather unhelpfully pointed out.


  “No. He comes out in one piece. Don’t cross me on this.”


  Much to my surprise, she didn’t just outright laugh at my somewhat toothless command. Instead, the terrible little tyke inclined her head and gave me a big smile. “As you wish, Freewill.”


  Gah! I was playing right into her hands by taking charge. Jesus Christ, I really was fucked no matter what I did.


  Okay, I needed to focus. The time to curl up in a little ball and whine about Gan would come later.


  “Either way, we need to remember that neither of them are Remington’s main focus here. They’re just using Ed to draw Sheila out. The Icon is going to be their main target. Always keep that in mind and don’t let her out of your sight.”


  Sheila raised a bemused eyebrow, and I could almost immediately feel pinpricks of sweat break out on my brow. Talk about unnecessary distractions.


  “Any problem with that?” I asked, doing my best to feign a sense of authority.


  “I can take care of myself, you know,” she said.


  “I know, but we’re not taking any chances. Trust me - even the most straightforward dealings with vampires can turn into gigantic clusterfucks pretty damn easily.”


  “What about you, Bill?”


  “He’s used to clusterfucks,” Sally replied.


  “No, I mean I got the impression they were after him too.”


  “Not the same thing,” I said. “They’re going to want me alive as a trophy for the Draculas.”


  “Draculas?” Sheila cocked her head to the side. Goddamn, she was cute.


  “The First Coven...our ruling body.”


  “For now,” Gan added, drawing a quizzical glance from Sally. *sigh*


  “Any questions?” No one responded to my mostly rhetorical inquiry. Thank goodness - I had absolutely zero answers to anything they might ask. Hell, I was barely cognizant of what day it was.


  Sheila, Gan, and Christy led the way out of the alley, weapons concealed as best they could. Despite it being my plan, I held back a few steps and motioned for Sally to do the same.


  “Not bad, Bill.” She kept her voice low so that the others, save Gan, wouldn’t be able to overhear. “You almost had me convinced you were actually in charge of things.”


  “Thanks, Sally. I need you to...”


  “Keep an eye on your girlfriend? Yeah, I garnered that.”


  “No,” I replied, much to even my own surprise. “I want you to watch out for Christy.”


  “Really? That’s new. Wasn’t too long ago you wouldn’t have shed any tears tripping over her corpse.”


  “Things change.”


  “Who’d a thought you a softie for kids?”


  I dropped my voice to a bare whisper. “I guess so...at least ones that don’t want to marry me.”


  “I’m impressed Bill. I don’t say that often...nor am I planning to start, but I am. It probably doesn’t mean much, but just for the record, I hope things work out for your gal pal.”


  So did I.


  As we turned to follow, something cold and wet hit the back of my neck. The supernatural storm had started up again, but this time snow was falling. So intent had I been on the mission ahead, I hadn’t noticed that the temperature had dropped. Large white flakes fell all around us.


  I took a look around. “Heh, kind of reminds me of Canada.”


  “Me too,” Sally replied. “Unfortunately, we both know how that worked out.”


  * * *


  I led the way to the entrance of the building where the office was housed. It was an active business space, home to a few legit companies - non-vampire related, of course. Past sundown, however, we mostly had the place to ourselves. Thank goodness for the rush-hour exodus. Usually we tried to be courteous neighbors, regardless. After all, despite vampires having certain back-alley deals with the authorities - stuff that kept the eyes of the law mostly turned elsewhere - there was no need to call undue attention to ourselves.


  I doubted that would be the case tonight. The office was well insulated against sound, to muffle any errant screams that rang out, but I had a feeling that things had potential to get a whole lot noisier. I felt bad for any workaholics who decided to stay late this evening.


  I was certain there were eyes watching us from above as we entered through the front door. No doubt they were wondering what we were up to. Hell, so was I.


  Once inside, we noticed the place was deathly still. There was no security guard stationed in the lobby, a status quo Sally made sure was maintained. She once told me that in the years since the coven had rented out their floors, there had been only one attempt at burglary - an attempt which had ended very badly for the would-be thieves. She considered it her token attempt at being a good neighbor to the other tenants.


  Even so, there should have been some cleaning crews milling about at that hour. A sinking feeling hit my gut. I had a hunch that Remington and his crew hadn’t bothered to wait for the building to clear out at quitting time. That wasn’t good. Vampires have connections, but there’s simply only so much that can be covered up without questions being asked.


  I pushed it out of my mind for now. If that had happened, anyone there was long past our helping. As for the rest, well, Sally could handle any real estate issues that arose.


  Goddamn it! I paused for a moment and let this sink in. Had I really given almost no consideration to the potential lives lost in such a massacre? Was I that far gone already? Maybe Tom wasn’t so off base with his accusations. It was something to ponder once this was all over and done with.


  We considered the stairs. It was probably the far more sensible choice, but I opted for the elevator primarily because of Christy...although I kept that to myself, as she would have probably protested. Well screw her. I had enough on my conscience as it was.


  Speaking of Christy, though, I actually found myself damn glad she was with us. I’d tried to warn her off earlier, but now realized her presence was probably the only thing keeping us from being blasted apart where we stood - her sisters’ influence upon the situation no doubt. Considering what happened in Westchester, Remington no doubt knew he needed the witches’ help. That meant playing by their rules.


  Thankfully, we had some rules of our own to spice up their little game.


   


  Free For All


  The elevator dinged at our floor.


  “Show time,” I said to my three companions, hefting Ed’s shotgun. Its weight was comforting. Perhaps it was time for me to get one...assuming I didn’t manage to shoot myself first.


  Sheila drew her sword and Sally brandished her massive handgun, which she immediately pointed at Christy’s head.


  “The safety’s on, isn’t it?” Christy chuckled nervously.


  “Best not to ask questions you don’t want the answer to.”


  The elevator opened and before us stood the hall leading up to the double doors of the office. It, too, was empty.


  “Beginning to feel unloved here,” I commented.


  “You shouldn’t,” a quiet voice whispered from the opposite side of Christy. The only person standing there happened to be the one holding a broadsword out in front of her.


  “What was that?” I asked. There’s nothing wrong with my vampire ears, but I needed to make sure my imagination wasn’t playing tricks on me.


  “Focus, Bill,” Sally hissed.


  “But...”


  “Eyes front, mind clear, mister!”


  “Yes ma’am.” Goddamn it. We needed to get this shit over with and fast. It was high time Sheila and I had a good long talk with absolutely no bullshit between us...which of course was an easy thing to plan up until the point it actually happened.


  Oh well, maybe I’d get lucky and not survive.


  We walked up to the doors unhindered. I reached out to grasp the handle, but stopped as a little bit of inspiration hit me. Fuck it! If it was good enough for a John Woo film, it’s good enough for me.


  Putting my vampiric strength to use, I raised my foot and kicked the doors. They flew inward with the sound of wood splintering. Thank goodness. How embarrassing would that have been had they not moved?


  “Slick,” Sally commented before falling quiet again.


  A phalanx of vampires stood awaiting us on either side of the doorway. I’m not the best at reading people, especially undead killers, but I could have sworn there were at least a few nervous glances amongst their number. I could dig that.


  It wasn’t hard to imagine why. I, the Freewill - (supposedly) destined to lead our forces against our ancient enemies - stood on one side. Sheila, the equally legendary Icon - defender of the human race and prophesied destroyer of the Magi - guarded the other. Between us stood our prisoner, while Sally brought up the rear - her ridiculously large handgun making up for her non-legendary status. Talk about over-compensating.


  All of the office-related furniture had been removed from the room. The space before us appeared to be set up as if in anticipation of a battle.


  “Son of a bitch,” Sally grumbled. She had put a lot of work into the office, and no doubt this was more than enough to convince her that Remington needed an extreme amount of killing.


  Speaking of the devil, he stood about ten paces in front of us. Three witches, obviously the same that had visited Christy, stood to his left. Tom brandished his own firearm on the right. I’m not a gun nut, but I could have sworn it was the same one Sally had used at Sheila’s workplace. Guess Remington had been going through her stuff. No sense of privacy with some people. The pistol didn’t make as big of a hole as Sally’s favorite piece, but it had the advantage of being quick - as well as not knocking someone on their ass the second they tried to fire it.


  Either way, though, that didn’t really matter. Tom was armed against us, and from the look on his face, he wasn’t averse to using it. Goddamn it. If we got out of this alive, I was buying the fucking idiot a tinfoil hat to protect against this happening again.


  Tom's eyes filled with worry at the sight of Christy, then met mine. It was all I could do not to look away. I had never seen such a look of pure unbridled hatred on my friend’s face. Not even that time when we were in fifth grade and I accidentally stepped on his Lava Lord action figure. It practically broke my heart. Even if he was out of his fucking mind right now, I nevertheless made a promise to myself to make things right with him.


  Movement behind Remington revealed more vamps and someone else. I had little doubt who. We were there for a prisoner swap and without some prisoners the whole thing was a little pointless.


  Remington took a step forward.


  “That’s far enough,” I said. I gulped and took a deep breath. My next words were so not me, that I wasn’t even sure I’d be able to do it with a straight face. “Another step and the witch’s brains will be decorating the walls.”


  In response to my threat, Sally pulled the slide back on her gun with a click. It was meant to send a message and it did...even to me. I had to remind myself that she was a cool character. She had to be. One false move and Christy would have nothing but a fine red mist where her head used to be


  “You bastard!” Tom growled, raising his own weapon. I had never seen him pick up any ranged weapon more lethal than a paintball gun, so it was doubtful he’d be anywhere close to a dead shot with it. He probably had as much chance of hitting himself as he did me. Even so, I really didn’t care to test that theory.


  “Please, Tom,” Christy whimpered so realistically that I couldn’t be entirely sure she was acting. Hopefully she wouldn’t decide to hedge her bets on the side with the number advantage. She had to know that wouldn’t end well for her or Tom. Once their mission was accomplished, I wouldn’t put it past Remington to take advantage of Decker’s weakened former coven and wipe them out. Vampires weren’t at war with the mages, but one less player on the battlefield wouldn’t exactly hurt our odds.


  Remington held up a hand at him. “I can assure you, everything is well under control.”


  Tom’s eyes nervously played between us, but he finally lowered the gun.


  “There, that’s better now. There’s no reason for there to be bloodshed.”


  Yeah right. That was such a load of bullshit I’d probably need to clean my shoes just from standing so near him.


  “Let’s get this over with,” I said. “The witch for the human.”


  “Nice try, Freewill,” Remington replied. “But the deal was the human for the witch and the Icon.”


  “Maybe I’m altering the deal,” I said, dropping my voice a few octaves. “Pray I don’t alter it any further.”


  I heard a sigh behind me...Sally. Jeez, she just couldn’t throw me a bone, could she?


  Behind Remington, the barest of smiles appeared on Tom’s face before once more being buried in whatever alien thoughts were clouding his mind. He was still in there somewhere. I just hoped the others had seen it too. I really preferred he not get utterly annihilated during whatever was about to transpire. I had no idea how things would play out aside from one little detail: it would most likely be violent.


  “The witch is meaningless to me,” Remington said, eliciting worried glances from the ones beside him, “although not to my allies. Still, the Icon is our main quarry. The deal is both for one. If the Icon steps forward quietly and unarmed, I might even be willing to let details of your treachery slip from my report.”


  “You’re too kind.”


  “No, I’m really not. For the life of me I couldn’t understand why you would choose to side with this creature,” he said, dismissing Sheila as little more than some animal. To say it pissed me off would be an understatement. “But then I was enlightened.”


  “Huh? What do you mean?” I asked, somewhat confused. The only one from his group who had known Sheila and what she meant to me was Decker, and he was currently pushing up daisies in upstate New York.


  “All in good time. First things first, Freewill. Speaking of treachery, I’m curious. Where is that other one, the little vampire who came to your rescue up north?”


  “She didn’t come to my rescue.” I muttered. “Well, not much anyway.”


  “The details matter not. What does is that she is a traitor to the vampire race, even more so than you. I shall see her punished for more reasons than one.” His hand moved to his midsection, where Gan had none-so-gently eviscerated him. It was obviously healed by now - Remington wasn’t exactly a child by our standards - but most vamps didn’t exactly approach such matters with an attitude leaning toward forgiveness.


  “She’s dead,” I said flatly, a small part of me enjoying the wishful thinking that accompanied the statement. “After you left, the surviving Templars rallied against her. They killed one another.”


  Remington raised an eyebrow Spock-style. “Well now, that is truly fascinating. I’m utterly surprised to hear it, especially considering the news to the contrary I recently received.”


  “News to the...”


  Remington turned and spoke over his shoulder. “Would you care to come in, Dread Stalker? Bring your new minion with you.”


  Dread Stalker?! Fuck! It figured. Leave it to a holdover from Jeff’s days to dick me up the ass.


  * * *


  Dread Stalker would have been bad enough. A few words from that asshole and all our lies from the very start would come tumbling down like a house of cards. Don’t get me wrong - a small part of me couldn’t blame him. We had kept him in the dark, and he would have obviously thought we should be out hunting the Icon like good little vampire drones. Then again, if he had just followed fucking orders like he was supposed to, this wouldn’t be an issue. The asshole was supposed to be out of town.


  “You’ve betrayed us, Freewill,” Douche Stalker said, entering the room. “I believed in you. You killed Night Razor and now this.” I didn’t really hear him, though. He could have been professing his love for me and asking for my hand in marriage for all I knew. My focus was entirely on who was by his side.


  Benny entered alongside him, a brand new set of fangs protruding from his mouth and the glazed look in his eyes indicative of a vamp under compulsion. Motherfucker! The assholes had even stolen our trick.


  Sheila gasped, “Ben? What did you do to him?”


  Remington chuckled in response. “Do? We’ve given him a great gift, my dear. I can assure you, he’s quite happy with his new station in life. Why, his first act upon awakening was to enthusiastically tell us everything he knew about you, Ms. Sheila O’Connell, daughter of Marsha from Syracuse.”


  Oh shit!


  “You son of a...”


  “Tsk tsk, I wasn’t finished. You needn’t worry. Your family is of no consequence to us...for the moment. As for Benjamin here, fret not. He has been well treated. We even rewarded him for his newfound loyalty.”


  “Rewarded?”


  “Yes, with the flesh of the living.”


  Remington nodded and a few of the vamps behind him stepped aside, revealing Ed. Now it was my turn to let out a gasp. My friend was on his knees, his eyes rolled back in his head. That wasn’t what caused my breath to catch, however. On the side of his neck, still dripping blood, was a fresh wound...a vampire bite - one that I had little doubt was made far less carefully than the nip Sally had given him just days earlier.


  As cool as I tried to play it, I couldn’t keep a look of shock from immediately appearing on my face.


  “So sorry, Freewill,” Remington cooed, “but you know how famished the freshly risen can be. Why, there was simply no stopping him.”


  I had no idea what to do or say, so was surprised as anyone by the words that popped out of my mouth. “Nobody kills this asshole except for me.”


  Remington, for his part, appeared slightly less than terrified. “If you had only taken that attitude when and where you were supposed to, this wouldn’t have been necessary. You have no one save yourself to blame. Now, I repeat what I asked earlier. Where is that little urchin? Don’t bother lying. Benjamin here was quite happy to spill his guts when he was finished spilling your friend’s. We know she still lives. So where is she? Hiding in the stairwell? Perhaps hoping the back entrance isn’t guarded? Maybe she’s crawling through the ducts even as we speak, thinking perhaps we were that easy to sneak up on.” He flashed me his long canines in a sneer. “My men are trained killers, you amateurish fool. What possible course of action did you think we wouldn’t consider?”


  “The windows.”


  “What...”


  *CRASH* Wow, couldn’t have planned that better if I'd tried. Gan burst through one of the plate glass windows behind Remington’s men almost exactly on cue, no doubt a result of her superb vampire hearing. It had been her suggestion to do the human fly impersonation. It wasn’t the most subtle thing from the street, even with the storm outside, but it was the perfect cover against being spied from inside of the building.


  In the time it took those thoughts to be processed, three of Remington’s men collapsed into piles of dust, a result of her claws tearing through necks and abdomens like they were tissue paper. Note to self: don’t tick off Gan.


  She wasn’t finished, though. Before anyone else, ourselves included, could react, Gan screamed out something in Chinese. Under other circumstances, it would have been complete gibberish to me, but she sent it out as a mass compulsion. The act of doing so is partially psychic, so my brain filled in any gaps my ears didn’t understand.


  “SURRENDER! ON YOUR KNEES, LIKE THE PIGS YOU ARE!!”


  I only had a moment to consider that her order didn’t make much sense. Did pigs even have knees? I’m immune to the mind control portion of compulsions, but they still ring in my head like a fucking gong. I was momentarily staggered by the force of the compulsion, but I was easily the least affected...at least of the vamp crowd.


  Nearly the entire population of the room dropped their weapons and kneeled as commanded. Unfortunately, that included Sally. Her gun clanked as she dropped it and obeyed. On the bright side, at least it didn’t go off. It would’ve been just my luck to have the back of my knees blown off.


  Sadly, that was one consequence I had forgotten about when we had planned Gan’s entrance. Compulsions can be a focused thing, or sent out as a mass effect - kind of like a principal addressing a school over the PA system. Sadly, at least as far as I’m aware, they can’t be both. You send it out to the entire room and the entire room will be knocked on their asses. No selective channeling there.


  I shook my head to clear it and surveyed the scene before me. Hands suddenly grasped my shoulders. I spun, almost decking the source out of surprise, but thankfully held myself in check. It was Christy using me as support, the compulsion having gotten through even her defenses.


  Of my group, only I was left unaffected. Wait, scratch that. I looked past Christy and saw that Sheila stood there looking no more confused than if someone had farted in the room and not admitted to it. Was it possible her powers shielded her from vampiric compulsion too? It made sense. Icons would probably be considered much less of a threat if someone could just command them to jump off a cliff. I locked eyes with her and she gave me a quick thumbs-up.


  Most of Remington’s men were down. Dread Stalker and Benny were likewise kneeling. Tom had been knocked off his feet and he sat with a dazed look on his face. Christy’s sisters were less affected, much like Christy herself. They looked shaken, but otherwise would have their wits back amongst them shortly. The only one of their number who seemed to be holding his own, unfortunately, was Remington himself. Oh shit, he must have been older than I thought.


  His lips pulled back in a snarl.


  “IGNORE THE LITTLE TRAMP!!”


  Whoa! It hit me with a force equal to Gan’s. It had a ripple effect amongst the vampires in the room. Their eyes immediately cleared and they began to rise. I put my arm around Christy as the shock jolted her.


  “BACK ON YOUR KNEES!! OBEY ME!!” Gan replied, raising her voice.


  “KILL HER!!” came the counter order.


  Jesus Christ, it was a fucking compulsion battle. I hadn’t seen one of those before. Just for the record, I really hope to never see one again. My head pounded from the sheer power of their exchange. Fuck me! I was going to need an industrial sized bottle of Tylenol after this thing was over.


  They continued with it, each one trying to overpower the other. The vampires in the room looked like jack-in-the-boxes, alternately rising to defend Remington and dropping to their knees before Gan.


  Christy held her head and sobbed from the force of the continued assault. Her coven-sisters had likewise been knocked for a loop. They were all practically falling over each other, trying and failing to mount a defense. That was nothing compared to Tom, though. He was out cold, a thin trickle of blood dribbling from his ears. That was probably for the best. I peered past him toward Ed. Sadly, my other friend was still out of it. I feared the worst. If I remembered my own turning correctly, his heart was probably slowing down even as that thought hit my head.


  We needed to end this status quo. Fortunately for us, we had the Icon on our side.


  “Enough of this!” She stepped forward and flung her sword across the room at Remington, channeling all her rage at the target most deserving of it. For most of us, this would be an utter embarrassment. Swords are unwieldy. Hell, for most people, even a throwing knife would go clattering harmlessly off into a corner somewhere, causing no more harm than to the thrower’s ego.


  Not so for Sheila. The blade flew through the air - end over end on a course straight toward its intended target. Holy shit, she was badass.


  Sadly, Remington saw it too.


  “PROTECT ME!!”


  He smiled as he sent out the compulsion. Unlike the others, I could sense this one was focused.


  The effect was immediate.


  Benny launched himself obediently in front of Remington just as the broadsword finished crossing the distance.


  “No!” Sheila cried, but it was in vain. The sword impaled him neatly through the chest. The shock of dying, for good this time, must have cleared the compulsion from his head. Even as he disintegrated he raised his hand and made the sign of the cross over his own forehead - finishing just as his body exploded into a shower of dust. The poor bastard. He had been an asshole, but he deserved better.


  The sword, with nothing left holding it, landed with a clank at Remington’s feet.


  “You monster!” Sheila screamed and launched herself in his direction.


  Things were getting out of hand, no doubt something Remington was counting on. Thankfully I remembered the plan and still had enough of my wits about me. Being mindful of her powers, I grabbed Sheila’s cloak before she could take more than a few steps, and yanked her backwards - sending her off balance. Even so, my hand got a quick sizzle for my troubles.


  Before things could spiral further out of control, I turned to Christy.


  “Are you still with us?”


  Her eyes refocused and she gave a quick nod.


  “Do it!”


  * * *


  On the way over, through scenic underground New York, I had considered the spell the witches had used to kidnap Ed. It had sounded like the metaphysical equivalent of a stun grenade. I had asked Christy if it were something that could be cast by just one mage, or if it required multiple hands - much like vaporizing the loft had. She had immediately gotten my drift.


  Now, in the middle of the melee, she stepped in front of me, still wobbly but determined. Raising her arms, she uttered a quick chant. A moment later, a concussive wave of pure energy exploded out from her in three directions. Sally, Sheila, and I were the only ones spared the effect.


  Of our enemies, only Remington saw it coming in time to react. He tried to leap back, hoping to avoid the blast, but was a moment too slow. It caught him mid-air, sending him ass over teakettle to crash into the far wall - leaving a nice sized dent in it. Good. I found myself hoping it hurt.


  All the rest, Gan included, were bowled over as if an invisible freight train had plowed into them. There was no helping her, but she knew to expect it. The others, though, hadn’t considered that maybe, just maybe, Christy wasn’t on their side.


  The effort cost her, though, and she stumbled. Fortunately, my vampire reflexes were up to snuff and I caught her before she could hit the ground.


  She blinked a few times and caught her breath. As I helped her to her feet, she said, “That was everything I had. It won’t last long, though.”


  “It’ll have to be enough,” I replied, quickly turning to the rest. “Sally, you take care of Tom...” Sheila stepped forward, but I grabbed her arm. My hand immediately sparked, white flame engulfing it. Fuck me! I pulled back, trying to keep from crying in the process. Fortunately it got her attention. “You get Ed. I think he needs your help most of all.”


  “But...”


  “Revenge is later,” I said. “Rescue comes first.”


  That snapped her out of it. She gritted her teeth, but nodded.


  “Christy, wait by the door,” I continued. “Lord help me, but I’ve gotta grab Gan.”


  * * *


  Sheila kept to her part of the plan, but that still didn’t stop her from throwing a vicious kick at one of Remington’s men as she walked past. She really was a girl after my own heart.


  Sally retrieved her gun - gotta have priorities, I guess - then raced over to Tom. She muttered a quick, “Dumbass,” under her breath, but otherwise did as asked. She lifted him up and tossed him over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes. It was good enough. Alive was the priority, gentle was not.


  Gan was already starting to shake off the effect of Christy’s blast. That meant Remington wouldn’t be far behind. No time to waste. I picked up her diminutive form, ignoring her groggy whisper of, “Greetings, beloved,” lest I think better of things and just leave her crazy ass behind.


  Christy was waiting for us. She was still shaky, but appeared to have regained her composure following the frappe treatment her brain had received during the compulsion tug-o-war. Everyone had retrieved their intended targets. Sheila struggled a little with Ed, lacking our vampire-born strength, but fortunately he wasn’t a particularly large guy. Double fortunate was that he hadn’t completed the transformation yet. Otherwise, he would be a lot lighter (but much hotter) in her grasp.


  “Time to vacate the premises.”


  Had we more time and resources, I might have suggested a mad staking party before leaving, but I doubted we’d get too far before a defense was mounted.


  Speaking of staking, Sheila was missing something important. “You forgot your sword.”


  “Oh shit!” she replied, but then glanced toward Ed and shrugged. We were out of time and she knew it.


  The elevator wasn’t there waiting for us, but I wouldn’t have wanted to try it anyway. With us holding all the cards, it would be a no brainer for our enemies to snap the cables. The ensuing plummet wouldn’t (hopefully) kill me, Sally, or Gan, but it would almost certainly finish off the non-vamps. We made a run for the stairwell instead.


  Immediately upon opening it, voices floated up from below.


  “Do not let them escape!”


  Fuck! We’d have the high ground against whoever was below, but all they needed to do was stall us long enough for the others to wake up and box us in. With Gan out of it and Christy’s batteries still recharging, I didn’t like those odds. Goddamn it. Remington had outmaneuvered us after all.


  “The roof,” Gan slurred from my shoulder. “We can leap to the next building over...carry the humans with us.”


  Well maybe she could. I wasn’t quite so sure my legs were up to the task. There was also Sheila to take into account. None of us were picking her up, at least not without suffering the last sunburn we’d ever experience. Still, it was worth a try. At the very least we might be able to box Remington’s people in at the top of the stairwell. That would give us a fighting chance to figure out a way to escape.


  The good thing was that the office wasn’t exactly situated in the tallest building in Manhattan. Unfortunately, it was tall enough and my coven’s floors weren’t anywhere near the top. But hey, what’s a nice brisk hike when one of your group is pregnant and the rest are lugging dead weight?


  Fortunately, Gan snapped out of her daze only two floors later. The downside was that Remington was probably on the move again as well. She wanted to bring up the rear, and I was tempted to take her up on the offer. However, I knew her temper, having seen it in action. Once she got pissed, she stayed that way. She’d most likely head down to try and take on the entire group single-handedly. Don’t get me wrong, I gave her even odds at pulling it off, but it struck me as a potentially lethal idea to separate our group...especially if she failed.


  Being that she was by far the fastest, I sent her ahead up the stairs instead. If there was anyone above us, she could take them out. If not, it would give her a few extra minutes to scout out the roof situation.


  That being done, I took Ed from Sheila, lightening her load so that she didn’t run the risk of falling behind. I’m no hero. I won’t stake my life on the whole all of us get out or none of us do stratagem, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to try. Gan aside, perhaps, I didn’t consider any of our number to be expendable. My conscience from this whole affair was muddied enough. I didn’t want any further tragedy weighing it down.


  By the time we reached the rooftop, Christy looked like she was ready to puke...not an ideal outcome considering she was the vanguard of our upwardly mobile group. Fortunately, she managed to refrain from raining magical stomach nuggets down on us. I could only imagine what Sally would have said at that. Stab her, burn her, or beat her and the reactions were tolerable. Mess up her look, though, and...well, I’d sooner take my chances surrendering to Remington.


  Gan waited for us at the top. As the last of us exited the stairwell, she moved to guard the door. I was about to ask if she could perhaps do something to jam it shut, but she was way ahead of me. She snapped off the handle on the inside of the door, slammed it closed and grabbed hold of the frame on either side of it. I was tempted to ask what she was doing, but then I heard the squeal of metal. Hot damn! In a move straight out of a comic book, she bent the frame in, deforming it enough so that it would be near impossible to open without breaking through. It wouldn’t stop our pursuers for long, but it would give us a few minutes.


  I took a look around. The snow storm had intensified since we had last been outside. It looked like blizzard conditions were settling in, coupled - of course - with the occasional flash of unnaturally colored lightning. There was at least one plus, though. Whatever happened up there would be difficult for outsiders to see. It wasn’t much, but at least we wouldn’t end up on the eleven o’clock news.


  My oh-so-important check on the weather done, I turned to bark out orders to my group.


  “Sally, you cover the door with Gan. Feel free to give anyone who knocks some fifty-caliber foreplay.”


  “My favorite kind,” she purred.


  “Sheila,” I said, gently laying Ed’s still form down on the cold wet rooftop. “Can you...”


  “Already on it,” she replied, kneeling by his side. She removed her cloak and placed it over him to try and keep him warm. Hopefully her healing touch wouldn’t be too late.


  “Christy, can you...I don’t know...fix Tom somehow?”


  “Yes, but not here. It’s going to take time.”


  “Fuck. Nothing you can do in the short term?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe a big enough shock would clear his head temporarily, but I can’t be sure.”


  “We should kill the human,” Gan said emotionlessly. “He will only serve to betray us.”


  “Don’t start,” I growled, before turning back to Christy, partially to make sure she wasn’t about to blast the little psycho. “Leave him be. If we can’t take care of it here, then don’t try waking him up.”


  Orders given, I took a few seconds to scan the nearby rooftops. Nothing was even close to level with ours. It was either a fifty foot climb up to the next or an even bigger drop on the other side. Motherfucker!


  I walked back over to Christy. “Think you can maybe apparate us out of here?”


  “I keep telling you it’s not called that.”


  “Sorry, Hermoine. Fine, teleport, transport, whatever the fuck.”


  She thought for a moment, then shook her head. “I might be able to send myself. Maybe I can take one other person with me, but it’s a risk either way. I’m still kinda shaky.”


  Remembering an early scene from Star Trek the Motion Picture, I shuddered. “Okay, catch your breath. We’ll save that option for last. If need-be, we can...”


  “Bill!” Sheila cried. I turned to find her with two fingers pressed to Ed’s still oozing neck. My heart sank as I knew what she was about to say.


  “His heart...it stopped beating.”


   


  Destiny’s Red-Headed Stepchild


  Oh god, no! “Sally!”


  She was there in an instant, leaving Gan to guard the doorway alone. Kneeling, she examined Ed.


  “He’s started changing,” she said. It was always hard to tell with Sally, but I could have sworn there was a look of worry in her eye. Maybe she had taken more than a casual liking to him after all.


  I turned to Sheila. “Can you help him?”


  For perhaps the first time since we had reconnected, there was a look of actual doubt in her eye. “I...I’m not sure.”


  “Leave him, beloved,” Gan called over, keeping her eyes on the door in front of her. It wouldn’t be long now. My sensitive vampire ears could hear pounding on the stairs. They were coming. “He shall wake up in darkness and be one of us.”


  I thought about that. She was right. It wasn’t necessarily the end for Ed. Still, I considered my current life. I at least had the advantage of being immune to vampire compulsion. Ed would be easily controlled. Sure, I might do it a few times just to dick with him, but it would only be for laughs. Other vamps didn’t have quite that sense of humor. I didn’t want that life for him. There was also his waking state to think of. Some took the transition to vampire better than others. There was a chance Ed could rise up completely feral. If so, that could end badly for a lot of us.


  I opened my mouth to voice my opinion, but Sally spoke first.


  “Can you try?”


  I opened my eyes wide, and she met my glance. “He’d make a shitty vampire anyway. It’s much more fun to lord it over him as a human.” She tried to make her voice sound casual, but I could tell it was an act. I smiled at her and, to my surprise, she returned the expression. Gotta love sharing a moment. I just wished it would happen at times that didn’t involve imminent death.


  “Please do what you can,” I said to Sheila.


  “I don’t know, Bill...”


  “I do.” I locked eyes with her. “I once said I believed in you. I meant it. I still do.”


  Now it was her turn to smile. God, she was radiant. Forget burning at her touch - the look on her face was enough to make me melt. Once more, I found myself cursing fate that times like these only seem to happen when I’m just about to get a new asshole torn.


  A soft glow began to emanate from her. It wasn’t very bright, but I could feel her power even from where I knelt. Hefting Ed’s shotgun, I nodded to Sally and stood up. The most we could do there was get barbecued if her powers flared. We would be best served standing guard with Gan. We could give Sheila a few extra minutes to work her magic, while at the same time welcoming Remington’s goons with a twenty-one gun salute.


  * * *


  We didn’t have to wait long. Footsteps sounded on the other side of the door. A moment later, there was a loud thud, followed by a fist shaped dent appearing on our end.


  “You know how to handle that piece?” Sally asked.


  “Nope, but how hard could it be?”


  Even amidst the impending danger, she was able to spare me an eye-roll. Nice to know some things never changed.


  A sharp sizzling noise caught my ears from behind. I quickly panned my head and saw...well, I’m not sure. Sheila had her hands pressed to Ed’s neck, but was having a hard time at it as his body had begun to convulse. Christy left Tom’s side to come over and try to hold him down. I was tempted to help her, but more of our foes hammered the door. It began to bow inward.


  Gan’s claws extended, ready to meet the oncoming rush.


  “Stand back,” I warned, raising the shotgun.


  “You need not explain the obvious, beloved,” she replied. “I merely prepare for when they get past you.” Gotta love her confidence in me.


  “Sally?”


  “Wait for it. Let them get nice and tightly packed...now!”


  * * *


  The poor door - vampires pounding on it from one side, us blasting away with heavy ordinance on the other. It never stood a chance. Pity it wasn’t the one we were trying to beat in this fight, otherwise this would have been a cakewalk.


  Just for the record, I really need to take some shooting lessons - or stay the hell away from guns altogether.


  After I got used to the recoil from Ed’s shotgun, my first blast doing little more than blowing a chunk off the corner of the door, I quickly emptied it - firing shot after shot, feeling like a badass as I pumped the chamber. Of course, that resulted in a big hole in the door, maybe one or two vamps taken out of the mix, and a dry click as I realized I didn’t grab any spare ammo when we left the safe house.


  “Just like a man to blow his load quickly,” Sally commented, continuing to squeeze off tightly controlled shots.


  “Blow this,” I snapped, swinging the gun around and driving the butt of it into the face of the next vamp who tried to get through. Unfortunately that didn’t end quite as awesomely as I had hoped. A hand shot through the broken door, grabbed the stock and shattered it. Damn. Ed was gonna be pissed when he...if he...oh crap!


  In between the thunderous report of Sally’s mini-cannon, I turned and shouted over to Sheila, “How is he?”


  She looked up, tears in her eyes. “I don’t know.”


  * * *


  Gan stepped up to the door and started kicking ass, giving Sally a chance to slam home a fresh clip.


  “Go check on him. We’ve got this,” she said.


  “Are you...”


  “Go!”


  That got me moving.


  Sheila and Christy were dragging Ed over to the side, making sure he was out of harm’s way at least for the first assault.


  “What happened?” I asked, fearing the worst.


  “We’re not sure,” Christy said.


  “I put my hands on his neck, but it wasn’t like last time. His skin started smoking and there were sparks.”


  “Is he...?”


  “No,” Sheila replied, still sounding uncertain. “I was afraid that might happen, or that maybe he was too far gone, but then he took a breath and his heart started beating again.”


  I let out a breath of my own, feeling my eyes getting misty. “So he’s going to be all right?”


  “Like I said, I don’t know. He’s still out cold and then there’s this.” She indicated Ed’s throat. Gone was the wound, but what was left in its place wasn’t exactly inspiring confidence. An ugly burn in the shape of Sheila’s hand covered the side of his neck.


  “What the hell?”


  “No idea.”


  “Me neither,” Christy said. “I don’t think we’re going to know for sure until he wakes up.”


  “DROP YOUR WEAPON!!”


  Oh shit! Remington was doing it again. The compulsion didn’t wash over me as loudly as some of the earlier ones had. It had been focused...Sally!


  I spun just as Gan commanded, “DO NOT LISTEN TO HIM!!” but it was too late. Remington’s command had done its job. The distraction allowed his men to pour through the small opening. Three of them tackled Gan. She immediately threw two off, but she couldn’t fight them and continue guarding the door.


  “Christy, please watch over Ed.”


  “I can...”


  “I know,” I replied. “Blast anyone who gets too close.”


  Sheila stepped toward me. “I’m with you. Don’t even think of telling me to stay back.”


  “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said with a smile. If I was going out, I could think of nobody else I’d rather have at my side. “Let’s show them what legends are made of.”


  * * *


  Perhaps that last line was a tad arrogant. Apparently, the first thing a legend is made of is their big mouth. I caught one square on the kisser from one of Remington’s goons. It hurt, but didn’t put me down. If I had learned nothing else from my short tenure as a vampire, it was how to take a punch. Luckily, the vamp who hit me wasn’t all that strong. I had taken worse.


  He followed up with his left, brandishing one of those silver stakes, but I saw it coming, caught his arm and used his own momentum to swing him around, right into Sheila.


  He fell into her waiting arms which she used to grasp the sides of his head. The white glow enveloped her body and within a moment - *poof*.


  “Holy fuck,” I cried. “Remind me not to piss you off.”


  “I’m a woman. You should know that already,” she replied with a laugh before launching herself into the fray.


  I grabbed the stake from the recently dusted vamp and followed her, taking a quick survey of our odds.


  They didn’t look great. Five of us versus a dozen or so vamps and three witches. *BANG!* Make that two witches. Sally had recovered her weapon and used it to ventilate a four inch hole in the chest of one of Christy’s former coven sisters.


  Speaking of which, I looked back over my shoulder to check on our magic-using ally. She was as good as her word. She had surrounded herself and Ed with a purplish force field or some such. One vampire threw himself into it and was flung back as if from a catapult. That would do nicely. Hopefully we could handle the rest.


  I came up behind a vamp who was trying to flank Sally and shanked him through the spine with the stake. Not the most sporting thing to do, but screw them. As Sally once told me, vampires have a very liberal view on what constitutes a fair fight.


  As he disintegrated in a shower of dust and sparks, an unholy screech filled the night. Gan was back on her feet, and she was not happy. Two of Remington’s vampires fell aside, their throats torn out as testament to that. Hmrph, show off.


  It was utter mayhem on a roof where the most exciting thing in the recent past was probably some occasional nude moonbathing by my coven. Damn my libido! Why did I have to think of that right at that moment? The momentary distraction allowed another of the vampires to close on me and rake his claws painfully across my chest, drawing a spray of blood. I decked him right back, using the stake like a makeshift club.


  A flash of light caught my eye as the remaining two witches engaged Sheila. They were pummeling her with rays of red energy. Both screamed out a chorus of curses as her faith aura sprang to life, easily blocking their own power. Talk about middle finger of death. Sheila didn’t have the same offensive capabilities as they did, but she was a tank when it came to absorbing punishment.


  Speaking of punishment, that was exactly what Sally dished out. Flipping her gun around, she used it to smash the face of another vampire who was within reach. Hope the Draculas had a good dental plan.


  OOMPH! Double that, because I was gonna need it next. In the chaos of the fight, I had missed Remington. Unfortunately, he hadn’t missed me. A blow connected with the side of my head, sending me flying. I landed hard, skidding across the slick rooftop.


  “I think I shall amend my plans, Freewill,” he spat. “Damn your place in the coming war. You have proven far too annoying to live.”


  * * *


  Out of the corner of my eye, one of the frustrated witches turned away from Sheila and attempted to blast Gan instead. Sadly, for their side, Gan was far too fast. She grabbed one of Remington’s vamps and dragged him in front of her, using him as an inhuman shield. She was doing a damn good job of evening the sides.


  That was all the attention I could spare her, though. Tenuous footing or not, Remington closed the gap between us with frightening speed. I had barely gotten to my feet when he appeared right in front of me.


  Fortunately, I was no slouch either. I threw a punch which connected squarely with his jaw. Take that, fucker!


  And take it he did. He barely flinched - not even a step back to make me feel a little better. That didn’t bode well. I realized I had been getting arrogant about these things. I had been dealing with so many ancient horrors as of late that I forgot how big a threat a vampire of Remington’s age could be. Jeff, the former leader of my coven, had been a measly one-hundred and twenty years old and had thoroughly mopped the floor with my ass when we finally tussled. Judging by his little compulsion game with Gan, Remington was about three times that.


  I needed to tip the odds. Thankfully, as the vampire Freewill, that’s one of the things I do best...aside maybe from getting sucked into stupid-ass prophecies against my will.


  I swung the stake at Remington, fully expecting him to block me...which he did. When he grabbed hold of my arm, I pulled him in, preparing to take a bite. He was expecting that too, though. He other arm shot out and caught me by the throat, squeezing until I felt my air cut off.


  “Did you think I wouldn’t have read your file, Freewill? I am not a rank amateur like some of us here. What good is your much vaunted power now? What use is your ability to resist compulsion? Where is your beloved destiny?”


  Beloved? He must’ve been talking about some other Freewill. It was of little matter, though. Arrogance, coupled with idiotic monologues, was a staple of vampires over a century old. Oh they so loved to hear themselves talk. Me? Well okay, I liked hearing my own voice too, but since this guy was currently wringing my neck, that meant I needed to be a man of action (ooh, I liked how that sounded).


  Time for the old standby...a knee to the crotch.


  *BLAM!*


  Remington’s shoulder exploded in a spray of blood and muscle. His scream was almost enough to mask the whine of the heavy caliber bullet which exited his body and passed by so close that I felt my hair move.


  “You’re welcome!” Sally yelled out.


  “I had it under control,” I gasped once Remington let me go. “I could’ve...”


  Well, maybe I didn’t. Even in his wounded state, he backhanded me with his undamaged arm, once more sending me to the ground.


  I landed and even amidst the storm, the crackling of energy, and gunshots; I heard his footsteps approaching. He meant to finish the job.


  Pity for him that I had no intention of letting that happen. I dug into my pocket for the secret weapon I had brought. It was time to play my trump card.


   


  Top Of The World, Ma


  “Take this, Dr. Death,” Gan had said, pulling me aside just as we were leaving the safe house.


  “What is it?” I asked, trying my best to conceal a sigh. I figured she was trying to give me an engagement ring or maybe her favorite dolly.


  Instead, she had handed me a small glass vial filled with a thick red liquid.


  “Is this...”


  “My blood, beloved. You may find it useful in the coming conflict. I would be honored if you would add my strength to your own.”


  To say that I was infinitely more than creeped out would be an understatement. Sure, other vamps had freely given me their blood in the recent past, more than once while in Canada, but this was different. Those times had been practical. With Gan, it felt disturbingly intimate. An involuntary shudder passed through me at the very thought.


  Still, fucked up or not, I had to admit that it could come in handy. Gan’s age alone made her powerful, but her perpetual state of puberty made her special amongst vampires. I wondered if that would be transferred to me as well and immediately wanted to slap the shit out of myself for the thought. Then again, what if I refused and we wound up in a situation where I could’ve saved my friends...I could’ve saved Sheila...if I only had that extra little jolt?


  In the end, logic had won out over good taste and I had pocketed it, vowing to only use it in an emergency.


  Being that Tom was insane, Ed was dying, we were outnumbered, and - oh yeah - Remington had decided to give special attention to killing my ass, I decided that this might - just might - constitute something close to an emergency.


  I popped the cap on the vial and sucked it down just as Remington grabbed the neck of my jacket and dragged me to my feet. It wasn’t a lot, just a few drops, but I could feel it hit my stomach like a grenade. It wouldn’t last long, but hopefully I wouldn’t need it to - especially since I didn’t know whether I would inherit a bit of Gan’s crazy as part of the deal.


  Remington spun me around and my fist immediately shot out, faster than I would have thought possible, catching him square on the chest. He flew through the air, hitting the slushy rooftop and skidding right toward Gan, who stood waiting. I couldn’t see very well with the snow coming down, but I could tell there was a big grin on her face. Goddamn, I was never going to live this one down.


  Oh well, neither was Remington if she had anything to say about it. I guess I could live with that.


  I turned my attention to the others. Christy stood over Ed...make that kneeled over him. Her shield was still up, but it and she were both faltering. One of the other witches, a look of sheer hatred on her face, had turned her power on it and was attempting to break through.


  “Deceiver!” she cried. “You would dare side with these filthy beasts?”


  “Just for the record, my name is Bill, not filthy beast,” I said a split second later, standing right behind her. I’m sure she would’ve had something snippy to say, but I didn’t give her a chance to reply. In an impressive display of unsportsmanlike conduct, I clonked her on the back of the head - knocking her out. Hopefully she’d stay down for the rest of the battle. Heh, I could get used to this super speed thing. I felt like the Flash.


  “Thanks!” Christy gasped.


  “Anytime,” I replied before taking off again. Sheila was busy fighting off the remaining witch, as well as four vampires. Without her sword, she wasn’t able to keep them at bay as well as before, but she was definitely holding her own. Unfortunately, they had her cornered in such a way that she couldn’t finish one off without another moving in to harass her. I aimed to fix that.


  “Over the edge with them all!” Remington cried from behind me.


  That didn’t sound particularly appealing. It was a hundred and fifty feet to the ground. I stopped and looked back. Gan had been approaching the asshole, looking to finish him off, but I saw now that three of his followers were stalking her.


  I turned around and saw they were doing the same to Sheila, inching her closer and closer to the edge. Even if a fall like that didn’t kill them both outright (a big if, especially for Sheila), it would certainly cripple them enough to make them easy pickings.


  Stark realization hit. For all my speed, I couldn’t help them both. So that’s what cruel irony feels like.


  I thought the choice would be a disturbingly easy one, but amazingly I found myself hesitating. For all the trouble she caused, I still couldn’t bring myself to want to see Gan dead. Don’t get me wrong, all of her beloved bullshit wasn’t starting to seep into my brain (yet). Still, she had helped me (and yes, she had also fucked me over quite nicely too). Regardless of how deluded she was, all of her actions toward me seemed to be dictated by love. Sure, it was a twisted, crazy version of love - one that was horribly tainted by an insane lust for power that would, no doubt, get me killed - but it was love all the same. There was also the fact of her being a little girl. Age aside, I always had a soft spot for the kids in horror movies. Maybe I was better off quitting the vampire business and getting a job in daycare.


  Or maybe I was better off paying the fuck attention. An arm encircled my neck in a chokehold. In my enhanced state, it didn’t feel particularly powerful, but it was enough to keep me in place for a second, which is apparently all the owner needed.


  “This is for Night Razor,” Dread Stalker’s voice hissed in my ear. “At last he shall be avenged!”


  I had a sneaking suspicion of what was coming next. I wrenched myself to the side as best I could. It was both just enough and not nearly so. The stake missed my heart (judging by how I didn’t turn to dust), but punctured several of my other favorite organs. I assumed that included my lungs, considering how I suddenly couldn’t even draw breath to scream.


  A gurgle of blood escaped my throat as I tried to shake the asshole off. He held on for dear life, though. Despite the blow not being fatal, he knew it was both debilitating and painful...although perhaps not enough for his liking. I felt him grab the stake and twist it a few times, just to be a dick.


  A fire erupted in my chest...silver. Fuck me! I needed to get it out. It would only be a matter of time before it incinerated me from the inside.


  Unfortunately, both for me and my allies, it proved to be a potentially fatal distraction.


  I heard cries of “Bill!” and “Beloved!” I whipped my head around, taking stock of their respective situations, and saw that things had gone from bad to worse. In my desire to save them both, I had instead doomed them.


  Gan was able to take only a single step toward me before two of Remington’s goons plowed into her in a dive tackle. The impact carried all three of them over the edge. I couldn’t even scream her name. She let out a shriek and then disappeared from view.


  Unfortunately, I also had no time to mourn her.


  To my horror, I saw that Sheila fared no better. She had managed to dust one of her tormentors, but then saw the trouble I was in. Her aura momentarily faltered. The lone remaining witch immediately took advantage of it. A beam of red hot hatred lanced out and struck Sheila full on.


  At the last second, her powers flared around her again, but the impact knocked her off balance. The three remaining vampires grabbed a hold of her and dragged her toward the edge. They ignited almost instantaneously, burning like pyres in the night. As the last of them vanished into ash, though, he threw his full weight against her. It was just enough to overbalance her. She went down, her momentum taking her over the edge.


  “NO!” I cried out, somehow managing to find my voice again.


  * * *


  “The bitch is dead, and now it’s your turn,” Dread Stalker literally spat in my ear. Fucker needed to learn to say it, not spray it. Sadly for him, I didn’t plan on letting him get the chance. He was going to pay for what he had taken from me.


  I was about to try a judo flip to get him off my back (how hard could it be?), but my attention faltered. Something very important had caught my eye.


  Sheila had gone over, but she hadn’t fallen...yet. I could see the fingers of one hand, still barely grasping the ledge. Saving myself could wait. I had more important matters to attend to.


  My insides still burning, I made good use of Gan’s borrowed strength and dove the distance to where Sheila had gone over, carrying Dread Stalker with me. I landed on my stomach with the asshole still on top (fortunately I didn’t have any wind left to knock out of me), and slid to the edge. Reaching out, I caught hold of her hand just as she was about to lose her grip.


  “Gotcha!” I gasped right before being immediately engulfed in a world of white-hot pain.


  The ruptured organs and internal damage from the stake were bad enough, but they were nothing compared to the agony that raced up my arm.


  I ignited, the fires of faith determined to devour me, but still I refused to let go. Dread Stalker proved to be smarter than I thought. Realizing what was happening, he tried to disengage from me.


  Oh no you don’t! The second he removed his arm from my windpipe, I bit down with everything I had, holding him in place. The fire that was consuming me, spread to him too, and he began to scream - enough for both of us.


  A savage thought raced through my mind, amidst the pain. Music to my ears, asshole. A funny thing happened then. Though still burning, I noticed it didn’t hurt nearly as badly as it should. A moment later, I realized why.


  The world flashed red and my fangs elongated even further, burying themselves to the bone in Dread Stalkers arm. It was my body’s defense mechanism - against the Icon’s power, against death itself. I was changing.


  No!


  I fought it. If it happened now, all my attempts to save her would be for naught. The second it was finished, I would surely attempt to kill her. Knowing what I was capable of in that state, I didn’t like her odds - disarmed as she was.


  There was no way I was going to allow that. I’d die first.


  Inching to the edge, I looked over. She was there, her body alight with energy. My God, she was marvelous...like an avenging angel. Almost as if in response, the rage flared up, fighting me, but I held onto her visage. There’s only one thing that can conquer such animalist hatred: pure love...or so the fairy tales say. I desperately hoped they were true for once.


  I began to lift her, forcing the rage down - doing all I could to keep the change at bay. I doubled my resolve. I would save her, even if it killed me in the process. She was worth it.


  She was also badass.


  Seeing my predicament, as soon as I had raised her high enough, she lifted her other hand in a fist and swung it over my head. In the space of an instant, all of her power focused on the killing blow. Her aim was true and she connected squarely with Dread Stalker’s chin.


  His body became ash almost instantly. Good riddance, dickhead. Unfortunately for me, I sensed I wasn’t far behind.


  That’s when a curious thing happened. Sheila closed her eyes. A smile lit her face and she let out a small sigh of contentment.


  All at once, the glow around her faded to nothing and with it went the pain. The white hot agony that had consumed me at her very touch was gone. I had managed to control my power and now she was doing the same. Gone was the burning power of faith and for the first time since this began - hell, for the first time ever - I felt her. My hand continued to grasp hers and all I felt was her skin against mine. For something so mundane, it was absolutely incredible.


  I pulled her up over the edge. I must’ve looked like shit, but I smiled nevertheless...right before collapsing. Oh yeah, I was still staked. Goddamn my faulty memory.


  I fell flat on my face, my insides continuing to turn to charcoal. Oh well, this wasn’t such a bad way to go. I kind of felt like Leonardo DiCaprio at the end of Titanic, right after he saved Kate Winslet. Hmm, come to think of it, I had always hated that ending. Oh well. It could be worse. I could’ve been living out the fucking awful finale to Avatar.


  I heard screams and shouts, but they suddenly sounded very far away.


  “Tom!”


  Tom? No, silly. My name is Bill. Jeez, talk about...


  “Hold on,” a sweet voice said from seemingly miles away. “I’ve almost...got it!”


  JESUS MOTHERFUCKING CHRIST ON A POGO STICK!


  Reality came screaming in to fill the void the stake had left. It, along with a good chunk of me, was wrenched free. My senses rushed back, including a massive shitload of pain.


  “Are you alright?” Sheila gently rolled me onto my back, letting the nice, soft asphalt dig into the gaping hole in my backside. Icon she may be, but Florence Nightingale she was not.


  “Peachy,” I strained to say.


  “I’m serious.”


  “So am I...sorta.”


  “That was pretty crazy. You could have, well...you know...”


  “You’re worth it.”


  Wait a second...did I actually just say that? Holy crap, I did! Thank God for getting stabbed, beaten, and almost immolated, because it finally gave my insecurities a chance to take a fucking siesta.


  We had only a scant second, but in that time, nothing else mattered. We enjoyed our moment. Unfortunately, that’s all it was. I remembered that the battle wasn’t over yet. I tried to stand and fell right back down on my ass.


  That’s when I heard the scream.


  * * *


  “You fucking little prick, I’ll kill...urk!”


  It was Sally. That got me moving again. I clawed my way back to my feet in time to see her go skidding across the rooftop, her body still glowing from the attack. I had forgotten we still had one witch left to deal with.


  “Check on your friend. I’ve got this,” Sheila said.


  Her aura flared to life again and she ran off to the right.


  I didn’t want to leave her, but I couldn’t turn my back on Sally. My indecision had already cost Gan her life. I didn’t want to add anyone else to that list.


  I lurched over to find her semi-conscious. The witch had hit her full on, but was apparently low on juice from the continued battle. What should have been a killing blow had merely dazed her, thank goodness.


  I pulled her to a sitting position, and that’s when I noticed the mark on her forehead. It was a circular burn, but it was the image charred into it that caught my eye. Two large windows on its chest and a crude faceplate covering the mouth - Tom’s amulet!


  Still horribly wounded, I stood nevertheless and glanced around. Tom wasn’t where we had lain him down. I looked toward Christy. Still standing over Ed, she was fighting off the last of Remington’s vamps, the strain evident on her face. It was taking everything she had. Her eyes met mine and I saw the panic in them. That’d been her voice I had heard earlier.


  I stepped forward to help her out, but she shook her head. She closed her eyes, gritted her teeth, and the power flared out from her - almost blindingly so. When I could see again, the purple glow was gone, and so were the two vampires. Piles of dust lay where they had stood.


  Christy looked at me, mouthed, “Go!” then her eyes rolled up into the back of her head and she collapsed next to Ed, completely spent.


  That she hadn’t abandoned my roommate, even when she saw her boyfriend wake up, said a lot about her. It was time to return the favor.


  Sally was going to be okay, so I limped over to the other side of the roof. Rounding an air vent, I found Sheila straddled atop the witch, pummeling the shit out of her. Say what you will for magic, but sometimes all that’s needed is a good right cross.


  One last punch and the witch went limp. Well damn, that was easy.


  Oh wait, no it wasn’t.


  I took a step forward and that’s when I heard the click of a slide being pulled. Tom stepped around an air conditioning unit, not ten feet from Sheila’s position, Sally’s Desert Eagle in his hands. He had it pointed at her head. Even a total shit shot like me wouldn’t be able to miss at that range.


  “Tom!” I wheezed, catching his attention. “You don’t want to do this.”


  “You’re wrong, Freewill,” he replied. “She has to die.” Was he really that far gone?


  I needed to reach him somehow. Sadly, even with the last of Gan’s speed, there was no way I’d be able to cross that distance before he could squeeze the trigger. There had to be something...that’s it!


  I remembered what Christy had said. Perhaps a big enough shock could temporarily bring him to his senses.


  “Think about Christy,” I urged. “Think about the baby.”


  “I am,” he said, focusing again on Sheila who had started to rise. “Don’t even think about moving. You’re the cause of all this misery.”


  “She’s not, Tom...I am.”


  “I know. I meant you’re in the collective sense.”


  “Oh. Well...um...this isn’t you. You’re not a murderer.”


  “Maybe you don’t know me very well after all. This is the real me. I’d do anything to protect my child.”


  “The real you...” I trailed off, a thought hitting me. Maybe I was going about it all wrong. I knew Tom. Hell, I had known him for twenty years. I remembered things about him that even he had forgotten. I knew the real him.


  His finger tightened on the trigger. I only had one chance at this. Hopefully I knew him as well as I hoped.


  “I’m glad Optimus Prime got broken.”


  “What?” His eyes shifted back toward me.


  “You heard me. Shit like that’s for immature assholes anyway. What are you, a fucking five year old?”


  He blinked at me, outrage on his face. Holy shit, was it actually working? I needed to crank it up a notch.


  “Yeah. In fact, you know what? I can’t stand any of your toys.”


  “You need to stop...”


  “Once this is all over, you know what I’m gonna do? I’m kicking in the door to your room and taking a blowtorch to every single fucking thing you own.”


  “Don’t even...”


  “Try selling He-Man on eBay when he looks like a hunk of melted shit.”


  “Goddamn it, Bill,” he said, a familiar whining quality entering his voice. “How many times do I have to tell you to not touch my collectibles? Do you know how much money those fucking things are...” He stopped mid-sentence and began to blink rapidly, his stance becoming unsteady.


  After a moment, he shook his head. Finally his eyes cleared and he looked over at me, recognition on his face. “Dude, where the hell am I?”


  Holy crap, it had worked. I couldn’t believe it. It was kind of pathetic, seeing what really snapped him out of his funk. Okay, very pathetic...but who cared?


  He looked down at the gun in his hands. “No fucking way!”


  I stepped over to him as quickly as I could. “It’s okay, Tom. It’s...”


  “When did I get a vintage Megatron? Do you know how much this thing is worth?”


  Oh for Christ’s sake! I suddenly didn’t feel so bad for what needed to be done. After all, Christy did say it was temporary.


  “Tom, believe me when I say I’m sorry for this.”


  “Sorry for wh...OOF!”


  He didn’t get a chance to finish, as my fist connected with his jaw - dropping him like a ton of bricks. He hit the rooftop, out cold - the gun clattering out of his grasp.


  Letting out as deep a breath as my charred lungs would allow, I turned toward Sheila. She stood up from where the unconscious witch lay and we approached each other.


  “Is he going to be all right?” she asked, her eyes dancing between me and Tom’s still form.


  “His head is harder than you’d believe. He’ll be fine. More importantly, are you okay?”


  “I’m right as rain.” She looked back at the fallen witch, then lifted her fist triumphantly. “Who’d a thought I had it in me?”


  “Me, for starters.”


  “I can see that. Thank you for believing in me.”


  I shrugged, not knowing what to say. After all, my belief in her had caused all of this.


  “Thank you for everything,” she said.


  “I’m not sure you should be thanking me. I...”


  “Showed me that I was special? Who could find fault in that?”


  “I ruined your life.”


  “No, you just opened a new chapter in it. That’s what life is all about - endings followed by new beginnings.”


  “It’s the endings I’m worried about.”


  “I’m not, especially now that I know I have you watching out for me.”


  Holy moly! Did she just say that? Despite the cold, my palms got all sweaty. This really wasn’t the best time for us to have a moment. We were in the middle of a supernatural storm, having just barely beaten a group of trained killers. And yet, somehow it felt right...almost like a touch of destiny.


  She held out her hand to me, the glow disappearing from it. I tentatively reached out and took it.


  * * *


  Nothing happened. Holy crap...nothing happened! We stood there, actually holding hands like two normal human beings.


  I could barely believe it. It was the most wonderful fee...


  *BLAM!*


  The bullet just barely grazed my ear, drawing blood. For a second, time stood still as realization dawned. If I live to be a thousand, there will never be a moment as terrible as that one.


  Sadly, the world resumed its normal pace far too quickly.


  Sheila’s head snapped violently back. The force of the impact threw her off her feet, her hand slipping from my grasp.


  She landed, unmoving, amongst the slush that was building up on the rooftop.


  “Oh God, no!”


  “Oh yes, Freewill,” an English-accented voice said from behind me.


  I turned to find Remington standing there - one arm in ruins, a massive bullet wound rendering it all but useless. In his other hand, though, he held the same weapon which had earlier been used against him: Sally’s Desert Eagle.


  “I am not so easily beaten,” he said. “You would have been wise to consider that. Alas, you were not. To think our people would put any stock in such a pathetic being as yourself.”


  I had nothing to reply with. My whole form...my whole world...was numb.


  He glanced past me to where Sheila’s body lay. “You sicken me, you know that? Who would have guessed you would choose her over your own kind?”


  “Always,” I spat back, my voice sounding deeper than normal, something that I found not altogether surprising. I considered things - a cold rationality washing over me. In the space of a few days, his team had tried to take everything from me. In the space of a second, he had succeeded.


  “Do not fret, Freewill. I meant what I said earlier. You will be joining her in Hell.”


  His voice hardly registered with me as he raised the massive weapon and pointed it my way. The numbness began to leave me and in its place a red rage descended over my vision. The creature inside of me demanded freedom. For perhaps the first, and last, time, I was inclined to oblige. What did it matter anyway? What point was my life, my humanity, with her gone? What possible future could I have without her?


  Future, hah! All that talk of destiny had been for naught after all. Remington had proven it with just the pull of a trigger. I was almost tempted to thank him. In his own sick way, he had freed me. First, though, I had something else in mind.


  I had nothing left...save the meaningless prophecies, the death I had been supposedly fated to bring this world. So be it.


  I felt the remnants of my clothes tear as my body enlarged. Remington and the gun in his hand suddenly seemed very small, almost insignificant, to me.


  “Impressive,” he said dispassionately, then pulled the trigger. A dry click was the only response.


  The grin disappeared from his face as I leapt. The red rage consumed me, burying everything human...perhaps forever. The part of me that was still Bill Ryder faded into the darkness, glad to be gone from a world that held only pain. Remington’s screams were my only company as I let it take me wholly.


   


  And Now for a Slightly Different Epilogue


  “And what happened then?”


  “We bugged out of there pretty goddamned fast. Even with the storm, it must’ve looked like a hell of a fight from the street. I could hear sirens in the distance. It seemed like a good time to beat feet.”


  “I’m not blaming you. It was a prudent course of action,” James said, his voice resonating from the Bluetooth earpiece I wore. I had no idea where he was calling from. Could have been Europe, for all I knew, but I was just glad it was him. As fun as gloating would have been, I wasn’t in the mood to deal with Colin’s bullshit.


  “Thanks, I just hated having to run like that.”


  “Places can grow on you.”


  “Screw that! All of my stuff was there.”


  “Ah, Sally, you always have your priorities straight,” he said with a chuckle. “Speaking of which, let me see if I have my facts in order. The others are expecting a report, although considering the turn of events, I highly doubt they’ll give it much more consideration other than to note case closed.”


  I didn’t need to ask further. I knew what he was talking about. The news anchors were practically orgasming onscreen amidst all the chaos. It had been the first thing I had flipped on after reaching the safe house, just to see if anything had been reported about the battle atop the office.


  I needn’t have worried. There was so much out of the ordinary going on, that a few fireworks in SoHo were barely a blip on anyone’s radar.


  “...the freak storm, which appeared to have come out of nowhere, continues to pound the tri-state area. Meteorologists are still stumped as to its cause or when we can expect it to end. Some local amateur photographers managed to snap some stunning photos of the strangely colored lightning associated...”


  “One witness described the scene as a modern day Roanoke. Overnight, the small trading village of Buffalo Valley, located at the Northern tip of Manitoba, seems to have disappeared. Authorities are stumped, claiming it’s not just the town’s residents which are missing, but the buildings as well. They claim it’s as if the forest simply swallowed the small...”


  “...Museum officials are refusing to comment on reports that the statue of Osiris - dating back to the twelfth century BC, and currently on loan to the Smithsonian - began to cry what witnesses described as tears of blood...”


  “Police still have no leads on what has been dubbed the Mamaroneck Massacre...”


  “...the Icon then wiped out Remington’s forces to the last man before Dr. Death was able to intervene, is that correct?”


  “Huh?” I pulled my attention away from my nails. They were going to need another coat of gloss. My active lifestyle as of late was playing hell on them. “Yep, that’s what happened,” I replied offhandedly.


  “How about our allies in this joint venture? Did any of them survive?”


  “Nope. Decker went down early in the fray. None of his coven made it either.” I had personally seen to that little detail before leaving, making sure to be the last one to vacate the premises. I almost laughed at the irony. Decker and his band of magical harpies had convinced themselves that the Icon would be the death of them. Amusingly enough, they’d still be alive if they hadn’t gotten involved in the first place. Talk about a self-fulfilling prophecy. Oh well, I wasn’t going to be shedding any tears for those assholes anytime soon. Although...


  I grabbed a pen and jotted down a note. I might as well send Starlight up north to see if she could track down his body. I wouldn’t mind using Decker’s skull as an ashtray. It was the least he could do for fucking up the loft.


  “It’s a pity about Remington,” James continued. “His skills were held in high regard by the First.”


  “Yep, a pity,” I replied. A pity the asshole didn’t suffer longer. In the end, though, he did scream just like a little girl as Bill was tearing him a new asshole. That was relatively satisfying.


  “I dare say, Colin has brought down far more scrutiny on his stewardship of this endeavor than he had hoped.”


  I perked up. Finally, this conversation was getting interesting. “How so?”


  “Remington’s team had been needed elsewhere, to help shore up defenses at our keep in Northern Siberia. Colin managed to convince them otherwise, that this would be a glorious victory. Needless to say, his decisions in all other matters are currently being questioned.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” I lied, not bothering to conceal it in my tone. James knew my history with that prick.


  “Actually I’m not. Colin’s leadership skills might be...underdeveloped, but he was an excellent assistant. The truth is I miss him in that regards. There’s a chance I may be able to swing a reassignment for him as my personal attaché. That would make my considerable workload somewhat more bearable.”


  I tried and failed to suppress a giggle. It would be so awesome to see him kiss everyone’s ass for a promotion only to wind up as James’s secretary once more. Perhaps there is such a thing as cosmic justice. The laugh also provided me with a needed release from the current stress I felt. It helped mask the worry worming its way through my gut.


  Goddamn it Bill, where are you?


  * * *


  James finally finished his debriefing. I had little doubt he suspected I was leaving details out. He was both smart and perceptive that way. Whereas several centuries of life taught most vampires the joy of hearing their own voices, it had taught James a far more valuable lesson: how to listen. Fortunately, that was coupled with honest to goodness common sense. He knew when to let unimportant minutia slide, especially if it meant keeping things from turning into a full scale avalanche of stupidity.


  “Do I have the facts straight?” he had asked, his wry tone indicating he knew I fudged the details a bit. That was fine. We both knew there weren’t any witnesses, at least none that would contradict my story.


  “Exactly as I remember them.”


  “Excellent. You’ll let me know when he returns, won’t you?”


  “I will,” I replied before hanging up. It was the only part of the conversation I hadn’t exaggerated or outright lied about.


  I had set up a small nook in the living room to act as a makeshift office, until such time as I felt it safe to return to our actual office. Once I put the phone down, Starlight entered, a pot of fresh coffee in hand. I was almost tempted to smile at her, but refrained. It was bad for my reputation. I knew how James felt about Colin. It was the same with Starlight, except for the fact that she wasn’t a back-biting little dick.


  Following the battle, I had called her and given the all clear. She had packed up immediately and wasted no time in returning. The others, Firebird and Alfonzo, would be back the next night. I couldn’t have cared less about Firebird. She and I had never gotten along, tramp that she was. Alfonzo couldn’t return fast enough, though. Gods knew I deserved a scalp massage and a good conditioning after all this shit.


  I reached up and felt my temple. The burn from the meatwad’s amulet had finally started to fade. He was lucky he was Bill’s friend. Because of that, I was probably only going to kick his ass for attacking me. The fact that he wouldn’t remember doing it or why, at least after Christy got done mind-scrubbing him, would only make it that much more amusing.


  “How are the newbs handling things?” I asked Starlight, taking a business-like tone.


  “I set them up at the warehouse with some supplies. They’re adjusting.”


  “Any possible runners?”


  “I compelled them to stay put, just in case.”


  “Good.”


  Remington’s thugs had gone on a mad killing spree at the office, slaughtering any of the other tenants they happened to catch. Talk about fucking up our lease! It turned out, though, that they had been sloppy - not finishing the job with a half dozen or so. That was fine by me. Village Coven just so happened to have a few openings in its ranks. Hopefully one or two might even be worth the trouble of letting them live. Either way, though, that was a problem for tomorrow. For now, I needed to concentrate on...


  There came a knock from the front door.


  Starlight glanced at me quizzically, but I shrugged. It couldn’t be the cops. James had wired a goodly amount of funds to the right parties, convincing them that the raid from the other day had been a mistake. The same would eventually be done with the office. Sadly, it was going to take a bit more time considering the mess that had been made there.


  “Think it’s him?” she asked, a hopeful tone in her voice. She was such an optimist. It was almost sickeningly cute.


  I took a sniff and frowned. No, it definitely wasn’t Bill. In fact, it wasn’t anyone I wanted to see. Still, I guess it was either open up or have her break down the door.


  I stood to smooth my dress - a cute little black number, appropriate for my current mood. Appearances were important, even for company I couldn’t stand. “Open it,” I said with a barely concealed sigh, sitting back down again.


  Starlight opened the door for Gan, the little Mongolian princess bitch. She was accompanied by one of her lackeys...the same one who had been led on a merry chase by the witches.


  She walked in like she owned the place. Big surprise. God, what I wouldn’t have given for a trapdoor leading to a shark tank, but oh well. Maybe next safe house.


  I turned to Starlight, not wanting her to eavesdrop. “Alice,” I used her real name, as I often did whenever I wanted her to be sure I wasn’t fucking around, “would you be good enough to go out and get us some coffee?”


  Not grasping my meaning, she glanced at the steaming carafe she had just set down, a confused look on her face.


  I so hate when people don’t get the hint. I grabbed the pot and threw it across the room, where it shattered against the wall. Subtlety has never been one of my virtues.


  “Oops.”


  That got her moving. She stepped past Gan and left, closing the door behind her.


  Once it clicked shut, I raised an eyebrow at my guest - only partially because of the Spongebob lunchbox she was carrying. Goddamn, what a weirdo. “I was wondering what had happened to you.”


  “How so?” she replied.


  “That was a pretty long drop from the top floor.”


  She shrugged as it were nothing.


  “So what happened?” I asked once it became obvious she wasn’t going to elaborate.


  “It is simple. I survived. They did not.”


  Okay then. Ask a stupid question. It didn’t really matter, though. I hadn’t doubted she would get little more than a sprained ankle out of the ordeal. One simply doesn’t get lucky like that.


  “If you’re looking for Bill, you’re gonna be disappointed. He’s missing.”


  “I am well aware. I am here to see you before I depart.”


  I couldn’t hide my surprise. She hit me with three big question marks at once right there. Not wishing to seem over eager, I figured I’d save that part about her leaving for last.


  “You’re aware? How?”


  “His scent is gone,” she replied simply enough.


  Her and that creepy nose of hers. She had once told Bill she could track him anywhere. It was probably how she was able to find us up in Westchester. Either that or she had chipped him like a dog...a distinct possibility. Still, if she couldn’t sense him now...


  “How do you know he’s not...”


  “Dead? Do not be so naive,” she said dismissively. It was all I could do to keep from launching myself across the desk and throttling her. “Had he died, his scent would have lingered with his ashes. This is different. It is hard to explain. It is as if it simply...changed. One moment it was there, the next it vanished.”


  “Changed is a good word for it,” I said. It wouldn’t hurt to let her know that part. “He completely lost it after the Icon got iced. He transformed and tore Remington to shreds. When it was all over, he just took off running. He was gone before I even fully realized what was happening. I haven’t seen him since.”


  Now it was her turn to look surprised. Her eyes opened wide, excitement shining in them. “You saw him?”


  I nodded. It had been the first good look I had gotten of him after a change.


  “Was it as marvelous as I have heard?”


  I considered this. I had to admit it was definitely not what I had been expecting. I’d have to remember that when he got back. It bore...consideration. To Gan, though, I simply nodded again. No point in going into further details. It would only encourage her.


  “What of the others?”


  “Remington’s forces were obliterated to the man. Ditto with the mages.”


  “No, I mean the others who sided with us - more specifically, the witch and her human. Our alliance is over. I meant what I said about punishing them for their treachery.”


  I don’t know why, but the lie came out of my mouth without even a moment’s hesitation. “You’re too late. After Bill changed, he went nuts. They didn’t make it. I’m lucky I did.”


  Gan raised an eyebrow. She might look like a little girl, but she was perceptive. For all I knew, she could smell the deception on me. Fortunately, I was no amateur when it came to untruths. The best way to fake out a watchful eye was to marinate the bullshit in a little bit of truth. When it comes to cooking up lies, I am an Iron fucking Chef.


  “I assume you have no quarrel with Bill’s other friend. I managed to pull him out with me, dead weight that he was.”


  “Why would you do that?”


  Now that was the first good question she had asked. Why had I done a lot of things as of late? There I was, saving Christy and Tom’s asses. I had put my own on the line for Bill and his wannabe girlfriend. Hell, I was even developing a soft spot for his human roommate. What the fuck was wrong with me?


  It was a rhetorical question. I knew the answer: Bill was what was wrong with me. He had started off as a means to an end, a way for me to finally claw my way out from being Jeff’s plaything. At some point, though, things had changed. Despite my best efforts, he had become the first real friend I had made in decades. The fucker’s humanity was starting to rub off on me. Now, with all this Icon crap, I even found myself thinking back to my own early days of being turned...something I really was not particularly nostalgic for. What was the world coming to?


  Rather than give Gan that insight, though - not that she would care - I simply said, “I was curious as to what would happen to him.”


  “He is awake?”


  “Not yet.”


  “You should kill him.”


  “Why?” I asked, genuinely intrigued. It wasn’t like her to take an even passing interest in a human, other than as lunch perhaps.


  “He is...an anomaly. Turned by one of us, yet saved by the Icon. He is undoubtedly changed by the experience...but into what, I do not know. The seers speak not of such a thing ever occurring. Such an aberration is not foretold.”


  I hadn’t considered that. I figured he’d either wake up normal, or turn anyway regardless of the Icon’s ministrations. Now I was more intrigued than ever. Talk about living in interesting times.


  “I’ll take that under advisement.”


  “Do so. Alas, I cannot see to it myself at this time.”


  “Oh yeah, you had mentioned something about departing,” I said offhandedly, the sarcasm zooming way over her diminutive head.


  “Yes. I must leave for home. The Alma have made their first strike against my forces. It was repelled easily enough, but I do not doubt they were simply testing us. I wish to be there to ensure they are laid low like the dogs they are. The rest of my people are securing transport even as I speak.”


  “How’d they fare?”


  A look of irritation passed through Gan’s face for just a moment. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t take some amusement from it. “One of the Magi, perhaps two, escaped. There is no sign of them. My assassins are well aware of my displeasure at such.”


  Well that was just fucking great. “Shit really is starting to pile up.”


  “Crude, but apt. Indeed it is. Do not fret, though. I shall return when it is time for my beloved to fulfill his destiny.” She took my silence as cue to go on. In reality, it was because I was confused. “I had thought that the eve of his glorious fate was upon us. I have since come to the conclusion that he needs further maturing. His destiny is still yet to come.”


  She stopped as her eyes focused on something leaning against the wall behind my desk. I knew exactly what she was looking at.


  Without invitation, she walked around me. Gingerly she reached out toward it, but then pulled her hand back without touching it.


  “The Icon’s sword?”


  I nodded. “I figured it would raise too many questions if the cops found it. Besides, it’s an antique. Seemed a shame to leave it behind.”


  “I am surprised you could touch it.”


  “I can’t, at least not without my hands blistering to all hell. Fortunately, Remington didn’t need his trench coat where he was going. It made for an excellent oven mitt.”


  “Interesting,” she said, strolling to the front of my desk, a thoughtful look upon her face. “She will no doubt want it back when the time comes to face my beloved in their final conflict.”


  I guess she had missed that part earlier about the Icon buying the farm. “I hate to burst your bubble, but you might want to consider that the whole prophecy was nothing but bullshit.”


  “Why?”


  “Wasn’t it foretold that Bill would kill the Icon, or the Icon kill him. Well it didn’t happen.”


  “I know. That is obviously still to come.”


  “Newsflash, sweetheart - since you missed the show - but the Icon is dead.”


  “No, she is not.”


  “Yeah, she is. I was there. She took a fifty-caliber slug to the face. You don’t get up from that.”


  To both my surprise and undying irritation, Gan actually started to giggle. It quickly turned into a full-on chortle. I looked to her companion for some clue, but he just stood there silent and stoic. Lot of fucking help he was.


  “Oh, I thank you,” she said after a few moments. “I have not laughed like that in some time.”


  “Am I missing something here?”


  “Indeed, child. Tell me, was your weapon consecrated in the sacrament of the Black Tngri?”


  Black what? My only reply was a blank stare, not understanding a word of her gibberish.


  “My apologies. It is known in the West as the Ritual of Baal.”


  Yeah, like that helped at all. “Never heard of it,” I replied, reaching up to twirl an errant strand of hair that had fallen out of place.


  “That is not surprising. Very few of our kind have. Even during the days when Freewills and Icons waged war openly on the battlegrounds, it was a secret known only to a handful. Still, I would have thought the other vampires would have come prepared with sanctified weaponry. Odd they did not.”


  “I’m not following.”


  “To put it simply, if it were so easy to kill the Shining Ones, they would not be considered the great threats they are. We would have merely launched volleys of arrows at them from afar and been done with it.”


  My mouth dropped open. She couldn’t be right. Wouldn’t James have known about this? I could understand Colin being in the dark, but I found it unlikely one of the Draculas wouldn’t know. What the hell was going on?


  “To that end, I shall leave Monkhbat here when I depart.”


  “Huh?” I muttered, entirely distracted by her revelation. The phrase holy shit didn’t begin to do it justice.


  “I said I shall be leaving Monkhbat behind.”


  What? “Not even gonna try hiding that you’re spying on us, are you?”


  “No,” she replied smugly. “He shall remain here as my eyes, but I do not leave him as a burden to you. He shall be entirely at your disposal. Use him as you will to help rebuild your coven.”


  “And he’ll be reporting in to you at every step of the way?”


  “Of course.”


  I considered this. It irked me, but perhaps the devil you know is better than the one you don’t. Before then, we hadn’t even been aware she was keeping an eye on us. Now at least...


  “Entirely at my disposal?”


  “Yes. He shall serve you loyally. Albeit take care...”


  “Let me guess, don’t cross the line or he’ll turn on us?”


  “No,” she replied, looking slightly offended. “I simply wished to convey that you should keep your commands simple. His English is not so good.”


  “Oh.”


  She turned to leave. “Farewell, Sally. We shall meet again.”


  Sally? What happened to whore? “Wait a second. You said you stopped by to see me, not Bill.”


  “Ah yes,” she replied, addressing me over her shoulder. “I had almost forgotten. I wished to convey to you my respect. You have proven yourself far more capable in this endeavor than I had foreseen.”


  “Thanks...I guess.”


  “Dr. Death has chosen well for his second. He could do far worse. I am comfortable leaving, knowing he has you to guide him.”


  I was nearly stunned. That was the closest the little witch had ever come to being remotely civil with me.


  “I’ll do my best,” I replied, finding myself at a loss for a wittier comeback.


  “I know you shall,” she replied before once more turning to leave. “There is just one more thing.”


  “Yes?”


  “Have a care, whore. Bill is still mine. Should I perceive that your intentions for him are anything more than the physical services you provide, I shall kill you without a moment’s hesitation.”


  With that, she walked out.


  Motherfucking little bitch!


  * * *


  I finally put down the phone. Several hours had passed since I had ordered Starlight to get me the numbers of every morgue in the city. Gan’s warning had completely freaked me the fuck out.


  After Bill had run off, the rest of us had gotten off the roof ASAP before the authorities could arrive. I hadn’t even given consideration to Sheila’s survival. Hell, I had seen Remington plug her at close range with a silver bullet. Something like that would have put down a vampire of even James’s power. It was nearly inconceivable that someone could take that and live.


  Now, having made call after call, I was forced to reconsider. No one even remotely resembling her appearance had been delivered to any of the bone houses I had contacted.


  * * *


  Two hours later, my questions were at least partially answered. After sending Monkhbat out on a bullshit errand to get him out of my hair, I had turned on the police scanner. Turns out an ambulance had gone missing shortly after our battle ended. It had just been found parked in an alley in northern Manhattan, the driver unconscious. There had been nobody else on the scene. Nothing had been stolen except for the driver’s coat. The address the ambulance had been en route from when it disappeared: the office.


  My feelings were decisively mixed. On the one hand, I was sort of glad. She gave Bill hope and I didn’t want to see that die. The flip side of that, though, was she was also a distraction for him, a dangerous thing in these times. Her survival had been Bill’s - our - goal. Everything we’d gone through over the past few days hadn’t been for naught after all, but it also meant all of those fucking prophecies were still in play. Fate wasn’t finished with us. That was perhaps the most frightening thought of all.


  Then there was that ritual Gan had mentioned. Had James purposely kept Colin in the dark, letting him send those vamps on what was surely a suicide mission? In that I had more questions than answers.


  Either way you looked at it, things were just beginning. I stepped to the window and surveyed the darkness beyond. The weather had let up a little, but I wasn’t fooled. If anything, this was the calm before the real storm.


  “Bill, where are you?” I said to myself more than anyone.


  “Any sign of him yet?” a voice asked from behind me, Starlight.


  “No, but he’ll be back.”


  “How can you be sure?”


  “He always comes back,” I said with more certainty than I felt, the burden of leadership finally beginning to weigh on my shoulders. “The dopey little fuck is full of surprises.”


  She was silent for a moment, but then asked, “So what do we do now?”


  I smiled. That part at least was easy. Freewill or not, this coven wasn’t rudderless. Not to toot my own horn, but I could keep the fires burning until he got back. “We do what we need to. We rebuild and recruit.”


  “I thought we weren’t supposed to...”


  “There’re bad things coming, Star, and I want this coven up to full strength again. I don’t know what’s out there, but I don’t want us caught with our pants down again.” A small grin tugged at my lips as I said that. It was something that Bill would have had an assholish reply to. Amazingly enough, I actually missed the sound of his voice.


  “And then what?”


  “And then we hold tight for the Freewill to return.”


  “To lead us into battle?” she asked, repeating the oft-said prophecy.


  “Maybe,” I replied, keeping my true feelings on the subject to myself.


  “But what if he doesn’t?”


  “He will,” I said, silently adding I hope to that. A thought then hit me. With it came a smile and even a little chuckle at the irony of it all.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “Bill will be back and maybe things will even turn out okay in the end.” I turned and put a hand on Starlight’s shoulder. “We just need to have a little...faith.”


  THE END


  



  Bill Ryder might return in:


  Goddamned Freaky Monsters (The Tome of Bill, part 5)


  Can’t wait for more Bill? Follow his ongoing misadventures on Facebook at


  http://www.facebook.com/BilltheVampire


   


  Author’s Note


  Welcome, dear reader. I hope you have enjoyed books one through four of the Tome of Bill. My goal since day one of this series has been to entertain, delight, and maybe even shock you a little. If I have done any of that, then it has been my express pleasure.


  As I write this, I’m already hard at work on the second half of the series and I can’t wait to show you what I have in store. Perhaps you’ll be good enough to join me again as we walk the night with a nerdy vampire and his snarky sidekick. There’s still a lot of Bill and Sally’s tale left to tell and things are only going to get crazier from here.


  I have a lot of fun writing these books. I sincerely hope you’ve felt the same reading them.


  Rick G.
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  Bonus Story: Ren-Faire


  This story takes place approximately halfway between the events of Bill The Vampire and Scary Dead Things. It was created as part of the Rule of Three blogfest and takes place in the shared world of Renaissance (created by author Stuart Nager).


  Part 1: Bill


  They say the road to Hell is paved with good intentions. I’m pretty sure whoever first said that had a roommate as monumentally stupid as mine. Tom, the dumbass in question, sat in the shotgun seat while my other roommate, Ed, was behind the wheel of the parked car. The street, the only one in this jerkwater town from the look of things, wasn’t exactly crowded. Even so, the few locals milling about were giving us more than our fair share of bewildered stares. That probably had something to do with Tom being dressed in full warlock regalia while I sat in the back wearing a cloak and executioner’s hood. Ed, the only one of us with any shame, was dressed normally.


  Tom and I were in character; however, my outfit was also a bit of a necessity. It allowed me to walk around without bursting aflame in the sunlight. Things like that can really ruin a guy’s day. See, I’m a vampire - seriously. They...err...we exist.


  Being undead, a day trip was something I’d usually ixnay - especially in the three or so months since I’d been turned. Unfortunately, things had been a bit stressful for me since then and my friends had finally suggested a weekend road trip to help us all decompress a bit. Too bad we had left the planning to Tom.


  “Renaissance, population three-hundred and thirty three,” sighed Ed, repeating the words on the sign leading into this bumblefuck town. “Not including three visitors, two of whom are dressed like total doofuses, that I am assuming will not be attending a goddamned renaissance festival.” That last part was directed at Tom.


  “Okay, I admit I might have read it wrong on Google,” he said.


  “Might?!” I queried from the cramped backseat. “I’m sitting here dressed like a fucking gimp in a dipshit town where I’m sure half the residents would gladly instruct us to squeal like a pig and you might have read it wrong?”


  “Cut me some slack, Bill,” Tom replied, pulling his glue-on wizard goatee off. “I mean, seriously, who names a town Renaissance and then doesn’t host a ren-faire in it?”


  “People less stupid than you apparently,” commented Ed as he shut off the engine and opened the door.


  “Where are you going?”


  “I’ve been driving for hours. I need to stretch my legs.”


  “I could use a piss break myself,” Tom mused, peeling his costume off to reveal jeans and a t-shirt underneath.


  I mumbled something rude under my breath and then got out to join them. “Let’s get inside somewhere quick. I feel like a Luche Libre’s retard cousin.” They grinned in response, knowing damn well I couldn’t remove my outfit until after sundown. Assholes.


  Ed steered us toward what looked to be the town’s lone tavern. That worked for me. A couple of stiff drinks could make even Tom’s idiocy bearable.


  We were passing what appeared to be a rundown trading post, a sign outside proclaiming “Heriot’s Pass cavern tours. Open Daily!” - fucking tourist traps - when the front door creaked opened and a voice beckoned us from within.


  “Get in here...now!”


   


  Part 2: Tom


  “Where are you going, Bill? I asked as my sun-averse friend veered toward the boarded up storefront we were passing.


  “Come on. Let’s see what she wants,” he replied, heading toward the oddly open doorway of the dilapidated structure.


  “She?” asked Ed.


  “Yeah yeah, I’m hurrying,” Bill complained as he stepped inside.


  “Maybe his mask’s on too tight,” I commented, following.


  I found Bill’s undead ass standing in the middle of an empty room. Judging from the dust on the shelves, this particular shithole had been closed for some time. My more immediate concern, though, was the conversation he was having with thin air.


  “I’m pretty sure this is breaking and entering,” Ed stated as he joined us.


  “It’s cool,” Bill said, pulling off his hood. “Kymara owns this place.”


  “A Chimera owns this...” Before I could say more, the door swung shut behind us. Okay, that was a little weird. But still, after learning that one’s best friend has been turned into a vampire, one tends to up their tolerances of the strange and unusual.


  Bill responded to my unfinished question with, “No, stupid. Kymara, with a K,” as if that answered anything. “This is her store.” He then turned back toward the nothingness next to him. “Kymara, these are my friends.”


  This, of course, prompted Ed to rightly ask, “Who the fuck are you talking to?”


  “Lack of pussy has finally driven him over the edge,” I muttered.


  Bill looked at us as if we were morons. “I’m talking to her,” he said, pointing toward nothing.


  “Yeah, definite pussy deprivation. There’s nobody else here, dude.”


  “Don’t be assholes. Of course...” Bill stopped and again turned toward whatever he thought he was facing. “What? No shit?!” He blinked a few times and then addressed us. “She says she’s a ghost.”


  “A ghost,” Ed repeated. “Well okay then,” he replied with dubious tone. “I guess that explains everything.”


  Bill paused again and then added, “She says that I can see her because I’m already half in her world. The whole being dead thing, I guess.”


  “Makes as much sense as anything.” Ed gave a shrug. “So what does this...”


  “Is she hot?” I interrupted.


  “What?”


  “Is the ghost hot?”


  “Well yeah, I guess,” Bill replied. “Except for...”


  “Except for what?”


  “Nevermind,” he finished.


  “Dibs!”


  “What the fuck are you talking about?” Ed asked me.


  “I’m calling dibs.”


  “You’re calling dibs on a ghost?”


  “Sure. I’d do a ghost.”


  “You worry me, dude,” he replied.


  “Oh come on. It’d be great,” I explained. “You wouldn’t need a condom. No chance of getting a disease. And then when morning comes...*poof*...they vanish into the ether. It’s like the perfect woman.”


  There was a momentary pause as they no doubt pondered my genius, and then Bill walked around the counter. I heard him say, “Yeah, he’s always like that,” as he disappeared into the back.


  Ed and I shared a glance and then he called out, “And you’re going where exactly?”


  “The mines!” Bill yelled back. “She needs our help to...OH FUCK!”


  There came the sound of wood snapping, followed by a loud crash. I started in that direction, but Ed put his hand on my shoulder to stop me. Before I could protest, he activated the screen of his phone to light the way.


  Good idea, too. Following our wayward roommate, we found a large hole in the rotting floorboards. I didn’t know how far down it went, but in the meager light I couldn’t see the bottom.


  “Bill, are you okay?” I called down into the darkness, hoping for any reply that would tell us our friend was still alive...sorta anyway.


   


  Part 3: Ed


  It’s pretty hard to kill someone who’s already dead. Tom and I would have been messed up six ways to Sunday by the fall that Bill had just sustained. Fortunately, his vampire physique was able to shrug it off. Unfortunately the rest of him wasn’t able to shrug off the need to whine about it.


  “Ow! That fucking hurt,” he called up.


  “Watch that first step,” Tom, ever helpful in these situations, yelled back.


  “Screw you!”


  “At last your true feelings for me emerge.”


  “That’s enough,” I interrupted. “You two can get a room later. For now let’s get you out of there, Bill.”


  “No!” he replied. “Kymara says this is the right way. Try to find a rope to...huh, what’s that?”


  “What?”


  “She says there’s a trapdoor in the corner with a ladder leading down...Jeez, could’ve told me that sooner?!”


  As Bill continued bickering with his spectral companion, we found the door and descended downward by the light of my phone. As we did, I wondered if I was alone in feeling paranoid about what we were doing. Bill and Tom both seemed blissfully clueless as usual, but I’ve seen enough movies to be wary of following any ghost into the bowels of the Earth.


  Oh well, friends don’t abandon friends...tempting as it might be.


  After finding Bill, he directed us down a steadily descending path for almost an hour. Finally he stopped and, of course, that’s when my phone gave out. Just fucking great! Vampires can see in the dark, but Tom and I were screwed.


  Before we could complain, though, Bill gasped, “Unbelievable!”


  “What?”


  “It’s amaz...” He started to reply when a flicker of light flared to life next to us. It was a torch and it had somehow self-ignited from where it hung on the wall.


  More torches lit up, illuminating a cavern some fifty feet across. The whole spontaneous ignition thing was almost certainly a bad omen, although I’ll admit it was also pretty fucking awesome to watch. But that wasn’t even the wildest part of it all.


  “Holy Tolkien’s wet dream, Batman!” Tom exclaimed. It was an understatement.


  Standing before us in the newly illuminated space was a legion of the dead, literally. Mummified corpses in full medieval battle armor stood at attention holding equally old weaponry. They were arranged in a semi-circle, all facing the far end of the cave.


  “The Guardians of the Kastanes,” Bill whispered. “Tasked with holding the accursed gates of Heriot’s Pass,” and then louder, “That’s what Kymara says anyway.”


  “Oddly fitting,” I remarked, gaping at the massive portcullis that filled the opposite end of the chamber. It was heavily fortified, yet showed signs of stress as if something had once attempted to gain entrance from the other side.


  “Check it out guys!” Tom cried from somewhere off to the side. We turned to find him swinging a sword swiped from one of the corpses. “Crush your enemies...drive them before you!”


  God, what a twit. “Chill out, Legolas...” I was going to say more, but was drowned out by a booming disembodied voice...a female voice I might add. Surprised? Neither was I.


  “FOOLS! YOUR BLOOD SHALL FREE MY MINIONS FROM THE PIT!”


  “What the hell...” Before Bill could finish, though, his entire form was enveloped in a sickly green light. “Kymara, what the fuck are...” His body started convulsing. He turned toward us and yelled, “Run! I can’t... stop... she’s... taking... ov...”


  Just as quickly as they’d started, the spasms stopped. He smiled and a voice came from his mouth that was most certainly not his. “Freedom will finally be ours,” it purred as Bill’s fangs extended. “Right after dinner.”


  “Oh shit!” Tom spat. “What do we do?”


  “Don’t ask me,” I replied as Bill stepped toward us. “You’re the one who called dibs.”


   


  Part 4: Back to Bill


  “Well that was disappointingly easy,” remarked Ed as we made our way back to the surface via torchlight.


  “Says you!” I griped, hobbling along. “You didn’t get a broadsword shoved through your goddamned leg. Next time, listen to me when I tell you I’m not possessed anymore!”


  “I don’t know what you’re bitching about,” said Tom. “And I quote...Only the caress of a lover’s kiss shall vanquish the darkness back to the abyss... Stupid fucking prophecy! Chosen one, my ass.”


  I glared at him in the dim light. “Let us never speak of that again.”


  “I thought it was kind of cute,” Ed quipped with a shit-eating grin.


  “Fuck you, dude. Just do me a favor and put a stake through my heart if I ever decide to follow some psycho ghost bitch to the gates of Hell again.”


  “Gladly,” Tom said as we continued our upward trek. “Although speaking of ghosts, I thought you said she was hot.”


  “Well she was.” I replied, smirking.


  “She only had half of a face!”


  “Yeah, but that half was pretty hot.”


  “Sorry, I couldn’t tell with all of the pus dripping off of it.”


  “Oh Relax. She was still better looking than your last girlfriend,” Ed said. “But then again so were those trolls that were attacking the gate.”


  Tom tried to scowl at us, but eventually just gave up and laughed. “I have to admit those things were wicked cool. But not as cool as that group of goblin berserkers that went all apeshit against them.”


  I nodded and then added, “Personally I liked when that giant snake showed up and started eating them all.”


  * * *


  We finally made it back to the ladder leading out of the mines. We climbed up and exited the store to find that the sun was still peeking over the horizon. Seemed we hadn’t been gone as long as I had thought. To avoid toasting myself, I put my cloak and executioner’s hood back on then turned to my companions. “What now?”


  “What now?!” replied Ed, incredulously. “Now we get out of this asshole town before anything else fucking happens.” With that, he started back to the car, but not before telling Tom, “That’s the last vacation you get to plan.”


  “Why? You can’t tell me you were bored.”


  “Don’t make me deck you,” I said in response as we neared the vehicle.


  I was about to say more, but stopped dead in my tracks as the sound of multiple footsteps caught my ear. “Guys, we’re not alone.”


  We turned as a group to find three large men approaching us.


  “Uh oh,” Tom sputtered. “I think we missed a few.”


  “It figures,” sighed Ed. “I knew we recited that fucking spell wrong.”


  “Stow it and get behind me,” I hissed as the brutes came closer.


  They were clearly dressed for battle. They wore heavy leather armor adorned with furs. Multi-colored war-paint was slathered on their faces in a variety of tribal symbols. Worst of all, each carried a large, nasty looking battle-axe.


  I tensed myself for action as the one in front stopped and looked me over.


  There was a pause as his eyes locked with mine and then he turned to his companions and said, “I told you this was the right place. Nobody would name a town Renaissance and then not host a Ren-faire in it.”


  The End


   


  Character Interviews


  My name is Rick Gualtieri and I am privy to a secret that few mortals know; a secret which could change the face of civilization as we know it. You see, vampires, monsters, and magic all exist. There is an unbelievable underworld that exists right beneath our noses. Most of us never notice it...and if we’re lucky it never notices us back. My eyes have been opened, though. I’ve been lucky enough to have journeyed into that underworld and lived to tell the tale. One of their kind has taken me under his wing, so to speak, and allowed me to spread his story to the world so that others may know his tale.


  What follows is a series of interviews I conducted, following the events of Scary Dead Things, as I continued to research material for my other books. I have copied them here verbatim from the tapes I made of our sessions. Read them at your own risk, knowing that once you know the truth you can never unknow it. Sometimes the monsters under your bed are real.


  Session 1: A Fucked-up Interview with the Vampire


  Me: Please state your name and tell me a little bit about yourself.


  Bill: My name is Bill Ryder, William Anderson Ryder actually. Dig how my initials spell out WAR.


  Me: Does anyone actually call you that?


  Bill: Not really. But it’s still kind of cool.


  Me: If you say so. So what are you, Bill?


  Bill: Well, I’m one of the senior programmers at HotScotchGames.com. They’re an online gaming company, which is probably obvious from the name. Anyway, their best seller is Egg Cru...


  Me: Not quite what I meant.


  Bill: Oh, sorry. Not sure why you’re asking me that. Haven’t we already gone over this shit before?


  Me: Yes. But this is an interview, remember? It’s a way to clear the air about your life, et cetera.


  Bill: Okay okay. Don’t get your panties in a bunch. I’m a vampire.


  Me: A real vampire, correct?


  Bill: No, I’m just some delusional dipshit who likes to wear capes, talk in a Eurotrash accent, and dump glitter all over myself. Of course I’m a real vampire (opens mouth and extends fangs). Do these look real to you?


  Me: Quite real. So tell me a little about vampires, then. For starters, what’s it like to live forever?


  Bill: Dude, I’m twenty-five.


  Me: But you’re immortal, right?


  Bill: I guess so, but right now I’m younger than you...by a fair amount I might add.


  Me: Fine. Perhaps that’s a question for another day. So then, what about your family and friends? Do they know you’re a vampire?


  Bill: Are you kidding? Mom and Dad freak out about enough shit as it is. My friends know, though. They’re cool with it.


  Me: Fascinating. What about any significant others?


  Bill: Well...


  Me: Are you seeing anyone?


  Bill: Sorta.


  Me: Sorta?


  Bill: Well...yeah...kinda. I’m not really sure. It’s complicated.


  Me: How so?


  Bill: She doesn’t really know we’re dating yet.


  Me: Uh huh. Maybe we should get back to vampires before we go completely off-topic.


  Bill: Oh yeah, sorry. So anyway, some of the stuff you’ve read about vampires or seen in the movies is real, but just as much of it is total bullshit.


  Me: Care to elaborate?


  Bill: Sure. On the real side is that living forever thing. There’s also the sun. If sunlight hits us we go all sparkly...as in like a Roman fucking candle. We’re talking barbeque city here. Vampires also disintegrate into ash when you kill them. Buffy, Blade, and From Dusk Til Dawn all got that part right, and as far as I’m concerned that’s about the extent of vampire-related entertainment that’s worth watching.


  Me: I kinda liked The Lost Boys.


  Bill: Aww. Did you have a poster of Rob Lowe in your bedroom growing up?


  Me: Err...anyway, getting back on track, what parts of traditional vampire lore are incorrect?


  Bill: Lots of it. For starters, forget all that shit about mirrors. If I look in a mirror you know what I see? My face staring out of it, that’s what. Then there’s garlic. Garlic is the same as with people. Some of us love it, some hate it. Personally I think some garlic salt in a glass of blood tastes pretty damn awesome. What else? Oh yeah there’s also crosses.


  Me: Crosses don’t work?


  Bill: More or less. Crosses don’t do jack by themselves. I could strip naked and roll around in a box of crucifixes and it wouldn’t do a goddamn thing.


  Me: Thanks for the imagery.


  Bill: No problem. The thing is, it’s all about belief. If you believe in a cross enough, it’ll work. But, here’s the catch - that applies to just about anything. If your mom believes in her dildo enough - *poof* - instant vampire slayer.


  Me: Truly a concept worth considering. Moving on, you’re the head of a clan of vampires correct?


  Bill: Coven. It’s called a coven of vampires.


  Me: Aren’t covens for witches?


  Bill: That’s what I thought. But no...oh, and don’t get me started on witches. My roommate, Tom, is banging one and what a fucking psycho bitch she is. The other day...


  Me: I’ll be talking to Tom in another interview, so we can cover it then. Back to your coven...


  Bill: Fine! You don’t want to hear my story, that’s just dandy. Fuck you too, dude.


  Me: Your coven?


  Bill: Yeah yeah. It’s called Village Coven because it’s located in the Village section of New York City. Real fucking original name isn’t it? Anyway, I wound up in charge after snuffing the previous head, a douchebag named Jeff, who just so happened to be the reason I’m going to spend all of eternity sucking down blood clots.


  Me: You killed Jeff? According to my notes, your partner...


  Bill: Does it really matter?! As far as the record goes, yes I killed Jeff - not Sally, me!


  Me: There’s no need to get your bat wings all ruffled.


  Bill: Don’t make me smack you.


  Me: I’ve heard some of the others I’ve spoken with refer to you as the Freewill. What is that exactly?


  Bill: Yeah, it’s another stupid name. Vampires seem to have a thing for them. But anyway the long and short of it is that it stands for the fact that I can’t be controlled by other vamps.


  Me: That’s odd, because I heard you talking on the phone to another vampire - Sally, I believe - and it sounded a lot like...


  Bill: No, that’s just her being a bossy bitch. I mean mind control. Older vampires can actually control younger vampires psychically. It’s called compulsion and pretty much all vampires can do it if they’re old enough. I’m the lone exception. It doesn’t work on me. Hence, Freewill.


  Me: That could be handy.


  Bill: Tell me about it. Vampires are a freaky bunch. Last thing I want is one of them getting into a mood and trying to command me to eat dog shit or suck his dick. No sir!


  Me: Is that all there is to it?


  Bill: No. It’s got some other perks, too. For example, I can drink another vampire’s blood. Before you say anything to that, you need to forget any shit you’ve seen on pay cable. It doesn’t work that way in real life. A normal vampire drinking another’s blood is kind of like you downing a bottle of Drano. Once again, except for me. Somehow I’m able to drink vamp blood and not only do I not puke my guts out, but it actually kind of amps me up for a while. I mean we’re talking Hulk Smash shit here.


  Me: And there’s the prophecy, too, right?


  Bill: Which one? Apparently there’re a ton of Freewill prophecies - both inside and outside of the vampire community. All crap as far as I’m concerned. This ain’t Hogwarts and my last name isn’t Potter. They can all take their prophecies and shove them so far up their asses that...


  Me: Thank you for that wonderful mental picture, I’m sure. Bill, it’s been a pleasure speaking with you.


  Bill: That’s it?! Don’t you want to know anything cool...like all the babes I’ve...


  Me: That’s quite alright. I have enough for this interview.


  Bill: Whatever. Just make sure you don’t forget to send me those royalty checks.


   


  Session 2: Death Never Looked so Good


  Me: Your name is Sally, correct?


  Sally: Yes


  Me: Sally what?


  Sally: Sally is just fine, thanks.


  Me: Is that your real name?


  Sally: What do you mean?


  Me: Well, Bill implied your name starts with an L, like...


  Sally: Next question, meatsack.


  Me: Err, anyway. You’re a vampire like Bill, correct?


  Sally: Yes I’m a vampire, but no I’m not like Bill. I have a social life on the weekend.


  Me: Interesting distinction. Moving on, I know why Bill is speaking to me. However, I’m curious as to why you agreed to do so. After all, I’m led to believe that vampires as a whole don’t want the world to know they exist. Is that not correct?


  Sally: Two reasons really. One, Bill asked me to do this...about five hundred fucking times. I agreed so that he’d finally shut the fuck up. Secondly, let’s face facts; I’ve read the shit you write. How many people are actually going to believe you? Two, maybe three?


  Me: A few more than that I’d say.


  Sally: (rolls eyes) Whatever you want to believe. Bottom line is that if you were from someplace real - like say the New York Times - I’d have snapped your neck and fileted you by now. As it is, you’ll excuse me if I’m not too worried about the masses taking up pitchforks and torches against us.


  Me: When you put it that way... Getting back to the topic of vampires, how old are you exactly, Sally?


  Sally: Never ask a vampire her age, we tend to get all bitey about things like that. Suffice it to say I’m a bit older than Bill. Ballpark, looking at you I’d say your mom could have been one of my classmates.


  Me: You’re a member of Bill’s coven, correct? What’s it like to...


  Sally: No, I’m Bill’s partner. I run the coven with him. Think of it like Parliament and the Crown. Bill might be king, but I’m the prime minister.


  Me: In a lot of cultures the king is just a figurehead and the prime minster wields all the power.


  Sally: See? Not as stupid as you look. Oh by the way...my eyes are up here, mister. I catch your peepers heading south again and I’m gonna rip them out of your head.


  Me: Oh, sorry. No offense was meant, miss. Um, next question...how would you describe your relationship with Bill?


  Sally: (another eye roll) It’s complicated.


  Me: As in romantically?


  Sally: NO! What I mean is that half the time Bill drives me bugshit crazy. The guy is like the lord of the dweebs. Under normal circumstances, our social cliques would just not mix. I mean look at me...it was a figure of speech for Christ’s sake. Keep your eyes up here, you fucking perv. Last warning!


  Me: Sorry.


  Sally: Where was I? Oh yeah, Bill. So sometimes I just want to stake the guy myself to put him out of his dorky misery. But the rest of the time he’s like the best friend I ever had. I mean seriously, he’s gone to bat for me when other vamps would have bailed and hopped on the next bus out of town. By the way, don’t let me hear that you repeated that to him or I’ll make a jump rope out of your intestines.


  Me: Mum’s the word (slips recorder into pocket). So as Bill’s partner in the coven, what do you do exactly?


  Sally: I mostly keep the other vampires from ripping him to pieces. See, he has these ridiculous notions of us being kinder and gentler monsters. The guy must have watched one too many episodes of the Care Bears as a kid. Anyway, he keeps trying to make us go against our baser nature.


  Me: That being?


  Sally: We’re apex predators, end of story. You’re a pathetic little gazelle and I’m a goddamned crocodile. Get my drift? Bill, though, apparently lives in this delusional world where we all coexist like we’re in some fucking Disney movie. He keeps trying to curb our appetites and as a result he tends to piss a lot of people off. I don’t care if he is the Freewill, he’s not Superman. He ruffles enough feathers and he’s going to get gang-staked.


  Me: And this is where you come in?


  Sally: Correct-a-mundo! I make sure the blood keeps flowing, the bodies keep piling up, and that he gets the credit for it - whether he likes it or not. That way everyone is happy.


  Me: Except for Bill.


  Sally: Yeah well, you can’t make an omelet...


  Me: Tell me about the hotline that Bill had mentioned to me.


  Sally: (smiles) That brilliant stroke of genius? I don’t like to toot my own horn, well not all the time anyway, but that was definitely an inspired work of Darwinian proportions. It kills at least three birds with one stone, maybe more. The coven gets fresh blood, Bill looks good in the process, and we weed out people who were probably just going to remove themselves from the gene pool anyway. It’s a win win scenario!


  Me: I’m not sure I’d call it that. You’re preying on the weak and vulnerable.


  Sally: Says you. According to the Daily News we are, and I quote: “from dusk until dawn, a shining beacon of hope for the city’s forgotten.” God, I love that one.


  Me: You’re a regular Mother Theresa.


  Sally: Screw that. She never looked this good. Brains, brawn, and beauty...what would Bill do without me?


  Me: Indeed. What would he do without you?


  Sally: Probably die in about five minutes (stands). Well, it’s been real, but time’s up, fleshwad. I have places to be and people much better looking than you to see.


  Me: Thank you for your time.


  Sally: The pleasure was all yours. Now if you’ll just kindly keep your eyes away from my ass as I leave, I might not have to kill you.


  Me: No problem (waits for her to walk out). Crazy bitch.


  Sally: (from down the hall) I heard that!


  (sounds of running as the recording plays out)


   


  Session 3: Bad Things Come in Small Packages


  This interview was unique in that it was conducted via video chat. In addition, the subject refused to speak with me unless Bill Ryder agreed to be in the room during it.


  Bill: Okay, let’s get this over with (punches a few keys. A man appears on the screen after a few seconds. He’s Asian in appearance and appears to be wearing some sort of armor). Hey, Nergui. Can you hear me?


  Nergui: Yes, Freewill. We are connected.


  Bill: Is Gan there?


  Nergui: Indeed. The princess will speak with you now.


  (He gets up and his spot is taken by a girl of seemingly pre-teen age. She seems disinterested at first until she peers at the screen - then her eyes go wide.)


  Gan: Is that you, beloved?


  Bill: Hi, Gan, and please don’t call me that.


  Gan: Why are you in this strange box?


  Bill: It’s a monitor.


  Gan: I see. Will the yellow one be on it when we are done?


  Bill: No, Gan. I don’t think they rebroadcast Spongebob in Mongolia. Anyway, here’s the nice man I was telling you about. He’s going to ask you some questions.


  Me: Hello. May I call you Gan?


  Gan: No you may not, human. I am Gansetseg, shadow mistress of Asia and heir to the empire of the great Khan. You may address me accordingly.


  Nergui: (from off screen) Your Highness would be acceptable.


  Me: Uh, sure. Whatever. Now if we can just...


  Gan: Dr. Death, please kill the human. I find him insolent.


  Bill: Yeah okay, Gan. I’ll kill him as soon as we’re through?


  Gan: Excellent, beloved. You may ask me your questions now, human.


  Me: Thank you, your highness. So is it true that you’re over three hundred years old?


  Gan: Yes. I would imagine it hard for a limited creature such as yourself to understand, but I have walked this Earth for the span of three centuries.


  Me: Is it difficult to have spent that entire time as a little girl?


  Gan: I am no little girl. I am a woman! Would a child be betrothed to a fine man such as Dr. Death?


  Bill: Gan!


  Me: No, I suppose not.


  Bill: Don’t encourage her!


  Gan: My feelings require no encouragement from the human.


  Bill: Grrr...Let’s just move on. Next question.


  Me: Sure. Gan...err...your highness, considering your age, you must have a unique perspective on the modern world. Would you care to share any insights?


  Gan: I live very much the same as I ever have. I am adored by the nomadic covens under my rule. I have vampires who serve me, the undead to cater to my oxen, and humans to provide me with nourishment.


  Me: Undead? I thought...


  Bill: She means zombies. Vamps keep them around as day labor.


  Me: I see.


  Gan: I have encountered bits and pieces of your so called modern world - the vulgar place you call New York...


  Me: That’s probably not a bad way to describe it.


  Gan: Do not interrupt me again, human! Dr. Death, if he does so, please eviscerate him.


  Bill: Yeah sure, whatever, Gan.


  Gan: Excellent! Now as I was saying before being rudely interrupted by this lesser being, I find your modern world to be pointless. All of your technology has done nothing more than weaken your already sad little species. If it weren’t for the yellow one, I’d consider razing it all to the ground and being done with it.


  Me: I’m certain the fine folks at Nickelodeon would be proud to know that they’re the only ones standing between us and Armageddon.


  Gan: Nicke...?


  Me: Sorry, just thinking out loud to myself.


  Gan: You humans are odd that way.


  Me: You and Bill seem to have an interesting relationship.


  Bill: Do you really have to get her started?


  Me: Sorry, I meant aside from the...err...romantic aspects of it.


  Bill: (under his breath) Asshole!


  Gan: Yes. He is the Freewill our seers have foretold, the one who shall lead us back into the light. He is unique amongst all our kind - a fitting concubine for one such as I.


  Bill: Focus, Gan!


  Gan: Oh very well, beloved. I do so for you. We have many prophecies that speak of his deeds to come. Even now, he aspires to greatness. He shall be the one to lead us to victory in our war against the Alma.


  Me: Alma?


  Bill: Uh yeah. Trust me, don’t ask. It’s a long story.


  Gan: Why do you deny it, beloved? You shall be the one to crush the hairy beasts under your iron fist. You shall lay them low. You shall march fearlessly against their unstoppable masses. You shall...


  Bill: I’ll stay in fucking New York where the worst I have to deal with are asshole cabbies and rude street vendors. That’s what I shall do, thank you very much.


  Gan: You cannot deny your destiny, beloved.


  Bill: Watch me...and stop calling me beloved!


  Gan: Very well, my love.


  Bill: ARGH! (storms out)


  Me: Um, we’ve gotten a little sidetracked.


  Gan: I should say so, human. My beloved was supposed to kill you before he left.


  Me: Yeah about that...


  Gan: It is no matter. Nergui, send your assassins to America. Find the insolent human and bring his head back to me.


  Nergui: (off screen) As you wish, Princess. I am tracing his location now.


  Me: Well, will you look at the time. Sorry, your highness, but it seems there’s a problem with our connection.


  Gan: Do not be foolish! There is nothing wrong with... (screen goes blank as plug is pulled)


  Me: I really need to get a different job.


   


  Session 4: Normalcy is Overrated


  Author’s note: This interview was perhaps my favorite of the bunch - not so much because the subjects were ageless, exotic or even interesting. No, it was because this was one of the few where I didn’t feel I was about to be killed for asking the wrong question. Occasionally it is nice to be able to have a conversation and know that you’re not being sized up as a snack.


  Me: Good day to you both. Can you please tell me your names?


  Ed: My name is Ed Vesser.


  Tom: Tom McIntyre.


  Me: Thank you. Now can you explain to me the nature of your relationship with Bill Ryder?


  Tom: Whoa there! I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I’m not into that kind of stuff. I’m strictly hetero.


  Ed: He didn’t mean that kind of relationship, stupid. We’re Bill’s roommates.


  Me: And you’re both human, correct?


  Ed: Well I am anyway. The jury’s still out on him (hooks thumb at Tom).


  Me: How long have you known Bill?


  Tom: We grew up together. I met him in Kindergarten. We’ve been buds ever since.


  Ed: I’ve known Bill for about six years, ever since college.


  Me: So what do you both do for a living?


  Ed: I’m a graphic designer at Hopskotchgames, same company as Bill. In fact, I helped get him the job there...had to put in a major good word for him after he blew the interview.


  Me: Blew the interview?


  Ed: Yep. He took one look at our boss’s secretary and could barely remember his name. He’s been following her around like a little lost puppy ever since. Kinda pathetic, if you ask me.


  Me: Interesting. How about you, Tom?


  Tom: I work on Wall Street. I probably shouldn’t say the company. They’re a big bank and they tend to frown on anyone talking about them without going through our PR department first. Hell, I can’t even sign in to Facebook at work. But that doesn’t matter. It won’t be for long. See, I have this collection of...


  Ed: Do we really have to go into that?


  Tom: Dude, don’t be jealous. Once I’ve made my fortune, I’ll remember to invite you over to my mansion...occasionally.


  Me: What exactly are you talking about?


  Ed: Delusions.


  Tom: Reality! I have an entire storage bin full of collectibles; action figures, comic books, baseball cards...you name it. One day it’s all going up on eBay and then BAM...I retire in style.


  Ed: You’ll be lucky to get pocket change for some of that shit.


  Me: Oh yeah...I seem to recall something about a specific action figure...


  Ed: Oh god, here we go.


  Tom: Yeah! Optimus Prime...mint out of the box. And Bill’s fucking vampire friends broke it.


  Ed: Never mind that they almost broke us, too! One stupid toy was a small price to pay, yet we still haven’t heard the end of it.


  Tom: Nor will you ever.


  Ed: Unless I kill you in your sleep...


  Me: Gentlemen, please. Let’s focus here. I have more questions.


  Tom: (holds up a fist) Optimus Prime, never forget!


  Me: Uh yeah. So anyway, to change the topic a bit...you’re both aware that Bill is a vampire, correct?


  Ed: Well yeah. I mean we’re the first people he told.


  Me: And you’re both okay with it?


  Tom: Hells yeah! It is fucking-A cool.


  Ed: I don’t know if I’d go that far, but yeah we’re fine with it.


  Tom: I’m better than that. Hell, our lives have gotten a shitload more exciting since then.


  Ed: And dangerous...don’t forget that.


  Tom: Not to mention the fringe benefits.


  Me: Excuse me?


  Tom: If Bill hadn’t become a vampire, I’d never have met my girlfriend, Christy. Let me tell you, that chick knows how to...


  Me: I’m sure we don’t need to go into detail.


  Ed: Thank you! I hear it enough as it is.


  Me: Although speaking of your girlfriend - isn’t she a witch?


  Ed: A semi-psycho one.


  Tom: All I’m hearing is more jealousy because I’m getting some on a regular basis. (back to me) Yeah she’s a witch, but it’s cool.


  Ed: Not to Bill.


  Tom: It’s fine. We have an arrangement.


  Me: An Arrangement?


  Ed: Christy wants Bill dead.


  Me: I can see how that could be an issue.


  Tom: Yeah, but it’s not a big deal. We have it all worked out. She’s not allowed to try to snuff Bill in our apartment.


  Me: And that works?


  Ed: No.


  Tom: Yeah. Trust me.


  Me: Speaking of trust, how do you both view Bill? After all, he is what most people would consider to be a bloodsucking monster.


  Tom: I’m more worried about waking up and finding Bill chewing on my dick than my neck.


  Ed: My god you are an idiot! (back to me) But in a nutshell, Tom’s right. I don’t worry about Bill. He’s our friend and we’re his. His vampire buddies on the other hand...


  Me: Like Sally?


  Ed: Um, well...


  Tom: Go on, tell him.


  Me: What?


  Ed: There isn’t much to tell. We went on one date.


  Me: You dated Sally, and lived?


  Ed: Obviously. Don’t get me wrong, she scares the ever bejesus out of me.


  Tom: But she’s a prime piece of ass if ever there was one.


  Ed: There is that.


  Me: I’ll agree on the scary part at least. So have things changed with Bill ever since he became a vampire.


  Ed: Yes and no. Like Tom said, things have definitely been more interesting. On the other hand, we’re still his best friends. If he gets in trouble we help him out and vice versa. Albeit the trouble he gets into as of late has been a lot more potentially lethal than before.


  Tom: Hell yeah. I can’t tell you how many of my toys have gotten broken because...


  Ed: Oh will you shut the fuck up about that already! You’re like a fucking five year old! (back to me) Bottom line is friends don’t abandon friends just because they’ve grown a set of fangs.


  Me: That’s a refreshing thing to hear these days.


  Tom: Yeah, that’s why he sleeps with a shotgun under his bed.


  Ed: I never said we had to be stupid about the whole thing.


  Me: Thank you, both. It’s been...fascinating.


   


  Session 5: The Wicked Witch of the East (coast)


  The following is the last of my taped sessions. It’s also the strangest, as I don’t recall having conducted it or even meeting the person I supposedly spoke with. Yet when I played back my tapes to transcribe these, there it was. Who knows what else I don’t remember? Perhaps I’ll never know. All I do know is that I’ve lived to tell my tale...for now.


  Me: Please state your name.


  Christy: My name is Christine Fenton...Christy for short.


  Me: It’s a pleasure to meet you, Christy. I’ll cut right to the chase. I’ve been told by your boyfriend, Tom McIntyre, that you are an actual witch.


  Christy: Yes I am.


  Me: Care to elaborate?


  Christy: I am a humble conductor of the power primal.


  Me: The power primal?


  Christy: The life-force that flows in and around us all.


  Me: Sounds very new-age.


  Christy: I personally blame the Wiccans’ for that. And before you ask, no they’re not real witches. Ever see one of them do this? (holds up a hand. A crackle of energy erupts from it a moment later)


  Me: No...I can’t say that I have. So you’re telling me that, much like vampires, magic is real?


  Christy: Oh most certainly. You’ve probably seen it yourself. A lot of people can tap into it slightly...just barely enough to notice. If you’ve ever had déjà-vu, a dream that came true, or even found your keys in a spot where they weren’t just a second ago...you’ve most likely had a brush with it. The only difference is that people like me, the Magi, can use it much more proactively.


  Me: So where’s your wand?


  Christy: Oh please, don’t start that. There are no wands. I don’t use my broom for anything other than sweeping. And no, I do not have a diploma from any school with the word Hog in its name. But if you’d like to see my version of Avarda Kedarva I’d be more than happy to oblige. I warn you though; it’s a bit messier than in the movies.


  Me: Err...maybe we should move along...


  Christy: Let’s.


  Me: So how did you end up dating Bill’s roommate, Tom.


  Christy: It’s kind of a funny story. My coven master...


  Me: I thought covens were...


  Christy: Yeah, I’ve heard that, too. Supposedly we stole the idea from vampires. Whatever. At least we give the word some class. Anyway, my master, Harry Decker, assigned me to ascertain whether or not Bill was the Freewill of our legends...


  Me: Harry Decker? I seem to recall Bill mentioning him...


  Christy: It’s bad mojo to interrupt a witch, you know.


  Me: Sorry. I’m just trying to ask about points of interest.


  Christy: Fine. I’ll let it slide for now. Anyway, of course Bill knows him. He’s the vice president of marketing at their company.


  Me: Oh


  Christy: He’s also the leader of my coven, a high adept of the magical arts.


  Me: Fascinating. Getting back to Bill, you have legends about the Freewill too?


  Christy: Yes. As I was saying, my master sent me to determine whether Bill was this vampire of legend. I got a job at the same place as his roommate and began to work my magic on him, figuratively speaking.


  Me: Really?


  Christy: Well okay, a little actual magic too. It didn’t take much though.


  Me: So you’re only dating Tom to spy on Bill?


  Christy: Well I was, but he kind of grew on me after a while. So now he’s really my boyfriend. What can I say, he makes me laugh.


  Me: And Bill?


  Christy: Nothing personal against him. He seems like an okay guy, but he still has to die.


  Me: Why?


  Christy: Because his coming heralds disaster for my kind. The Icons will rise again and smite us into the dirt.


  Me: Icons?


  Christy: Icons of Faith. It’s hard to explain, but Icons are rare people who have powers that make them deadly to both vampires and Magi. Their touch burns the undead and they can resist our magic. That Bill is the Freewill foretells their return as well.


  Me: That sounds like it would be just as bad for the vampires as for you.


  Christy: Tough noogies for them. At the end of the day, magic or not, I’m still a person. The vampires, well most of them are just monsters. They won’t be missed.


  Me: I see. So why are you telling me all of this? It sounds like an agenda you would probably want to keep under wraps.


  Christy: It’s no biggie. It’s not like you’re going to remember any of it.


  Me: I’m not sure I follow.


  Christy: It’s simple, silly. Watch (makes a few hand gestures...a few seconds go by and she starts to glow).


  Me: That’s fairly impressive. However, I don’t see what that’s going to...


  *ZZZZAP!!!*


  Me: Ugh. Where am I? Who are you?


  Christy: You fell and took a nasty bump to your head.


  Me: I did?


  Christy: Yeah, but don’t worry. You look much better now. I think you’ll be just fine. (walks away)


  Me: Hey! Come back...huh, what’s this? (finds recorder in pocket) Man, I gotta stop doing those three margarita lunches.


   


  Bonus Story: A Vampiric Christmas Carol


  This story takes place shortly after the events chronicled in The Mourning Woods - a sort of Christmas present to my awesome fans. With apologies to Charles Dickens...


  Part 1


  Finally! I was almost back home. I hated racing the sunrise to get back to my apartment. Sometimes the goddamned subway system seemed like it was purposely timed to make one miss their connection. If that N-train hadn’t been an express, I’d have probably wound up having to spend all day down in the station - a prospect that was only marginally more pleasant than getting turned into a pile of ash by the rays of the sun. I swear, Sally must get some perverse amusement in keeping me stuck in Manhattan with her until the wee hours of the morning...


  Wait...with her for what? I skidded to a stop just as I reached the stairs leading up to my building. What the hell was I even out for? That was odd. For some reason I couldn’t remember what I’d been doing last night or why it had made me late. Sure, it was probably some coven-related bullshit. I mean it’s usually coven crap: forms to fill out, petty arguments to settle, determining what’s cool and what isn’t when it comes to killing people. My God, sometimes you’d think I was the babysitter for a bunch of preteen girls instead of leader of a group of vampires. Oh well, what did it matter anyway? Same shit, different day and all that. I was probably tired that’s all. I figured that maybe a good night’s...err day’s...sleep would jog my memory.


  It couldn’t have been too important anyway, I mused, walking up the stairs to the front door. I dug out my key so I could let myself in. From there I’d head up to the top floor apartment I shared with my human roommates, Tom and Ed. Whatever urgent business had kept me out could wait. Yeah, a pint of blood and then maybe a couple hours of sleep would do me well.


  I was just about to put the key in the lock when...HOLY SHIT! Panicked, I backed up and then fell ass over teakettle down the stairs. I landed hard, but thanks to my vampire physiology the only thing really wounded in the fall was my pride.


  Either way, I barely felt it as my mind was instantly a million miles away. For a split second there, I’d have sworn I saw a face where the doorknob should have been. Not just any face, mind you, but Jeff’s face. But that was impossible. Jeff, AKA Night Razor (double AKA douchebag), was the vampire who had originally turned me - quite against my will I might add - about a year or so back. He was a big muscle-headed dickhead of a vamp, which was bad enough. What made it worse, though, was that he’d hated my guts from the get go - to the point of wanting to yank them out and play jump rope with them.


  He had come damn close, too. I’d gotten luckier on that one than I had any reason to expect. Not only had I and my friends managed to kill him, but I’d ended up taking over his position as head vampire of a coven of vampires located in SoHo.


  As I said, he was dead...very dead - as in dust in the wind dead. Even if he hadn’t been, why the fuck would he be doing an impersonation of my doorknob? Whatever mission had gotten me out of my apartment earlier that night was now the furthest thing from my mind. I got a hold of myself, best as I could, then raced back up the stairs to find...well, nothing. The door was there just like it always was. The knob wasn’t Jeff’s face, much like it typically wasn’t. I must’ve been more tired than I thought. I needed to seriously consider adding a couple of shots of Jim Beam to that pint of blood once I got inside.


  Speaking of which, I was still reflecting on the benefits of a good stiff drink when I smelled something. Hmm, it had a bit of a bacony aroma to it. I was just thinking that someone must be up and cooking breakfast when the bacon started to burn, and that’s when I realized: I was the bacon. My hallucination had caused me to hesitate just long enough for the first rays of sunshine to start peeking over the rooftops. Let me just say for the record, having your head spontaneously ignite is not a particularly fun way to start the day.


  * * *


  The apartment was dark when I got in, smoke still rising off me. I was amazed that the building’s fire alarms hadn’t gone off on my way up. Maybe our landlord being such a cheap fuck wasn’t always a bad thing. Anyway, a quick check of things - right after dousing my head in the shower - showed that I was alone. I had assumed my roomies might still been sleeping, but a walk through the place confirmed that they were out. I smiled a bit at that. I didn’t have anything against them. They’re my best buds in this world. Even so, Tom’s girlfriend had been sleeping over a lot as of late and that had been starting to tick me off.


  It was bad enough that Tom was getting some, while I slept alone just a few yards away in my own bedroom. Still, I could live with that. What really bothered the shit out of me, though, was that he was getting some from a witch who was also a member of a coven that wanted me dead.


  Tom had been dating Christy for several months now. She had originally been sent to spy on me by an asshole wizard who happened to also be a VP at the company I worked for. It’s a bit of a long story. Just a year ago, I thought that the closest thing to real vampires were the dipshits who wore glitter to teen movie premieres. Nowadays, though, it seemed I couldn’t take a shit without running into the supernatural. Suffice it to say, despite her mission, Christy wound up developing real feelings for Tom and the two had been a couple ever since. Unfortunately, her coven hadn’t forgotten their original mission which meant that things could be a little tense when she was around.


  But that was neither here nor there right then. I had the apartment all to myself. I opened the fridge to help myself to a pint of chilled blood and allowed myself a moment to enjoy the silence.


  *Clink*


  Or relative silence anyway.


  *Clink* *Clink*


  Okay, what the fuck was that? Were the pipes now rattling in this rundown hovel of an apartment building? I wouldn’t have doubted it.


  *Clink* It came again and this time sounded like it was in the room with me.


  I turned around, not really sure what to expect. I had been thinking maybe something had come loose and fallen off the ceiling. Instead, my eyes popped wide open - the forgotten blood pack dropping to the floor along with my jaw.


  Jeff, the asshole vampire who had escorted me from my mortal coil, stood there facing me.


  “Hello, meat.”


  * * *


  I tried to form words, but the English language seemed beyond my grasp. What I was seeing was impossible - and trust me, over the past year I’ve had to raise the bar considerably on what I considered to be impossible. Apparently I hadn’t raised it far enough.


  “Happy to see me again, asshole?” Jeff asked with that same dickhead attitude I remembered from before, a grin spreading across his pale face - and pale he was, even by vampire standards. It was like he’d been doused with talcum powder. He was also covered in chains. That was a new look for him. What the fuck was up with that?


  “If we’re being honest here, not particularly,” I replied, still in shock but able to spit out the insult regardless.


  “I can assure you, the feeling is mutual.”


  “You’re dead.”


  “So are you, Dr. Death,” he replied mockingly, using my old coven nickname. I guess he did have a point there, though.


  “I meant really dead. I killed you.”


  “You killed me?”


  “Well okay, Sally helped...a little.”


  “I’m well aware,” he spat. “And believe me, as much as I’d like to rip both your fucking faces off for it, that’s not why I’m here.”


  He could have fooled me. Back when Jeff had been in charge of Village Coven, I hadn’t known him to give me the time of day if it didn’t include some attempt at fucking me up. “So this is just a social visit?” I asked warily.


  “Not quite. I’m here to tell you that tonight you will be visited by three spirits. They are here to show you...”


  I raised an eyebrow. Really? We were going with that old cliche? “Let me guess. You’re going to show me the error of my ways?”


  “More like what a fucking little lifeless prick you are.”


  Okay, that was new.


  “Listen, Jeff,” I replied, realizing that I was standing there talking to a vampire ghost. Yep, I must’ve been losing my fucking mind. “I’m tired and...”


  “NIGHT RAZOR!”


  “Fine, Night Razor. Whatever the fuck. I don’t care. You’re obviously just a figment of my imagination anyway. Maybe I sucked down some expired blood...”


  “Think whatever you want, you cockless dweeb. It doesn’t change what’s coming.” He raised his arms, rattling the chains he wore for effect. “Beware, Freewill!” he shouted. “The error of your ways will be laid bare!”


  Huh? “Wait, didn’t you just say it had nothing to do with the error of my...”


  Before I could finish, Jeff became translucent. A mere moment later he completely faded away, just like...well, a ghost. Pretty fucking freaky, if you ask me. Then again, I’m a vampire. Freaky kind of comes with the territory.


  I turned toward my bedroom, briefly considering popping a handful of Xanax and chasing it down with a fifth of tequila. That would be a lethal combo for a human, but all it would probably do to me is knock my ass out for a few hours. If indeed Jeff was right and I was in for a series of visitations - just like in that Bill Murray movie - how fucking hilarious would it be if they couldn’t wake me up?


  On the flipside, there was an equal chance that in death Jeff had been as full of shit as he had been in life. That was all assuming he wasn’t just a hallucination to begin with, something I wasn’t quite ready to rule out.


  Ah fuck it. What’s the worst that could happen? I had read that book in school and I knew how it went. Even better, I knew I wasn’t some sort of Scrooge. Sure, I might not be the most festive person on the planet come the holiday season, but it’s not like I had my own personal Bob Cratchit to kick around. Hell, if anything, Sally was the one more likely to be the Bah Humbug bitch.


  Oh screw it! I decided it wasn’t worth worrying about either way. At the end of the day, I really was too tired to give a shit. Bed was beckoning and I decided to heed its call.


   


  Part 2


  *SMACK*


  What the fuck?!


  “Wake up, you little pussy.”


  Again I was smacked in the face. I opened my eyes, but - judging by the voice - I already knew who would be there looking down at me.


  “You again?”


  “Yes, me again,” Jeff spat before backhanding me across the face a third time.


  “I’m awake!”


  “I know. I just enjoy smacking the shit out of you.”


  I sat up and scuttled across the bed away from him. “What the fuck are you doing back here?”


  “I am the ghost of Christmas past, Freewill.”


  “Whoa there just a fucking second, dude.” I stood and walked up to him, poking a finger into his muscular chest. Hmm, for an incorporeal spirit he sure as shit felt solid enough. That was potentially worrisome. Still, I couldn’t let him know that. “I thought you were supposed to be Jacob Marley here. You ain’t no Patrick Stewart, so how the hell can you also be the ghost of Christmas...”


  I didn’t get a chance to finish the question as Jeff’s response consisted of a collision between his fist and my face. Blood exploded out of my nose as I staggered back. Yep, he was definitely solid enough.


  “I’m whoever the fuck I say I am!” he snapped at me. “Want to argue the point?”


  “No, not particularly,” I mumbled, still holding my smashed face.


  “Good, then let’s go. The less time I have to spend babysitting your nerdy ass, the better.”


  He grabbed a hold of my arm and dragged me forward. I knew the size of my bedroom and we should have impacted with the wall, but didn’t. We just kept walking. Somehow I wasn’t overly surprised.


  “Let me guess, you’re gonna take us to the day I killed your ass and try to convince me it somehow made me into a bad person,” I said, still trying to stem the flow of blood from my crushed nose. Goddamn, for a ghost, the douchebag hit really hard.


  “Sorry, but that didn’t happen at Christmas time. Rules are rules. Oh, but thanks for reminding me about that.” His fist impacted with my stomach, driving the wind out of me.


  Ouch.


  I went down to my knees gasping. This was getting old real quickly. I balled my fist, ready to spring up and cock-punch the bastard, but that’s when I heard a voice.


  “I want a bike!”


  It was a whiney, childish voice. It was also familiar...very familiar, namely because it was mine. I opened my eyes and found myself in my parents’ living room, back in Scotch Plains, New Jersey. It was just as I remembered...from fifteen years ago.


  “Santa didn’t bring you a bicycle, William,” my father patiently explained to my younger self. Thinking back on things, it was obvious why. At that age, I had sucked at riding a bike. My first few forays on one, borrowing Tom’s, had resulted in my crashing into a tree, then a bush, and finally the side of my father’s car - scraping the shit out of it in the process. “Why don’t you open the nice board games he brought you?”


  One of the ‘board games’ I’d gotten that year had been a Dungeons and Dragons set. In the end, I had gotten a whole lot more use out it than any of my other presents, but that wouldn’t start for at least a few weeks yet. At the time, I’d been too firmly fixated on the bike that Santa had gypped me out of.


  “But I was a good boy!” the nine year old version of me whined.


  “I know, William, but...”


  “SANTA SUCKS! I WANT A BIKE!” the younger me screamed before bursting into tears.


  “Why are you showing me this?” I asked Jeff, making sure to take a step back so as to be out of punching range. “I know how it played out. I bitched for half the day until I got sent to my room. A month later, my parents finally caved and got me the damn bike, which I promptly fell off of and broke my arm. Lesson learned.”


  “A shame it wasn’t your neck.”


  “Yeah pity that. Then I couldn’t have grown up, been turned into a vampire, and - oh yeah - taken over your coven.”


  Jeff turned toward me, burning hatred in his eyes. He looked as if he was about to pounce upon me, but somehow managed to restrain himself. I figured that probably meant we were done there and would be off to another stroll down memory lane. That’s the way the story went. Instead, though, he asked, “Have you fucked any of them?


  “Huh?” I asked, caught by surprise. “My parents?!”


  “No, dickless. The coven...the women.”


  “Oh. Um...no.”


  “I did - all of them. Hell, sometimes two or three at a time. I used to make Sally scream like the traitorous little whore she is.”


  Okay, that kind of stung. I’ll admit, when I took over from Jeff, I had a few fantasies along the lines of all the orgies I’d be having with the insanely hot females of the coven. Sadly for me, that hadn’t happened. One day they were all slutting it up with Jeff, the next you’d have sworn I had taken over a convent instead. Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t like Jeff. I believed in treating women with at least a modicum of respect. Regardless, that little detail continued to irk me.


  “And your point is?” I asked, trying not to sound annoyed.


  “My point is that nothing has changed. You were a little pussy back then and you’re an even bigger pussy today.”


  “Thanks for the insight, Doctor Freud. So, again, what exactly is this supposed to teach me?”


  In the blink of an eye, Jeff was right in front of me. Vampires can move damn fast when they want to. Guess the same goes for ghost vamps. I’d have to make a note of that.


  “Not a goddamn thing,” he said, a predatory smile on his face. “I just wanted to remind you how pathetic you are. That’s lesson enough for me.” Once again, his fist flashed out and caught me square on the chin. This time when I fell back, darkness enveloped me.


  Oh well, at least I didn’t have to listen to him anymore.


  * * *


  Hangovers suck. They suck ten times as bad, though, when you haven’t even been drinking. At least I didn’t remember drinking. No, all I remembered was Jeff’s fist impacting with my face like a runaway train.


  Wait...Jeff?! Wasn’t he dead, as in permanently? Then how come...okay, that must have been a dream; a really bad dream...a painful one to be honest, but a dream nevertheless. Vampires didn’t come back from being dusted.


  Well, okay, I didn’t know that for sure. I mean I guess it’s possible. Still, it seemed a little petty to come back just long enough to kick the shit out of me before disappearing back into the ether for all of eternity. Of course, petty was a pretty good word to describe Jeff, although douchebag was a much better one. Hell, I could’ve spent the next several hours thinking up new and interesting...


  “Are you just gonna lie there playing with yourself all night? Because if so, I’m gonna get the fuck out of here.”


  I bolted straight up at the sound of the voice.


  Fuck! My head didn’t like that one bit. I put my hands on my temples to keep my frontal lobe from trying to escape. While I did so, I processed what I had just heard. I knew that voice, in fact I knew it very well. It was a voice that had nagged, complained, and been a non-stop bitch to me ever since that fateful night when I woke up to find myself dead.


  “Sally?” I asked, cracking my eyes open. They didn’t stay that way for long, though. One glimpse was enough for them to fly open wide enough that I thought they’d surely pop out of my head.


  “Hey, Bill.”


  “Holy shit!”


  “Take a picture, asshole. It lasts longer. On second thought, don’t. Try it and I’ll tear your fucking arms off.”


  I had no answer for that. Hell, I barely even heard her. One-hundred and ten percent of my attention was centered on how she was dressed...or undressed. Sally stood there in front of my bed, bathed in an eerie glow; however, that part barely even registered with me. What did, was that she was clad in nothing but festive ribbon, big red bows of it covering all of her good parts. If Jeff had been a nightmare, surely this was the wettest of wet dreams.


  “I am the ghost of Christmas Present,” she said, sounding bored.


  “Why are you dressed like that?”


  “Don’t ask me. Apparently your subconscious is filling in some of the blanks here.” She glanced down at herself and rolled her eyes. “Offhand, I’d say this is one-half bad pun with the rest being some really sick fucking fantasy on your part.”


  “So this is all a dream?” I asked, getting out of bed and approaching her.


  “Not quite.”


  Whoa. My eyes drank her in like this was the Sahara and she the only glass of water in a hundred miles. This was a hell of a lot better than that shitty old bicycle. “Mind if I unwrap my Christmas present?” I reached out a tentative hand, grinning...


  ...and was immediately met by another fist to the jaw. Sally couldn’t hit as hard as Jeff, but only a fool would discount her. She packed one hell of a mean right. If someone had told me when this day began that I’d be signing up for some makeshift rhinoplasty, I’d have stayed in bed.


  “Try that again and the only Christmas gift you’ll be looking forward to is the doctors being able to reattach your dick.”


  “Point taken,” I replied, checking to see if any teeth had been knocked loose.


  “Good, then let’s go.” She turned and began walking, but I didn’t move to follow. My feet were rooted in place as my eyes traveled down, noticing the Christmas ribbon thong that was, so far as I could tell, the only thing covering her ass.


  No doubt sensing my wandering gaze, she turned and gave me a glare. “Eyes up here, mister, before I rip them out of your skull. Let’s get this over with before you totally creep me the fuck out.”


  “I’m in no rush.”


  “I doubt that. Probably already shot a load in your pants.”


  That wasn’t true...well okay, it almost was. Sometimes having a vivid imagination is an awesome thing. Still...


  “So what’s the deal?” I asked, trying to focus. “Last time I checked, you weren’t dead.”


  “That’s okay, the last time I checked, you weren’t a man. How the fuck should I know? All I know is that I’m here, I’m supposed to show you some bullshit that’s probably going to fail to teach you a lesson, and, oh yeah, I’m dressed like I’m about to star in a porno called Licking Santa’s Candy Cane.”


  “Well at least that last part is pretty normal.”


  She turned and shot daggers at me with her eyes. “You can either walk or be dragged.”


  “Okay, I’m coming, I’m coming.”


  * * *


  For the second time that night, I followed a spirit into the unknown. As before, I was led up to and then through my own bedroom wall, finding myself floating in misty darkness. Oh well, at least this time my company was far more pleasant to look at.


  “Behold,” she said, her tone that of someone reading off a cue card, “the misery that abounds this Christmas season because of your misdeeds.”


  I tore my eyes off of Sally’s figure long enough to take a quick look and comment, “Um, I know Tom’s kind of special, but I’m pretty sure Tiny Tim never had it this good.”


  She turned to survey the scene, apparently noticing it for the first time. We were in Christy’s apartment, or at least I assumed we were. At the very least it was far more tastefully decorated than Tom’s room at our place. Either way, she and my roommate were in the middle of a pretty heavy make-out session.


  “I did not need to see this,” Sally commented with a sigh.


  “Not doing wonders for me either.”


  The couple started tearing at each other’s clothes as we watched. Finally, Christy started unzipping Tom’s pants. At that point Sally waved her hands in a panic, causing everything in our view to thankfully get all hazy. “We’re out of here,” she said. “If I have to see that fucktard’s bony ass, I’m gonna be one cranky camper.”


  I didn’t bother to point out that she wasn’t too far from being one even when she was in what passed as a good mood. Nope, I just kept my mouth shut and continued to feast on the eye candy.


  “Next stop...” She turned to fix me with another stony stare. I quickly brought my eyes up, not wanting to get decked again. “Let us visit your coven and see what horrors have befallen them as a result of your...oh Jesus Christ!”


  I looked past her, my jaw dropping open yet again. “Whoa! Why the fuck wasn’t I invited to this?” The scene before me was like some kind of Roman orgy...only bloodier. We were at the SoHo loft, home of most of my coven’s social activities. A couple of dead bodies were splayed on the floor...a not too surprising occurrence when dealing with vampires. As for the members of the coven, well they were in various states of doing...stuff. Loud techno music blared as the surreal scene played out before us.


  “This is what goes on when I’m not there?”


  “Well...yeah,” Sally commented.


  “Fuck me!”


  “Quite the opposite, I’d say.”


  As we watched, two of the women - Vanessa and Firebird - tore off each other’s bloody tops and began wildly making out.


  “Now we move on to see what other...”


  “Hold on,” I said. “I’d kinda like to stick around here a bit...you know, learn some more about my misdeeds.”


  “You’d die alone in a women’s prison,” she quipped with an eye roll. Another wave of her hands and we were once again surrounded by mist and darkness. Dammit...just when the movie was getting good.


  “Ah here we are.” she said at last. “Behold your friend Ed. Let us watch as he wallows in the suffering that has been brought upon him... Ooh! Victoria’s Secret is having a sale!”


  We were in a mall, the Manhattan Mall from the look of things. Okay, I could dig this. If Ed was here during the holiday season then he sure as shit was suffering. I wouldn’t wish this fate on my worst enemy. I’d sooner sunbath naked on my roof than be here at this time of year.


  We spied him as he came out of a jewelry store on the second floor. What the hell? If he was miserable, he sure didn’t show it. Hell, he almost looked happy. That might not sound like much, but it was about as close to jubilation as Ed got.


  “What’s he doing?”


  “How the fuck am I supposed to know?” Sally replied. “Watch and learn.”


  Ed stepped over to the railing, away from the crowd of mall minions cascading in both directions. He pulled a small jewelry box out of his pocket and opened it to inspect the contents. Inside was a bracelet, a pricey one by the look of things. Why the hell was he buying jewelry, unless...


  “Are those rubies?” Sally asked, suddenly interested. “They’re my favorite.”


  I turned to face her, staring her in the eye - her body momentarily forgotten (but only momentarily). “Are we here, just so we can watch Ed buy you a Christmas present?”


  She adopted her best innocent face. It came across about as sincere as an apology from Charles Manson. “Don’t look at me. I’m just the tour guide here.”


  “Then we must be visiting a farm, because I smell a lot of bullshit? Either way, though, I’m failing to see the point here. I thought you said we were going to be viewing scenes of the misery I caused.”


  “Well...”


  “As far as I can tell, the only miserable person I’ve seen so far tonight is myself. Double that after all the fun shit I’ve seen everyone else doing.”


  A thoughtful look crossed her face for a moment then she shrugged. “Oh well, good enough for the accounting I guess.”


  “No it’s not...”


  “Will you look at the time,” she said, glancing at a wristwatch that wasn’t there. “I gotta get out of here. Places to be, bracelets to unwrap.”


  “You can’t just...”


  “Sorry, I don’t make the rules. I just follow them.” She began to turn away, but then stopped. “By the way,” she said, stepping up to me. “If I suspect for even a second that you’ve been jerking off to...well, this...” she gestured down at her state of undress. “I will make a matching pair of earrings out of these.”


  Before I could react, her hand - claws extended - came up and locked onto my crotch. It would have been marvelous, had it not been so excruciating.


  “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I squeaked.


  “Didn’t think so,” she blithely replied. To help drive home the point, she gave one final squeeze - hard enough so that the world greyed out around me and I fell to my knees, unaware of anything save the screaming jingle bells between my legs.


   


  Part 3


  *THUD*


  My head connected with the wooden floor of my bedroom. I sat up, wrapped in the sheets and covered in a thin sheen of sweat. Holy shit, what a dream!


  Or was it?


  To make sure, I did the first thing that came to mind: I reached down and checked on the boys. Whew! Thank goodness, they were still intact...although they were oddly tender, almost as if they had been...


  Nah! It couldn’t have been. I had obviously gotten a hold of some tainted blood. Maybe it had been unwillingly donated by a crackhead or something. That had to be it, and it definitely helped to explain the weirdness of the night.


  I was almost ready to believe that, when a shadow fell over me. Vampires have excellent night vision - so it’s not like I was at a disadvantage in the dark - but even so, when I looked up all I could see was a black void standing over me. No, that wasn’t quite right. There was something in it. Whatever it was, it was draped in an unnatural shadow. As my eyes attempted to adjust to the supernatural darkness surrounding it, I saw that things weren’t helped by the black clothing it wore...a hooded robe, the color of obsidian.


  “Let me guess,” I said, untangling myself from my bedclothes. “Ghost of Christmas Future, right?” Standing, I found myself looking down upon it. Hmm, awfully short for a ghost. I felt like I was standing there staring down a Jawa. Oh well, I guess the Grim Reaper didn’t need to be seven feet tall to be intimidating.


  The figure raised one arm, covered entirely in the sleeves of the robe, and pointed. What a surprise - I was supposed to follow it through my wall again. Jeez, didn’t ghosts believe in doors or shit like that?


  “Alright, let’s get going. Show me my staking, my funeral, or whatever the fuck dog and pony show you’ve got in store so I can get back to bed. I’m tired and I figure it’s only a matter of time before someone kills my ass anyway. Hell, barely a day goes by where I’m not surprised I lived to see the end of it.”


  The figure began walking, and I found myself following it. “It’s Sally, isn’t it? She’s the one who kills me, right? That’s okay, you can tell me. I wouldn’t be surprised.”


  The mists began to coalesce around us as we walked. Despite knowing what I’d be shown, I found myself rambling nevertheless. “The Draculas, it’s gotta be them. They’re all assholes anyway. I’m sure they’ll sacrifice my ass whenever it suits their needs.”


  There was still no response from the figure.


  “It’s not Colin, right? Please tell me it’s not him. That guy is an absolute weasel of a prick. I’d sooner be staked by...” I trailed off as the world began to take focus around us. Grey bleakness stretched toward the horizon. I found myself wondering when someone would hit the colorization button to fill things in, but then everything snapped into focus, sharp and crisp, but still drab in tone. This was how things looked? Kinda depressing if you ask me.


  My attention was caught by something off in the distance. Squinting my eyes, I saw it was a great city...or at least the remains of one. Broken buildings littered the landscape and random fires burned throughout. Damn, I guess some serious shit went down there.


  The figure stopped and I almost bumped into the creepy little Oompa Loompa. It pointed again. I had been so focused on the Mad Max scenario playing out in the distance, that I had missed a fairly large gathering of people off some ways to the left of us.


  We approached and I saw there was an order to the group. Several dozen people stood at attention in multiple columns. Though there seemed to be discipline in their actions, their method of dress varied. Some wore crisp suits; others were dressed in casual street attire. The spirit entered their ranks, and I followed. Passing the first few rows, I caught sight of several smiling faces - fangs protruding from them all. They weren’t people, they were vampires.


  Okay, so was this the vamp apocalypse everyone kept telling me about? It didn’t look so bad. I could deal with...


  “The last human city has fallen!” What the? I turned toward the front of the gathering, where the ghost was now heading. The voice had come from there. Once again, I knew it quite well.


  I should have...it was mine.


  “Even now, our brothers and sisters comb through the wreckage - picking off the last of their resistance,” alternate me said from the head of the group. I was dressed...well, damn. I looked fairly badass. I wore a long leather duster over a black outfit, a uniform of sorts. Not to sound egomaniacal, but I apparently cleaned up pretty well when I put my mind to it. I’d have to remember that look...might score me some points with the ladies.


  I quickened my pace so as to catch up with the spirit. It was now approaching the head of the column, only a few feet from where I gave my victory rant. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not particularly fond of the thought of becoming a genocidal nutcase. Still, I think there are few amongst us who haven’t indulged in an evil overlord fantasy or three. Mine just happened to be somewhat more vivid than most.


  “I have fulfilled my destiny,” Emperor Bill continued, giving a psychotic monologue that would have made Ernst Blofeld proud. “The Icon is dead and my enemies lie crushed beneath my feet. We are now free to remake the world in our image. The vampire nation reigns supreme!”


  A huge roar of approval rose up from amongst the assembled vamps. It was both disturbing and kind of flattering at the same time. I looked down at my tormenting spirit and remarked, “This isn’t so bad. I mean there are worse fates than winding up in charge. I could have ended up...”


  The figure silenced me by holding up its arm. The sleeve of its robe slipped down revealing a small pale hand. It then pointed back toward where I stood triumphant. Oh well, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to hear what other kick-ass things my future-self had to say.


  “We shall stride into this new age with our heads held high. Never again shall we hunt from the shadows. Together I and my beautiful bride shall lead you to glory that our kind haven’t known for far too many centuries.”


  Wait? Beautiful bride? Ooh, now this was getting interesting. Not only was I a kick-ass motherfucker, but I was apparently getting some too. I could dig this.


  “Come here, my love, and share in our triumph.” Badass Bill raised his hand and held it out in front of him, pointing it a little to the left of where I stood.


  “Of course, beloved,” came an eager reply from the crowd.


  I knew that voice.


  No fucking way!


  Gansetseg, daughter of Ogedai Khan, strode forward. She was over three-hundred years old in my time, so who knew what age she was now. There was only one small problem...well okay, a lot of small problems. For starters, Gan was batshit crazy. Under other circumstances, I could deal with that. The more pressing issue, though, was that she had been turned into a vampire shortly after her twelfth birthday. Physically, she had stayed that age ever since.


  In short, she was the most psychotic munchkin to ever walk this Earth.


  I blinked my eyes, not willing to believe it. Gan walked up to my future self and put her arms around me. He...err...I returned the affection. Ewww! That proved it. I was either in Hell or the vampire apocalypse was playing out in Arkansas. Neither was a particularly appealing proposition.


  “Okay, you’ve got my undivided attention,” I said to the spirit beside me, a feeling akin to panic starting to settle in. “I get it. I’m a horrible, evil person. Just tell me what I need to do to avoid this fate.”


  “Avoid it, my love?” the spirit replied, finding its voice at last.


  Oh shit.


  It reached up and removed the hood from its head. Gan’s face peered up at me, a large grin spread across her prepubescent face, her green eyes sparkling with excitement. “This is your destiny. There is no avoiding it, although I cannot imagine why you would ever wish to. Is it not marvelous?”


  It’s about there that a lesser person would’ve probably cracked.


  Oh who was I kidding, I am a lesser person. “Holy motherfucking shit!”


  “I am pleased to see you too, beloved.”


  When confronted by the most horrific destiny that they can imagine, some people man up and charge headfirst into their fate. Others beg for mercy like the whiny little bitches they are. Me? I prefer to think I’m my own person, an independent thinker, a free will if you please. Thus I did neither. Instead, I took what seemed to be the most logical course of action.


  I turned tail and ran off screaming.


  Gan’s voice followed after me as I entered the ether. “This is your future. You cannot escape your fate!” The last thing I heard as darkness closed around me was perhaps the most chilling of all. “By the way, our wedding was beautiful.”


  Well wasn’t that just dandy like motherfucking candy? The world was in shambles, I was joined at the hip with the most dangerous pre-teen alive, but at least I knew how to throw a good reception.


  Lucky me.


  * * *


  I’d like to tell you I woke up with some of my dignity intact, but let’s not bullshit ourselves here. I bolted out of bed; sweat pouring off my brow and a scream escaping my lips.


  Bright light streamed through the windows. It looked like it was...morning. Had I slept through the entire day, then night again? It certainly seemed that way. Oh who cared? I was back in my own bedroom and the nightmare was over. I was so happy that I would have even kissed Gan had she been there...but just for the record, I was glad she wasn’t.


  A sense of elation filled me. I had seen the very worst that life had to offer me, including a nightmarish vision of the future...one that I now would strive to avoid like the plague itself. Screw all that destroying mankind crap! If anything, I would embrace my humanity more tightly than ever before. There was no way I was going down that other path.


  Oddly enough, that realization made me feel good...really good. I stood up, feeling light in my step. A smile on my face, I strode to the window and opened it, letting the cold morning air wash over me. I stuck my head out and surveyed the town...my town.


  “MERRY CHRISTMAS, BROOKLYN!” I shouted. Wait, was it Christmas yet? I couldn’t quite remember.


  Thinking quickly, I looked down and saw a teenager, gift in hand, ambling down the street. When in doubt, ask.


  “You there, boy,” I hailed him. “What day is...OH FUCK!” I began to sizzle as the rays of the morning sun shone upon me from my vantage point. I yanked my head inside as fast as I could and shut the drapes. Note to self: embracing humanity is fine...I just needed to remember that there were still a few caveats attached to it.


  Remembering that I had just exposed my vampiric nature to the world at large, I peeked through the curtains to see what was happening below. The kid I had yelled to was continuing on his merry way as if nothing out of the ordinary had just happened. Thank God for New Yorkers. This was the only place in the world where the heights of weirdness were barely worthy of a shrug.


  Oh well. I stopped, dropped, and rolled to put myself out, then threw on a fresh - and unburnt - set of clothes. Slightly singed, but presentable, I opened my bedroom door and stepped out. Despite my little distraction of bursting aflame (again), my new outlook on life was still intact.


  “Merry Christmas!” I shouted, spotting Ed in our kitchen nook, coffee cup in hand.


  He took a sip and nonchalantly replied, “Christmas is tomorrow, Bill. I’m driving you to your parents, remember?”


  “Of course I remember,” I lied. “But just because it’s tomorrow, doesn’t mean we can’t celebrate it today. Hell, we can celebrate it every day!” I turned and spied my other roommate, Tom. He was sitting on the couch with his lovely girlfriend Christy.


  “Merry Christmas, you two!” I said, striding over. I gave Tom a hearty handshake, pulling him to his feet and embracing him like a brother. I even bent down and gave Christy a little peck on the cheek.


  “You’re in a surprisingly good mood,” Ed remarked, walking over. He raised one eyebrow quizzically and said, “I thought you weren’t excited about the holidays.”


  “Not anymore, my friend. I’ve decided I need a whole new outlook on life. From here on in things will be different. No more moping and whining. I’ve been given a gift and, by God, I’m going to use it to make a difference in this world. Today is the first day of the rest of my life and it’s going to be a long, fulfilling life. It’s...”


  “I knew it would work!” Tom remarked, turning to Ed. “You owe me, dude.”


  Christy immediately swatted his arm. “Shhhh. You’re not supposed to say anything.”


  “Say anything?” I asked, confused...albeit still elated.


  “It’s nothing,” Ed said.


  To which Tom replied, “Ed’s right, but he still owes me ten bucks.”


  Despite knowing that more important matters awaited me, I found my curiosity piqued. “Why do you owe Tom ten dollars?”


  “Oh no reason,” he replied, sipping his coffee. I still had a grin on my face, but something about his tone bothered me. When you lived with people long enough you could practically smell when they’re bullshitting you from a mile away. This whole place stank of it right then and it was causing my veneer of good cheer to start clouding over.


  I knew Ed was a tough nut to crack, though. Thus I turned to the weakest link in the room. “Tom, why does Ed owe you money?” Christy opened her mouth to say something, but I held up a hand to silence her. “Care to enlighten me?”


  “You’re probably gonna be pissed” he replied. Ed let out a sigh of disgust and walked back over to the kitchen. We could both tell when Tom was about to spill his guts. It wasn’t particularly hard. The dude couldn’t keep his mouth shut if it was Krazy-glued.


  “I promise I will not be pissed.” I held up a finger and crossed it over my non-beating heart.


  “Well, you’ve been a little glum lately, what with all the shit going on...”


  “And,” I prodded, keeping an overly-friendly smile plastered on my mug.


  “And I remembered Christy mentioning a couple of weeks back that she knew this spell, something to do with using a person’s subconscious to help perk them up. Right, hon?”


  “Heh. It’s a little more complicated than that,” she replied, quickly stepping behind him - a sheepish grin on her face.


  “How so?” I asked conversationally.


  “You know, dimensional doors, linking of minds through the astral plane - silly stuff like that.”


  “You don’t say,” I replied, feeling my smile falter as I gritted my teeth. “Truly fascinating.”


  “I thought it was an awesome idea,” Tom continued, still oblivious to the hole he was digging himself, “but Ed told me it was all bullshit. We argued a bit until he bet me that Christy couldn’t change your outlook on life.”


  “Let me get this straight,” I said, walking over and putting an arm around his shoulders. “Ed bet you that Christy couldn’t make me happy by fucking with my brain - all for the princely sum of ten dollars - which you accepted?” As I spoke, I slowly tightened my grip on him into a choke hold.


  “Something like that,” he sputtered.


  “And you thought this was a good idea?!” I asked Ed, feeling my fangs involuntarily extend.


  “I take it, then,” he replied calmly, “that your outlook has not improved.”


  “What the fuck do you think?”


  “What do I think?” He turned his attention back toward Tom. “I think that proves my point. Kindly fork over the cash.”


  I let go of Tom, feeling utterly exasperated. My God, what a bunch of pricks I lived with.


  I turned toward my room, deciding that going back to sleep was my best course of action. Visions of Gan suddenly didn’t sound so bad.


  “No hard feelings, Bill?” Ed called after me. “It was all in good fun...and a little easy money.”


  “Ask me that in about a hundred years,” was my reply as I slammed the door shut behind me.


  I took a step toward my bed, then had a thought. Didn’t Christy say something about linking minds? Was it possible? Hmm. What the hell? It was worth a shot.


  I stuck my head back out and said, “Oh and just for your information, Sally hates rubies.”


  The last thing I saw before shutting the door again were Ed’s eyes opening wide in genuine surprise.


  It was only then that I allowed myself the ghost of a smile. Perhaps it was worth the ten bucks after all.


  Bah Humbug indeed.


  The End


   


  Preview: Goddamned Freaky Monsters


  ARISE, FREEWILL!!


  Ugh. There are few things that can fuck up a good night’s sleep quite like the goddamned alarm clock going off.


  I stretched and sat up, feeling as if I’d slept for weeks. A yawn escaped my lips and I blinked several times as my body continued booting up. Once my head was clear, I put my glasses on - snapping things into focus.


  Before it could go off again, I smacked the button on the clock - giving it a good whack to drive the point home. Jeez, what a stupid alarm. Who the hell would program something like that into a clock, anyway? It had to have been my roommates fucking with me...again. The dickheads seemed to have a hard-on for doing so.


  Oh well, it was probably time to get my ass moving. It’s not like the work day was going to start without me.


  I hopped right into my morning routine, pausing only momentarily as I tried to think of what was on the docket for the day. Surely there was some fire to be put out - a project due that was probably giving Jim, my manager at Hopskotchgames.com, a near aneurysm. It was the same thing week after week. Sure, it could get annoying, but there was a certain comfort in the routine of it all.


  The only problem was that I had no idea which project needed tending to. Was it Farm Fury? No, we launched that already. Maybe Birds of War? Could be Doctor Dexter’s Daring Dash - that one was coming soon...I think.


  Odd. Usually, I was pretty spot on for my schedule, but for the life of me, I had no clue what I was supposed to be working on. Hell, come to think of it, I had no idea what day it even was. It could have been the freaking weekend for all I knew.


  But then, why the alarm clock? Oh well. It would probably sort itself out as the morning progressed.


  Trying to ignore the concern that nagged at me, I grabbed my clothes and headed toward the bathroom. Hopefully, it would be unoccupied and there would still be some hot water left. Surely a shower would help clear my head.


  * * *


  Just as I sat on the couch, a bowl of Cap’n Crunch in hand, a sense of déjà vu hit me. That was stupid. I mean, of course I’d done this before. I lived in this place, for Christ’s sake. I’d probably eaten hundreds of bowls of tooth-rotting cereal sitting right in this spot.


  I shook it off as part of the general paranoia that had become a part of my existence ever since dying and rising from the proverbial grave as a vampire. The supernatural world was a fucked-up place, and it seemed that I couldn’t take a dump without some entity deciding that I needed to be vaporized. Such things tended to mess with one’s outlook on life after a while.


  Well, fuck that shit. The worries of the underworld could wait until after I’d had my breakfast.


  I flipped on the TV, enjoying the rare moment of normalcy. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Hell, a disturbing amount of my life remained mundane. There was my job, for starters - believe me, becoming one of the undead hadn’t been an instant lottery ticket to riches. There were also my roommates...


  Speaking of which, where the hell were they?


  I guess it made sense that Tom had either left early for his job in Manhattan or maybe slept over at his girlfriend’s place, but Ed worked from home like me. There wasn’t anything requiring him to be in the office today, at least that I could remember, and last night was...


  I paused, a spoonful of cereal halfway to my mouth. Last night was what? That was a blank too. It couldn’t have been too memorable. I mean, heck, the apartment wasn’t even close to being trashed. At the very least, I should’ve had some remembrance of what show I’d watched or video game I’d played, but there was nothing.


  Don’t get me wrong. I didn’t seem to be suffering from amnesia or any bullshit like that. The important stuff was all there: who I was, my job, where I lived - that kind of shit. It was just the recent past that eluded me for some reason.


  I had to admit - it was starting to get odd.


  Maybe we had all gone...


  Come to think of it, when was the last time I had even seen my roommates?


  No, that was stupid. We were the best of friends. We hung out all the time...even when the forces of evil were trying to collectively ass-fuck us.


  Weird. Maybe I drank a few bottles of overly skunked beer last night and it was screwing with my brain. That didn’t sound so farfetched. If so, my vampire metabolism would take care of it as the day went on, hopefully allowing the fog to lift from my head.


  Yeah, I’d let things sort themselves out. There was probably no point in worrying.


  I bit down with a satisfying crunch, then began scanning through the channels, hoping to find something worth watching.


  Not wanting to burden my soul with Good Morning America or similar insipid morning shit, I quickly skipped to the cable channels - finally stopping on what looked to be some sort of action flick.


  There was a battle taking place on a rooftop. Multi-colored lightning flashed in the background as the combatants recklessly tore into each other - gotta love low-budget sci-fi. Yeah, this had promise.


  A glowing blonde angel was trashing the bad guys in the middle of it all. Damn, she was hot. Hopefully, this flick had some nudity in it. That wouldn’t exactly be a horrible way to start the day.


  Another character, this one decked out in a SpongeBob backpack of all things, hopped onto the screen and began similarly kicking ass. She looked to be of roughly schoolgirl age. Maybe this was a Japanese fetish flick. Talk about a country that was seriously fucked in the head when it came to entertainment.


  I was about to change the channel and see what else was playing when my hand paused on the remote. The walking Nickelodeon advertisement was tackled from the side and dragged screaming off the edge. It should have been hilarious. I mean, seriously, I’ve never seen a Wilhelm scream scene that didn’t crack me up. Something about this bothered me, though.


  That déjà vu feeling hit me again like a brick to the forehead.


  No idea why, but the whole thing felt oddly familiar, and not in a good way. Sadness filled me at the poor little character’s demise. As the rest of the scene unfolded before me, I actually had to reach up and wipe a few tears from my eyes.


  I quickly glanced around, making sure neither of my roommates was present to see my sensitive side coming out to play. I’d never hear the end of that. After a few moments - satisfied that I was still alone - I turned back to see how things played out.


  The battle seemed to be over. The angel stood there, victorious. She was still wearing too much clothing for my personal gratification, but nevertheless, I was tempted to stand up and cheer for her. Then I noticed one of the bad guys was still alive and approaching from her blind side.


  I actually shouted, “No!” at the screen as he pulled out a ridiculously large gun and pointed it at the blonde Xena’s head. A bullet to her face ended the showdown.


  I stared transfixed, wondering how the director could allow such a downer of an ending. Asshole should’ve been fired. Things weren’t quite over yet, though. Apparently in need of a fucked-up finale to finish things off with, a bad CGI monster - some kind of Hulk rip-off - jumped into frame from out of nowhere and began tearing shit up.


  Okay, this was getting a little too out there, even for me - which was strange in and of itself. Normally, I enjoyed fucked-up foreign movies, but this one had left a bad taste in my mouth for some reason.


  I clicked off the television and placed my bowl down, my appetite gone too.


  Standing up, I turned my thoughts toward work. Heck, after watching that shit, I was actually looking forward to it. Maybe a few hours of coding would slap me out of my funk. I still had no idea exactly what I was supposed to be programming, but maybe that didn’t matter. Hell, worst-case scenario was I would wing it - maybe take a stab at creating something from scratch. It’s not like Jim would say no to some extra...


  A knock at the door interrupted my train of thought.


  I waited for a moment, making sure I hadn’t imagined it, but then it came again. Hmm, kind of early for visitors.


  Not thinking too much of it, I stood up and walked over - assuming one of my wayward roommates had locked himself out again. In the back of my head, thoughts of wizards, vampire assassins, and angry Sasquatches played out, but I dismissed them all. Most of those, especially that last group, probably wouldn’t have bothered knocking. Besides, I lived in the middle of Brooklyn - not exactly prime Bigfoot country.


  Chuckling at my own paranoia, I reached for the knob. As the door opened, though, the sound instantly died in my throat. For a moment, I could do nothing but gape in stunned silence.


  The person who stood there was quite familiar to me. I’d have known him anywhere, even with the black eyes and razor sharp fangs.


  How could I not? It was me.


  Yeah, my day had just gotten a wee bit stranger.


  * * *


  Goddamned Freaky Monsters


  The Tome of Bill


  Part 5


  Coming soon!
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