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To everyone who told me they could see the movie playing in my head.

Thank you. I hope you enjoy the show.













Chapter 1

 





The woman ran as fast as she could in her stockinged feet, her high heels lost half a block back. She’d flung her purse at them, too, hoping that would be enough, but she could still hear them whooping and hollering behind her as they made a game out of chasing her. Fragments of comments came to her ears and phrases like “working up an appetite” and “tasty treat” sent a surge of adrenaline through her veins, making her run even faster. As she ran, she looked frantically for a place to hide.

It wasn’t fair. Vampires were supposed to hunt in the middle of the night, not early evening, and they were only supposed to hunt the dregs of society. That’s what all the movies showed. Hookers and homeless people at two in the morning. Not upstanding middle-class citizens at half past nine in the evening. Sure, the news tried to sensationalize the odd attack on a well-to-do businessman or socialite, but it usually turned out they were living double lives and were into drugs or kinky sex. Attacks on regular people weren’t the norm. Were they?

She suddenly realized where she was and a spark of hope lit inside her as she veered to her left and headed for the cathedral she knew was only one block over. It seemed an interminably long distance away, but she was running up the stone steps and pushing through the huge double wooden doors of the gothic church in just another minute.

She leaned against the first pew she came to and panted, trying to catch her breath as relief flooded through her. She’d made it. She was finally safe.

The doors burst open behind her and she screamed as she saw two of her tormenters actually standing inside the church. That shouldn’t have been possible. Wasn’t this supposed to be holy ground? Wasn’t there supposed to be some invisible magical barrier that would keep them out?

She saw the vampires looking over her shoulder and turned to see several churchgoers in the pews a dozen rows down.

“Hey, looks like we got enough for all of us,” one of the vampires said as he slapped his companion on the stomach. “We’re gonna eat good tonight.”

They both laughed and she slumped to the floor, her shaking legs no longer supporting her as she whimpered in terror.

Where was a vampire hunter when you needed one?





* * *

 





Dana Clark sat hunched in a dark corner of the stone steps leading up to an old brownstone. She wore an oversized trench coat she’d traded off a homeless guy a few weeks back after the last one had been damaged beyond repair. With the collar pulled up, the scent of body odor and who knew what else was closer to her nose, but coupled with her long black hair loosely draped across her face, it kept any potential onlookers from being able to see her trademark black shades. Behind the shades, which doubled as night vision glasses when they were turned on, she kept her eyes closed and reached out with her inner sense.

Still no vamps.

Dana resisted the urge to look at her watch. She’d probably been sitting there for less than twenty minutes, having shuffled her way into the area after parking her vehicle several blocks over. Reports of a small group of vampires preying on homeless people in the neighborhood had prompted her to set this little trap, but waiting had never been one of her strong suits. If something didn’t happen soon, she was going to have to move on.

She smiled behind the upturned collar as she felt the unmistakable presence of a vampire, possibly more than one, entering her vicinity. The feeling was hard to describe to anyone who didn’t have the ability. The closest Dana had ever been able to get was comparing it to the feeling of suddenly realizing you aren’t the only one in the room just as you turn around and find someone standing behind you. Over time, Dana had gotten used to it and it wasn’t quite as startling anymore, but the sense that she wasn’t alone, even though the rest of her senses said she was, was always a little disconcerting.

Dana reached up and tapped the blood-red circle on the side of her glasses to activate night vision. In an instant, everything was lit up in shades of green, one of the few colors that would allow her eyes to quickly readjust to the darkness if she took the glasses off. Then she waited.

A minute later, as if on cue, three young males in jeans and T-shirts came out of the shadows to stand at the bottom of the steps in front of her.

“Think she’s awake?”

“Who cares? I’m hungry.”

“What if she’s cute? Don’t you wanna play a little first?”

“What’s wrong with you, man? She’s homeless. Who knows what she’s carrying.”

“It’s not like we can catch anything.”

“Dude, we can pick up way better pussy at Dante’s, if you’re that hard up.”

Dana had heard enough. She stood up and let the coat slide off her shoulders and onto the steps, glad to be rid of the stinking thing.

“Evening, boys.”

Three pairs of wide eyes focused on her and Dana grinned at their startled expressions. There was no mistaking her all-black outfit and the vampire hunting gear strapped all over her body.

As she sauntered down the stairs and stood facing them on the bottom steps, using the extra height to leverage her already six-foot-tall frame to even greater advantage, she studied them from behind the opaque black lenses of her sunglasses. Her senses told her she had the vamps she was looking for, but she had to be sure. Shooting some would-be gang-rapists, though satisfying, wouldn’t look good for the department.

“So, let me guess. Out for a light snack? Sorry to have to tell you this, but the kitchen’s closed.”

The one in the middle moved forward and Dana drew her gun, the suppressor already attached as she aimed for his chest. He paused and then smiled, showing his fangs.

Thatta boy. Vampire status confirmed.

“Don’t you know nothin’? Bullets can’t kill us.”

‘Us.’ He said ‘us.’ That implies they’re all vamps. Even better.

Dana returned his grin.

“They can if I shoot you in the heart.”

She aimed and fired, nailing him in the chest. He stumbled back at the impact and crumpled to the ground. The other two wasted a moment looking at their fallen comrade, while Dana lined up her next shot and got the left one in the chest as well.

The last one didn’t seem to realize he was up against more than he could handle and crouched to spring at her, claws fully extended, so Dana dispensed with her careful aiming and simply went for center body mass, pulling the trigger as quickly as she could until the slide locked back on empty.

The kickback had drawn the gun upwards slightly, though the suppressor had helped a bit to lessen the recoil, and she moved with the motion, releasing the empty magazine and inserting a new one as she automatically chambered the first round, though she didn’t continue firing as she watched a line of bleeding holes rapidly appear on her target’s body. They started in the vampire’s stomach and ran up along the side of his chest, and he seemed frozen for a moment, but then he dropped to his knees as he screamed in pain. He tried to get to his feet, but Dana was already on him, pushing him onto his back and ramming a stake into his chest.

He stopped struggling.

Dana went back to the other two and staked them as well. It was just a precaution in case she hadn’t done as much damage as she’d thought and their hearts regenerated before their bodies could turn into dust.

She looked around, checking to see if anyone had been disturbed by the scream or the low popping sounds her gun had made, but no new lights had come on in any of the nearby windows and she knew even if someone had called it in, her current patrol location and status would make her the first one they contacted to find out if it was related or not before sending any cops.

Dana holstered her weapon and then pulled out what looked like a shiny black foldable handheld gaming device from a pouch on her left thigh. The aptly named Vampire Data Collector, or VDC unit for short, allowed hunters to gather vitals on every vamp they killed and Dana never took that part of her job lightly, knowing it could bring closure to victims of past vampire attacks.

She used its digital camera and laser imaging functions to create both two- and three-dimensional images of each of the vamp’s faces. She checked the images for clarity, and then pressed a button to slide out the concealed fingerprint reader to take their prints.

She pressed another button and a compartment opened on one end of the device, revealing a blank mouthpiece. The reusable dental kit was double-sided and malleable. Dana used it to take an impression of each vamp’s set of teeth, which were recorded as high-resolution, three-dimensional digital models. The mouthpiece also took saliva samples, sterilizing itself between each use.

Dana tapped one last button, which shot out a thin needle, and jabbed it into the first vamp’s arm. As soon as the screen showed the blood sample had been successfully stored in one of the device’s airtight containers, she reset the syringe with a fresh needle and proceeded to get samples from the other two.

When she was finished, she wirelessly uploaded the encrypted profiles to her pending reports directory for later processing and ejected the now full cartridge with the labeled saliva and blood samples, replacing it with a fresh one from one of the pouches on her thigh. She’d turn in all the cartridges she’d filled at the end of her shift.

Finally, she clicked on her shoulder mike.

“Clark to Control.”

“Control here, Clark. Go ahead,” the dispatch operator said.

“I’ve got another three staked vamps in Crown Heights near the southwest corner of New York Avenue and President Street. I need a cleanup crew to come pick up the bodies.”

“Copy that. Pick up from Brooklyn South is ETA thirty minutes.”

“That long?”

“It’s been a busy night.”

“Right.”

“Control out.”

Great.

Dana looked at the bodies and frowned. Protocol said she had to wait for the cleanup crew so no one could accidentally, or intentionally, come in contact with vampire blood. However, Dana wasn’t about to babysit a bunch of dead vamps while living ones were out roaming around at her next stop.

Dana dragged the bodies out into the middle of the street, away from the nearby townhouses and parked cars, and piled them together. She pulled her mini-flamethrower, a modified handheld propane cooking torch, from her hip and twisted the nozzle to its narrowest setting, and then sprayed the bodies with the jet of fire. They caught immediately, something about their physical chemistry making them especially combustible. It only took a few minutes for the flames to consume them, and then Dana used her mini foam extinguisher to put out the remaining bits that were still burning. She ignited a 30-minute flare and tossed it on the ground next to the pile of wet ashes. Hopefully, it would still be burning to alert the cleanup guys when they arrived.

She headed back to her vehicle, an old reconditioned third generation military Tacvee. The Beast, as she’d dubbed the huge black SUV, had been rebuilt from the ground up to be damn near bomb proof, with a state-of-the-art multi-fuel hybrid electric engine that ran completely silent, unless the combustion engine was needed for more power.

Dana used the roof handholds to lever herself up into the driver’s seat and reached for the printout she’d left on the passenger side. She crossed off the second location on the list and was about to input the coordinates for the third into her GPS when she suddenly sensed a vampire was nearby. She looked around and saw a woman on the next block dash around the side of the church on the corner and up the steps and through the doors. A few moments later, three men followed in her footsteps.

Somehow, Dana didn’t think they were in a hurry to pray.

As she opened her door to get out, she heard a scream cut off just as the church’s doors closed behind two of the males, the third having split off to the left to slip around the back.

Probably to catch anybody who tries to run.

She decided she’d have to deal with him later, the two inside posing the greater threat, as she raced across the street, clicking her mike on the go.

“Clark to Control. Probable vamp attack in progress. Three males at St. Mary’s Cathedral on the corner of Brooklyn Avenue and Carroll Street. Am on site and about to engage. Will request backup if needed.”

“Copy that, Clark. Will send backup in ten minutes if you fail to check in. Control out.”

Dana ran up the steps two at a time and then stopped at the heavy wooden doors. She drew her gun and then pulled the door open a crack to check out the situation.

The church was lit up like the sun, with dozens of chandeliers overhead and polished stone tiles everywhere reflecting the light even more. Dana mentally cursed, immediately closing her eyes and turning off her night vision glasses before she was completely blinded. She waited a moment for her eyes to adjust and then took another look.

A woman was whimpering on the floor with two guys standing over her laughing. A few other patrons farther in appeared to be paralyzed with fright where they were sitting in the pews. A priest stood stock-still in the back, obviously unsure what to do.

Dana pulled the door all the way open and stepped inside, letting the door slam shut behind her. Everyone jumped at the sound.

“Excuse me,” she said calmly and smiled. She leaned around so she could direct her next words to the priest behind the vamps. “Why don’t you take your congregation out of here, father?” She motioned towards the nearest side door on the right, hoping they would avoid the third vamp who was probably lying in wait at the back, then returned her gaze to the vamps in front of her. “I’ve got this.”

As the priest hurried to do as he’d been told, the vamps turned to Dana with angry scowls.

“You’ve got this? Who the fuck do you think you are? Dana Clark?”

Dana grinned.

“It’s the shades, right? Gives me away every time.”

She was satisfied to see they hadn’t been expecting that answer and were reassessing their situation. However, she had no intention of giving them enough time to do so. She was just about to fire at them when the lights cut out, leaving only the dim votives lining the walls to see by.

Great, the other one must’ve cut the power, she thought as she hit the button on her glasses to reactivate night vision.

Everything was suddenly bright as day in shades of green. She saw the two vamps coming right for her and narrowly escaped getting tackled as she twisted out of the way. One of the vamps managed to knock the gun from her hand as he went by, but she didn’t give it a second thought as she drew her modified samurai sword from the sheath on her leg and continued with her spin. The blackened blade was nearly invisible in the low light, even to the vampires’ exceptional eyesight. The vamps never saw the instrument of their destruction as Dana sliced through first one vamp’s carotid artery and then the other’s. As they both gurgled and held their necks, she stabbed each of them in the heart, and then staked them just to be sure.

As she wiped her blade off on the shirt of one of the vamps, she heard a sound at the back of the church and looked up just in time to see a figure disappear through one of the side doors.

“Shit,” she muttered.

In all the commotion, she’d completely forgotten about the third vamp. She was surprised he was running. Most vamps were eager to fight her because they thought it would make a name for them if they killed her. It usually never occurred to them she had a reputation for a reason.

Fucking perfect. One of them has a brain.

Dana quickly sheathed her sword and scooped her gun up from the floor as she started running. She clicked her shoulder mike.

“Clark to Control. I’ve got two vamps staked inside St. Mary’s Cathedral and am in foot pursuit of a third heading south on Brooklyn Avenue. Request vitals and cleanup and will check in again when I have the third vamp down.”

“Copy that, Clark. A unit is on its way to handle vitals, ETA seven minutes, and cleanup has been notified and will arrive as soon as possible. Control out.”

With that taken care of, Dana picked up her pace. She could still see the back of the fleeing vamp ahead of her, but then he turned and she lost sight of him as he disappeared into a dark alley. Dana went flat out, but then skidded to a halt just at the mouth of the alley. She pulled her gun and took a quick look around the edge of the building. Her night vision shades showed her the alley in high relief and she easily spotted the vamp still running at the other end of the alleyway.

Dana took off after him, cursing herself for being cautious and letting him have even more of a lead, but if he had stopped and been waiting in ambush for her as she rounded the turn at full speed, he could’ve killed her before she even knew what hit her.

Dana put all her energy into catching up to the vamp, but by the time she reached the next street, she knew it was going to be nearly impossible to find the bastard.

Dozens of people walked up and down the busy thoroughfare, completely oblivious to the monster that had just slipped into their world. Dana put her gun away, but only because she didn’t want to start a panic on the street. She could still sense the vampire was nearby.

She slowly made her way along the sidewalk, keeping to the shadows near the buildings and easing between and around passersby as she went. She came to a busy outdoor café and realized as she moved past it that her sense of the vampire was now behind her. She dipped back into the shadows and retraced her steps. From a dark corner, she scanned the patrons of the café.

She hadn’t gotten a very good look at the vamp, just enough to know he was male and about half a head shorter than she was, wearing a gray hooded sweatshirt, dark jeans, and light tennis shoes. With the patrons sitting, height was nearly impossible to tell, let alone what kind of pants and shoes they were wearing. At least half the customers were male and some were even wearing hoodies, but the vamp could’ve ditched his sweatshirt, which meant she had to include all the men wearing T-shirts and tank tops, since she hadn’t seen what kind of shirt he was wearing underneath.

She thought it was probable the vamp was sitting alone, but there were several boisterous tables full of young people he could’ve easily joined without anyone noticing.

Dana shook her head in frustration. Her ability to sense vampires only let her get a vague idea of what general direction they were in compared to herself. To get any more specific, she’d have to be standing right next to the damn thing, and by then, he’d be at her throat. She sighed quietly.

She was going to have to go back to her vehicle and get her personal handheld radar unit. Vamps had very high bone and muscle densities, more than twice that of humans, which was the theorized source of their superior strength. Because of that higher density, the unit would be able to show her which customers were human and which one was the vamp.

Not for the first time, she wished she carried the thing with her, but she was usually quite sure who her target was and the unit cost way too much for her to risk damaging it in the middle of a fight. Repairing her shades on a weekly basis was bad enough.

Now, the only question was did she risk leaving the vamp unwatched or call for a backup unit to babysit while she was gone? The vamp would likely hang out until he was sure she’d given up and moved on, but there was a chance he’d leave at the first opportunity. If she called for backup and they came in hot against her instructions, as some had in the past, it could spook the vampire into taking hostages and those scenarios never ended well.

Dana pursed her lips and made her decision. There were street cameras on nearly every corner, so if she came back and he was gone, she’d most likely be able to track him down eventually. He might even lead her to his lair, assuming there were more in his group than the other two she’d already staked. Above all, she wouldn’t risk civilians. The whole point of killing vamps was to save human lives, not put them in harm’s way.

Just as she started to back up further into the shadows to quietly leave, she caught the attention of a teenage boy sitting at one of the tables across from a couple other teenage boys. His eyes widened in surprise, and for a second, she thought he might be the vamp, but then he smiled and nodded, and she suddenly realized he was a fan.

Oh no.

The boy shot out of his chair and pulled a large wooden cross with a gold-painted figure of Jesus Christ affixed to it out of the inside pocket of his jacket. He brandished it in front of him as he turned in a circle.

“By the power of this holy relic, I command you to show yourself, demon! Prepare to be struck down by the Great Vampire Hunter herself!” the boy said confidently as he pointed to where she stood.

Dana rolled her eyes behind her shades. He’d probably bought the cross off the internet for less than twenty bucks, and now that her location had been identified, she had zero tactical advantage.

“Nice goin’, kid,” Dana muttered, knowing if he heard her, he’d never catch the sarcasm.

She stepped forward, but before she could even consider how best to calm what she knew would be utter panic among the patrons in a few seconds, the vamp revealed himself by grabbing the kid from behind. Pure reflex had Dana’s gun in her hand and pointed at the vamp in less than a heartbeat, but the vampire had already pulled the kid tightly to his chest. He kept his chest covered and his head in line with the boy’s, not leaving Dana with even a remote chance at a clear shot.

“Let him go,” Dana ordered.

She heard the vamp snort into the kid’s neck.

“You think I’m stupid? I let him go, you’ll stake me.”

“True, but that’s gonna happen no matter what. You let him go now, and I’ll make it as painless as I can. Which is more than you can probably say for all the people you’ve murdered. On the other hand, you hurt him and I swear you’ll wish you—”

“I’m the one calling the shots here! You do what I say! And I say drop the gun.”

Dana smiled.

“Not gonna happen.”

“I said drop it! Or I’ll rip his throat out right here!”

The vamp brought his hand up to the boy’s neck, extending his pointed razor-sharp claws and pricking them against the kid’s skin. Dana lost her smile.

For a moment, she flashed to another boy being held by a much bigger vamp, but that boy had been dead by the time she’d reached him, his lifeless eyes staring at nothing as he’d been tossed aside and the vamp had lunged for her.

Dana blinked and steadied herself, trying not to look into this boy’s very alive eyes that showed terror beyond anything he’d ever experienced before.

If she gave up her gun, she might still be able to draw her sword or one of her knives in time to use it if the vamp decided to attack her. At least he hadn’t asked her to hand over her gun. That really would have been out of the question.

“Okay,” Dana said as she held up her hands, palms forward.

She slowly bent over to lay her gun on the ground, keeping her eyes on the vampire the whole time. Before he could say anything else, she kicked the gun behind her so he couldn’t tell her to kick it over to him. She just prayed there were no other cowboys around who thought it would be a good idea to pick up her weapon and start shooting.

“There. Now let him go.”

The vamp smiled and Dana felt sick.

“Whatever you say, hunter.”

Then he pushed the boy away hard, sending him directly at Dana, whose instinct was to catch him, but she overrode her reflexes and dove around him to throw one of her knives into the vampire’s retreating back. It thunked into place just below the vamp’s left shoulder blade, and he cried out in pain, but it clearly hadn’t gone in far enough to hit his heart because he kept running.

Dana jumped to her feet and ran for her gun, then turned to head after the vamp again, pausing for only a moment as she made eye contact with one of the waitresses standing nearby in shock.

“You! Call 9-1-1!” Dana yelled, and then she was running past the crowd surrounding the crying boy on the ground.

The kid was probably hurt—Dana thought she might’ve heard something crack as he’d hit the concrete—but he was alive and that was all that mattered. Someone else would take care of him. She had a vamp to kill.

This time she caught up to the vampire easily. He couldn’t run nearly as fast with a knife stuck in his back and it was in that perfect position that made it impossible for him to remove it himself. Dana tackled him to the ground of the alleyway, pinning him down using multiple joint locks against his superior strength and jabbing a few more knives into strategic locations to lock his bones into place before applying handcuffs for a little added security.

As she pressed his cheek into the pavement and gently nudged one of the knives a fraction of an inch back and forth, she spoke low into his ear.

“I warned you how this would go. You think this hurts?” Dana asked and slowly moved the hilt of the blade around in a circle. “You have no idea what pain is.” An image of three mangled bodies lying in front of her, flames rising in the distance, appeared in her mind’s eye, and her face distorted into a snarl. “But I’m gonna make sure you learn tonight. Now why don’t we start with where you live and how many more of your buddies I can expect to find there.”

It didn’t take long before the vamp was spilling his guts and Dana finally staked him, putting him out of his misery. It was a risk, since he could’ve been giving her false information, but in all the years she’d performed these interrogations, she’d only been burned a few times, and even then, she still had the satisfaction of knowing at the very least, there was one less vampire on the street.

Dana called it in and was pleasantly surprised when cleanup arrived in just a few minutes, allowing her to get back to work in short order.

She parked a block away from the address the vamp had given her and made sure to bring her handheld radar unit with her this time to verify what the vamp had told her. The name “Ashwood Apartments” was emblazoned on the front of the building and lit up with a pair of spotlights, so she moved around to the back alley. Near the first basement window at street level, she held the radar unit up to the wall, keeping quiet and making sure to stay out of the line of sight of anyone who might be looking out the window.

The screen lit up with an equal number of human and vampire bright blobs.

Three vamps, three slaves. Just like he said.

She gave the window a wide berth and then checked the next one. Empty. The next one was empty as well, but the one after that had two vampires and one slave. She checked the rest of the basement apartments, carefully making her way silently around the building.

Everything the vampire had told her appeared to be true. Most of the apartments were empty, with the rest clearly showing at least a couple vampires and their slaves. According to her informant, the nest usually rotated who went out to hunt, only allowing a few groups out each night, and they had a rule against hunting near their home base.

However, some special meeting was taking place tomorrow night at 10pm, so half their number had decided to go hunting last night and the other half tonight in preparation for staying in for the meet. It also wasn’t unusual for some of the hunting parties to stay out an extra night, so her vamp’s group’s disappearance wouldn’t raise an alarm as long as she used her informant’s phone to text a status update to the nest’s leader by sunrise.

She’d tried to get more information about the meeting, but apparently the vamp was low man on the totem, having just been turned a few months ago, and didn’t even know the so-called “Master” vampire’s name. All he knew was that some kind of major announcement was going to be made and they had to be there for it. It would also be the first time most of the nest, except for the leader, would be meeting the Master vamp.

Dana climbed into her vehicle and sat back in her seat as she blew out a breath.

She hadn’t hit a lair this big in years. Sure, she could go in and take on half a dozen vamps and come out on the other side more or less intact, but there was no question she was going to need backup for what she estimated would be at least twenty vampires and twice as many slaves when they all returned tomorrow night.

She was also curious to meet this “Master” vampire and interrogate him about this new level of organization. Vampires weren’t supposed to make plans and they damn well weren’t supposed to hold meetings.

Dana pulled her phone from its holder on the console and started making calls. She had a raid to organize.













Chapter 2

 





Gabrielle walked out of the cool mouth of the cave and into the hot and humid jungle night. She paused for a moment to listen to the other nocturnal creatures beginning their day: a chorus of chirps and croaks from thousands of insects and frogs; the intermittent breathy growls of a nearby leopard; the cries of birds and squeaks of bats in search of their first meal. The sounds of life surrounded her, blending together, forming a single symphony she normally found irresistible and she sighed, longing to simply stay there and listen until the sun rose again.

However, tonight she was on a mission. She’d gone too long without feeding on a human. The blood of the large cat she’d heard would do nothing to ease the madness she could feel creeping up on her, which was why she’d walked all last night to get to this cave, so she could wake up with only a few miles between her and the nearest village.

With night vision clearer than any of the other monsters roaming the jungle, Gabrielle picked her way through the trees strewn with thorny vines and headed north, looking for one tree in particular near the edge of a trail. She came across small streams and broad thickets of brambles, but they did nothing to slow her down. She leapt twenty feet into the air and used the nearest trunk as a temporary landing, hooking one arm around its circumference while letting her bare feet grip the rough surface. She considered climbing higher so she could look out over the jungle canopy in the moonlight, but then her hunger reasserted itself and she pushed off, jumping another thirty feet towards her destination.

The trees ended much sooner than she’d expected. A few large vehicles sat idle among stacks of logs in a dirt clearing. Gabrielle gasped as she suddenly remembered what century it was. By her reckoning, the year was somewhere around 2040AD according to the modern Gregorian calendar, not the twentieth-something year of some reigning king of an ancient realm.

Is she still alive?

Anxiety filled her even as she quashed the thought automatically, but the fear lingered as she scanned the area, hoping to see the distinct shape of the tree she was looking for. After walking around to try different vantage points, she gave up. Her buried cache of clothes and local currency were no doubt long gone. They’d probably been destroyed during the logging process, or perhaps found and kept by some lucky worker.

“Hey!”

The site guard ran towards her as he continued to yell at her. It took a moment for her to register he was speaking Portuguese. More memories came back. Though she’d been searching for the cache in the right place, she’d confused where that place was in the world. She was currently in Brazil wandering around the Amazon rainforest, not the Congo in sub-Saharan Africa where they spoke French or Bantu or one of their local tribal languages.

That was a jaguar I heard earlier, not a leopard. I should’ve known that.

The guard was only a few dozen feet away. If she waited another few seconds...

No! He’s just doing his job.

Gabrielle darted back into the trees, positive he wouldn’t follow her into the dark jungle. He might even believe he’d imagined seeing her, since the speed of her movement would have made her seem to disappear right before his eyes, while her appearance lent itself quite well to the notion of a wild demon of the jungle. Her short blonde hair was surely a matted mess and the dried mud she’d smeared all over her body the previous night to give her a few extra moments in case she got sidetracked and accidentally stayed out too close to sunrise still coated her skin.

Now that she better understood when and where she was, Gabrielle was fairly certain she was still south of the Amazon River. If she continued heading north, she was bound to run into one of the many cities that bordered the river. There might still be ramshackle houses on the outskirts, but she was looking for skyscrapers now, not torchlit grass huts.

Soon, she could see the light pollution of a large city. She picked up her pace as she thought she recognized where she was. Her suspicions were confirmed when she came to a large expanse of water. This was where the Rio Negro met and emptied into the Amazon River, which meant the bright city on the other side had to be Manaus. She’d provisioned a small temperature controlled storage unit there with everything she would need to reenter human society, but she’d have to take care of the basics in order to get to it. Manaus also hosted an international airport, one that could take her all the way home.

In that moment, Gabrielle realized that was exactly what she wanted.

She took a few minutes to bathe in the river, washing off the mud and running her fingers through her hair, leaving it spiky, and then headed northeast towards the small port town where she would be able to steal some clothes and cash for one of the ferries.

Small rundown shacks lined the shore of the river, most with several canoes tethered to their docks. She considered whether to attempt to steal one of the boats and continue on her quest for clothing and money on the other side of the river. She would need such things either way, but it would be more difficult to run around naked in a major city.

Gabrielle left the small shacks behind and kept to the shadows as she made her way towards the open market. Most of the vendors were hawking local fruits and handmade trinkets for the tourists, but a few were selling mass-produced items, including T-shirts and shorts with eco-friendly slogans regarding the rainforest or pictures of local wildlife pasted on them.

Gabrielle dashed forward, slipping a hooded sleeveless sweatshirt and a pair of cargo shorts unnoticed from one of the tables, and moved away again in a blur. Her small frame accommodated both with room to spare. As she meandered barefoot through the crowd, she slipped a wealthy-looking man’s wallet from his pocket and removed several bills. She made a mental note of the name and address on his ID, so she could anonymously reimburse him later, and then passed by him again to return the wallet to his pocket. She left one of the bills near the cash register of the unsuspecting clothing vendor and then made her way to the nearest docked ferry.

Half an hour later, she was in the heart of the city, threading her way between hundreds of tourists and locals who were enjoying their evening out on the brightly lit streets. As she walked, she could sense other vampires nearby and knew they must be able to sense her as well, as one by one they each moved to the edge of her range.

Gabrielle ignored them as she looked for an alley to slip into on her way to the darker sections of town, so she could begin her hunt. Then her gaze passed over a flashing marquee outside of a travel agency and she stopped in shock. She absently took several steps to the side to get out of the way of the people bumping and jostling her as they tried to walk around her, but her eyes never left the sign as she waited for it to cycle through the advertisements and the current temperature. Finally, it flashed the date again and she leaned against a nearby lamppost for support.

Friday, August 23, 2047

She shook her head as if to clear away the image, but the date remained the same. Marking time as the ancients had by only the moon and stars clearly hadn’t been enough. With nothing to anchor her in real time, she’d spent too many nights lost in centuries long past.

She’d been gone for ten years, not the mere three she’d thought.

She’ll be thirty now. I wonder if...

Gabrielle stopped the thought before she could finish it, though all the possibilities still flitted through the back of her mind. She did her best to sidetrack herself as she moved in the general direction of the long-term storage facility. Once she arrived, it took several tries, but she finally remembered her pin number, which was simply the year she’d left, and the unmanned security gate slid aside. She entered the code again at the door to the 10’x10’ storage unit and heard the lock click open. She hit the light and looked around.

Everything was as she’d left it. There were several sets of vacuum sealed packages of clothing, along with a handheld steamer to remove the wrinkles that had surely set in after all this time. A sealed 5-gallon jug of water and several towels and toiletries would let her wash up better than she had in the river. And the few pieces of tech she would need to update her identity all seemed to be plugged in and ready to do her bidding.

The first thing she did was use the wireless tablet to securely log in to a hidden encrypted server, which took her through a simple wizard twice. The first time was to access her corporate account so she could issue herself a new credit card. The second was to update and reissue her New York State ID. The wizard automatically passed the updated information to the associated banking and official government databases through a backdoor, making it appear as if everything had come through legitimate channels. The wizard also grabbed the latest templates for both the ID and credit card and imported them into the card printer’s software program.

She had to set the printer up twice, since they each used different blank cards and printing ribbons, but in just a few minutes, she had brand new cards that were indistinguishable from the government and bank issued ones, having been made using the same techniques on virtually an identical machine. She put the cards with her passport and money clip, which was already filled to capacity with local currency. Then she used the cell phone that had been plugged in next to the rest of the tech to call the appropriate number to activate the new credit card.

Next, she changed out of the stolen clothes and into a pair of black jeans and a black silk shirt, leaving the topmost buttons undone for a more casual look. She pulled on a pair of black boots and took several steps, trying to get used to the confinement of the tight clothes after so many years of running around without any restrictions. She shrugged her shoulders, knowing she’d acclimate soon enough.

Gabrielle drew on a long black hooded cloak and checked herself in the mirror that was leaning against the wall to her right. She’d chosen the articles of clothing because they were fairly generic and non-descript, making them timeless. The cloak was a little more conspicuous, but the last time she’d been among humans, she’d been dismissed as a harmless goth, so she hoped it would continue to provide her with the anonymity she sought.

She tucked her personal items into the interior pockets of the cloak and left the same way she’d come in.

At the first cell phone store she came across, she ordered a replacement for her outdated model, receiving a few odd looks at the decade-old device. She left and hailed a cab to take her to the airport. On the way there, she tried to order a jet from one of her holding companies, but the nearest one she owned wouldn’t arrive until the following morning, so she bought a local jet and hired a flight crew at twice the going rate. At the moment, she didn’t care how much it cost. She just needed to get home.

It wasn’t until she was halfway through her seven-hour flight that she realized she still hadn’t hunted, but there was nothing she could do about it.

While en route, Gabrielle accessed a hidden site to request clearance through customs, adding on that if there were any other vampires needing similar services at the same time, she wished to be kept separate from them. It was a common enough demand and her private key code was accepted immediately, though it didn’t identify her to the person overseeing the request.

When the jet landed, three servants specially placed within airport security for just such occasions escorted her through customs and all the way out to a waiting limo. They were all new, so no one recognized her and she felt no need to indulge their curiosity. The driver dropped her off in the middle of Queens at her insistence and then sped away.

One look at the sky told her it was far too close to dawn for her to do anything but descend underground and head for the one place she was sure to get a meal: the Arena.

She found the nearest access point and dropped into the darkness. As she moved silently through the secret tunnels beneath the city, her body unconsciously navigated the twists and turns even after so long away, and she couldn’t help hurrying.

Which was why when the tunnel came to an abrupt dead end, she nearly slammed right into it.

Gabrielle stepped back and tried to orient herself. She was sure this passage continued several more blocks before she would need to turn left into another section of tunnels, but clearly she was wrong. She pulled out her phone, entering several passwords to access the encrypted network, and loaded the current map of the tunnels.

A notation on the map dating from several years ago warned that this section of tunnel had collapsed, forcing them to close it off to avoid human detection. If she wanted to get to the next section of tunnels, she would have to go above ground for one block. A second notation reported that rerouting of the tunnel deeper underground was in the planning stages, but construction hadn’t begun yet.

Gabrielle entered her location and destination to try to find an alternate route, but it was no use. Due to two other collapses in the past decade, this section of tunnels was completely cut off from the tunnels connected to the Arena.

Gabrielle felt the madness clawing at the back of her mind, urging her to make the mad dash above ground to get to the other set of tunnels. Though exposure even to indirect sunlight was extremely risky, she was fairly certain she could survive the run as long as she kept herself covered. That was the other reason she always wore a cloak.

The real danger was if she got sidetracked by the lure of a human. In her current mental state, she feared she would attack despite the consequences of prolonging her exposure, quite possibly long enough to kill her.

Gabrielle took a deep breath, holding the madness at bay by sheer force of will.

Distraction. I need a distraction.

She considered where she was and then headed for the nearest of her many private sanctuaries to wait for the sun to go down. She sat in the middle of the chamber and started where she’d left off on her messages while on her flight. She didn’t reply to any of them since they were so old, but the content of the emails was steadily bringing her up-to-date, grounding her in the current time. She managed to get through several years’ worth before finding the task no longer adequate as a diversion, so she moved to the internet to catch up on world events.

Eventually though, even that couldn’t hold her attention and she spent the last few hours beneath the city in a battle of wills with herself, each moment an eternity as the sun made its inexorable crawl across the heavens, until finally she felt it dip below the protective edge of the earth once again.

Gabrielle exited the chamber, slipping through the small space she’d opened, and then pushed the section of wall concealing her secret tomb back into place until it appeared as if the stone wall was continuous. She also made sure to scuff the dust on the ground to eliminate the scraped tracks in front of the wall before she left.

She climbed up to street level, found the next section of tunnels she needed, and dropped back down. She held her breath the entire time to keep from scenting the blood of the humans nearby.

Gabrielle continued towards her earlier destination and exited the last tunnel into the basement of what appeared from the street to be an average office building. She came to a bank of elevators and pressed the button to call one to her, entering her access code to disarm the alarms that would alert the servants to an unauthorized entry.

She rode the elevator down and exited into a cavernous room ten stories beneath street level and seven stories high. The solid bedrock walls were reinforced by steel girders and concealed by concrete. She wondered how much longer they’d be able to secretly steer the humans’ drilling around their subterranean structures. So far, they’d managed well enough through politics, bribes, and bureaucratic red tape, but the humans were getting more and more sophisticated and ambitious with their projects. Another hundred years and she didn’t think they’d be able to do anything to keep the humans from expanding into occupied areas. When that happened, collapsing tunnels would be the least of their worries.

She quickened her pace around the enclosed central fighting ring at the bottom of the stadium until she reached the side entrance leading to the holding cells. The scent of the human servant inspecting the various weapons along one wall was overwhelming.

“Excuse me,” Gabrielle said quietly, her jaw clenched to keep her fangs from extending.

The servant turned and bowed as soon as he saw her. He was new, so she didn’t think he’d actually recognized her, just that she was a vampire.

“How may I be of service, Mistress?”

“Do you know the backgrounds of those currently in the holding cells?”

“Yes, Mistress, of course. We keep detailed records on all of the gladiators. I just finished writing up today’s reports myself an hour ago.”

“Are there any who have committed the crimes of rape, assault, or murder?”

“Yes, Mistress. There are several such criminals among those who were taken today. We figured they wouldn’t be missed.”

“Bring them to me.”

“Mistress?”

Gabrielle stared at him impassively when he raised his gaze to peer at her in confusion, but he must’ve recognized the hungry look in her eyes because he suddenly nodded and turned on his heel, first walking quickly, then breaking into a jog.

The servant returned in record time with three other servants, all of whom pointed guns at seven handcuffed prisoners, who were attached to a single steel chain being led by the first servant.

“Mistress? The gladiators you requested.”

Gabrielle looked them over. None of them stood out as being particularly more worthy of death than the next, and she strained against the urge to take them all, including the four servants.

“State their crimes.”

The servant nodded as he stepped forward.

“This one killed her husband, then both her daughters before attempting to commit suicide and botching the job. She got off on a technicality and had been living on the streets for the past four months until one of our teams picked her up.”

The servant moved on to the next one in line.

“This one is a serial rapist, but none of his victims have been willing to testify against him, so he’s never been convicted. Unfortunately for him, his latest victim’s sister is a servant for a member of the Eighth Order and we were able to track him down within a few days.

“This one shot his girlfriend when he caught her in bed with his best friend. He was released yesterday after two years on good behavior.

“This one molested his daughter and his niece, but his wife and her sister dropped the charges before he could be brought to trial. An informant at the police station was able to tip us off and we picked him up on his way home from work.

“This one beat her son until he suffered permanent brain damage. She was released from prison a few days ago after serving seven years.

“This one was beating his wife for the past few months, but one of her friends is a servant here, so we picked him up so she wouldn’t have to deal with the police.

“And this one set his ex-wife’s house on fire, killing her and their three children. He’s been on the run for a month, but one of our scouts spotted him and picked him up before the police could.”

Gabrielle assessed the captives again and made her choice. She was running out of time.

“Him and him,” she said, pointing to the rapist and the arsonist.

“What do you want us to do with them?”

“Let them go.”

The servant looked like he was about to question her again, but then obviously thought better of it. He brought out the keys to the handcuffs binding the two men and released them. As soon as they were both free, they took one look at Gabrielle and bolted.

The servant seemed about to shout for the others to go after the escapees, since they hadn’t even moved to take aim, but then Gabrielle saw him stop and follow the gaze of his fellow servants until he was standing just as frozen as they were, just staring.

At her.

She realized the look on her face must’ve been quite frightening to bring out that instinctive prey response in the normally predatory humans. The servant looked like he might pee himself at any moment. A nudge from one of the others caused him to break eye contact. With shaking hands, he quickly led the remaining prisoners away, the other servants following with their guns steadily trained on their captives.

Gabrielle watched them go and then turned her attention to the men practically flying up the aisles in their attempt to reach one of the exits. She continued to watch them for another few seconds and then took off after them. She moved so quickly, she doubted they even knew she’d gone by them until they saw her standing in front of them. They skidded to a halt.

“Do you deny your crimes?”

The two men looked at each other. Gabrielle was sure they’d both heard the stories regarding vampires and their ability to detect lies. They were probably trying to decide how much truth those stories held.

The arsonist slumped to his knees, apparently realizing he wouldn’t be able to escape death. The rapist didn’t give up so easily.

“They wanted it. That’s why they wouldn’t lie about me in court.”

Gabrielle stared at him. He almost believed what he was saying, but she could see the truth in his eyes. He was desperate to see himself as powerful and even now he was finding it hard to believe that he wasn’t in control of the situation.

“You should’ve accepted the consequences of your actions. It would’ve been a lot less painful for you.”

Unable to restrain herself any longer, Gabrielle grabbed him, pushed his head to the side, and bit down on his neck, her long fangs piercing his skin with ease. Gabrielle let the blood flow over her tongue and course down her throat, the thick liquid infusing her body with energy and power with every swallow.

As she continued to feed, she got a blast of his memories, an unfortunate side effect of hunting such filth sometimes, and his sins were laid bare in her mind. How he’d stalked the women, tormented them for an entire night in their own homes, then threatened them all with being gang-raped by his friends if he ever went to jail for it. Pure evil.

Before she could think better of it, she extended her claws and stabbed them into his groin, lifting his body up and away from her, needing to cause him the same kind of pain he’d inflicted on so many others. Part of her knew it was a waste of his blood as it poured out of him at both ends, soaking the front of his jeans as if he’d pissed himself, but she still felt a sense of satisfaction as his screams increased in volume at being impaled in such a way. She was vaguely aware that he was struggling against her with all his might, much as the women he’d tortured had fought against him, but it was short-lived, his strength evaporating as he lost more and more of his blood.

She drew a little harder to bring more of the wonderful substance into her mouth. The fear she felt coming off him in waves did nothing to hinder her enjoyment of it. Another piece of evil was dying in order to sustain her life. As it should be. As it had always been.

When she’d completely drained him, she retracted her fangs and then her claws, wiping her hand off on his clothes, and then let him fall to the floor in a crumpled heap at her feet. He deserved nothing better.

She turned around and found the other man still on his knees, patiently awaiting his fate.

“You’re not going to fight?”

“No.”

Gabrielle nodded.

“Good.”

Gabrielle stepped over to him and raised him to his feet. She gently turned his head to the side and lowered her mouth to his carotid artery. Her fangs were so razor sharp, she doubted he even realized he’d been bitten until she started pulling on the wounds, slowly drawing his essence out of his body.

In an instant, she understood why he was so willing. He hadn’t known his family was in the house. He’d thought they were at his ex-wife’s new boyfriend’s home. He’d just wanted the insurance money and a little payback against the woman who had destroyed his world. He’d never meant for anyone to get hurt, especially not his children. He’d been trying to get up the courage to end his life ever since. She was doing him a favor.

Gabrielle heard him moan and realized he’d probably caught a wave of pleasure from her enjoyment of his blood. The telepathic transfer worked both ways sometimes.

Gabrielle gripped the man tighter and sucked at the wound even harder. She was still in need, still hungry. She continued to draw out the thick hot blood from the man’s body until only a wisp of a stream came at her insistence. The man had died at least a full minute before, his body giving out as too much of his life’s blood was taken from him.

Gabrielle lowered his body to the ground and stood back up. She looked over at the servants she knew had been watching her and gestured for them to take the bodies away. One of them offered her several cleansing wipes, which allowed her to get the last of the blood off her hand.

As the fresh blood coursed through her, she felt her control slipping back into place and breathed a sigh of contentment. Now she could safely go out and enjoy the rest of her evening in the city without fear she’d attack an innocent human in desperation. She might even hunt for another meal or two if the opportunity arose, but it would be her choice now, not an act dictated by her bloodlust.

She turned, intending to head for the elevators to leave, but stopped as she came face to face with the second most powerful vampire in the world. Her preoccupation with her hunger had previously concealed her awareness of him, but now her senses exploded with his presence.

“Blake,” she said by way of greeting.

“First Born,” he said stiffly, barely nodding his head in a pale imitation of a bow of respect. “I didn’t realize you’d returned.”

“I just arrived this morning.”

“You should’ve let me know. I would’ve prepared an honor guard to escort you in.”

“It was shortly before dawn. I hardly had time to find a place to sleep. Besides, you know I don’t like such pretentious public displays.”

Blake shook his head in frustration.

“It has nothing to do with that. Following protocol isn’t about you. It’s about showing respect for your position. Your subjects expect a certain level of decorum from their rulers. As your Regent King, my responsibility is to both you and your subjects, but how am I supposed to serve you properly when you pull stunts like this, showing up unannounced? It makes it look like you’re either checking up on me or I’m being disrespectful.”

Gabrielle frowned.

“I’m not trying to make you look bad, Blake. And I don’t want you to serve me. I’ve never wanted that.”

Blake clenched his jaw and seemed about to show his fangs, but then took a deep breath and spoke through gritted teeth.

“I will say it again. Leadership isn’t just about what you want. It’s also about giving your subjects what they want. What they expect. What they need. I may be your Regent, but the Order still looks to you for guidance.” Gabrielle kept her face expressionless and Blake sighed. “I suppose reminding you that you can’t just go gallivanting around the world at a moment’s notice anytime you like won’t mean anything to you either. So, where was it this time?”

“South America.”

Blake nodded and then seemed to study her.

“But now you’re back. May I assume this means you’ve resolved whatever this most recent existential crisis was about? You know you do this every hundred years or so. It’s always a toss-up whether you’ll be gone for one year or twenty. So what was it this time? Anything special or just your usual antisocial proclivities getting the better of you.”

Gabrielle narrowed her eyes and spoke carefully.

“The subject is off-limits.”

“I’ll take that as a no then. So, why have you returned? I assumed when you disappeared, you’d gone off to sort yourself out once again.”

Gabrielle looked away. She had in essence left to do just that, though not for any of the reasons Blake had implied.

Out of long practice, Gabrielle pushed the unwanted memories away and refocused on the present.

“I’m sorted just fine, thank you. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”

She started to brush past him, but Blake called after her.

“Wait! You can’t leave, not when you just got here. Everyone will want to see you.”

Gabrielle sighed and stopped. Blake walked around her to face her again.

“Everyone needs to see you, see that you’re okay. I know you pretend not to understand this, but your subjects need you, even if you don’t think you need them. It’s been ten years. Let them rejoice at your return.”

Gabrielle rolled her eyes and sighed again.

“Fine.” She held up a finger. “But I’m not staying all night.”

Blake grinned.

“Your terms are acceptable.” He nodded formally, but there was a hint of mischief in his eyes. “Why don’t you take your reserved seat up there? I have a few things to attend to and a match to prepare for. If you need anything...”

“I’ll flag a servant.” As he turned to leave, she called after him. “Good luck on your match.”

He nodded again and turned away, a definite bounce in his step as he headed for a set of stairs leading underneath the floor of the Arena to the locker rooms.

Gabrielle moved up into the stands, taking a seat in a cordoned off section of the topmost row above the Arena’s main battlefield. As far as she could tell, nothing had really changed while she’d been gone.

At the bottom of the underground amphitheater was an enclosed space with a dirt floor, which was what gave the Arena its name. It was a circular area with a twelve-foot-high chain link fence around it—topped with three lines of inverted barbed wire to dissuade combatants from trying to escape—and plenty of tiered seats for spectators.

The fights began two hours after dusk and went without interruption until two hours before sunrise. For tonight, that meant they would begin around 10pm and end by 3:30am.

Sometimes, humans fought one another for the privilege of becoming some vampire’s servant or to settle an argument. Other times, a challenge was issued from one vampire to another and they would fight until one of them could no longer defend themselves.

Most of the time, however, it was just a chance for the vampires to get together and chase humans who had been abducted from their homes or the streets—anyone who was unlikely to be missed for one reason or another—for sport. Bets were made, both of money and servants, on how long the human or group of humans could survive against different vampires, or whether they would be able to injure the attacking vampire before dying, or even whether or not the human might be allowed to live and become a servant.

Gabrielle found the whole thing a little tedious, but she’d thought it was better than letting the world at large continue to be the ‘arena.’ Steering the conversation towards the gladiator games of ancient Rome one evening, she’d been able to subtly plant the seed for the Arena’s construction. Now, nearly all of the Upper Order vampires in New York City came to the Arena to hunt, effectively getting them off the streets and into a more controlled environment. Gabrielle had learned early on how to choose the lesser of two evils. The Arena was one such compromise.

Gabrielle went back to checking her messages while she waited, but it wasn’t long before she found it nearly impossible to concentrate as more and more vampires arrived and took their places along the rows of bleachers in anticipation of the evening’s entertainment. As soon as they stepped off the elevators, Gabrielle saw most of them immediately look up to her position in the stands, only to look away again just as quickly. She pulled the hood of her cloak further forward to try to obscure her face, but she knew the gesture was in vain. Where other vampires twinkled like stars in the night sky, she shone like a supernova. Or so she’d been told.

“You’re like the rays of the sun, Gabrielle. Everyone wants to bask in you.”

Until they get their first sunburn, she’d thought, but hadn’t said aloud.

Eventually, she began sensing the arrival of stronger vampires, those in the Sixth and Seventh Orders, and finally the highest of the Upper Orders, the Third Orders who sat on the Council. Gabrielle sat up a little straighter, nodding politely to those who nodded or bowed in respect to her presence.

A few minutes later, a vampire walked to the center of the ring holding a microphone in his hand.

“Welcome, brothers and sisters, to the Arena!”

A responding cheer rose up and filled the stadium for a moment before dying down to allow the announcer to continue.

“I can’t tell you how excited I am about what we have in store for you tonight. But first, I have the great honor to announce,” and the vampire paused, letting the tension build for several moments. “The First Born has returned!” He gestured grandly to where Gabrielle was sitting, her section almost completely empty, the other vampires having given her a wide berth.

Every head turned in her direction and reverent applause bounced off the walls, echoing around the chamber. Gabrielle stood stiffly, uncomfortable with the spotlight that had literally been placed on her, and then sat down again after what she hoped had been a sufficient amount of time.

“What’s more,” the announcer continued and the crowd quieted to hear him. “Even though he fought only days ago... Even though he suffered many grave injuries before triumphing over not three, not four, but five armed Eighth Orders... In honor of the First Born, and for our very first match of the night... Taking on twenty, count them twenty, armed humans... I give you... None other than Blake! Our undefeated King and Master of the ring!”

As applause and shouts of excitement roared all around Gabrielle, she suddenly understood Blake’s intentions. He’d probably been trying to figure out from the moment he’d first sensed she was back how to turn her unexpected presence to his advantage. He’d succeeded, judging by the crowd’s thunderous approval as he stepped out into the ring wearing only a pair of skintight black shorts.

Blake peered up at her and bowed deeply before standing erect again and giving her a wink. He then turned and began jogging the perimeter of the ring to enthusiastic shouts, especially from the younger vampires.

Gabrielle rolled her eyes in the darkness provided by her hood.

Always the politician.

Though she didn’t appreciate being used in such a fashion, in truth, Gabrielle could see why so many of their people idolized him. In addition to the power and authority he wielded as Regent King, Blake was the definition of a Greek god, with short, wavy black hair, bronze skin pulled taut over a muscular frame, and dark brown eyes that Gabrielle swore were sparkling with amusement as he worked the crowd. He waved confidently to his most vocal supporters, his wide smile flashing his bright white fangs to even louder cheers.

Blake finally finished making his rounds and took up position at one end of the ring, crouching in readiness and then signaling the announcer. The announcer nodded and addressed the packed auditorium, slowly turning in a circle to face everyone as he gestured broadly.

“And now, without further ado... Bring out the gladiators!”

The announcer ran for the exit as half a dozen human guards forced the twenty human combatants into the ring from the opposite side with jabs from what looked like cattle prods. Once they were far enough in, a barred gate locked them inside with Blake.

A wall next to the gate slid aside, revealing various weapons, including swords, knives, clubs, spears, and even a few handguns. Gabrielle knew from past experience that none of the guns had more than a few rounds in them, and given that even skilled humans tended to have abysmal accuracy under stressful conditions, especially with weapons they hadn’t previously trained with, it was likely the crowd was in more danger than Blake was should one of the humans try to take a shot at him.

The gladiators rushed for the guns anyway and Gabrielle tensed in spite of herself at the possibility of having to dodge a stray bullet.

The few gladiators who managed to wrestle one of the guns from their counterparts fired wildly at Blake, emptying their magazines in no time. Blake spun and darted from side to side even though Gabrielle could see the bullets hadn’t come anywhere near him. In fact, Gabrielle was pretty sure he’d moved closer to some of them in order to make it appear as if he could’ve been hit and had only narrowly escaped injury.

Gabrielle sat back again and sighed. Blake was actually a highly skilled warrior, quite capable of handling multiple threats in a real life or death situation. There had been several incidents over the centuries, times when younger vampires had decided they would make better leaders than Blake and had called him out, and he had triumphed over all of them without help or artifice. But this contrived battle...

Gabrielle shook her head. She’d seen it all before. It was just a show, a spectacle to entertain the masses, and they ate it up. Blake just wanted to show off and the smirk on his face made it clear, at least for anyone who cared to see, just how much he was enjoying himself.

Gabrielle pulled out her phone again and picked up where she’d left off. An advertisement for a new tool for her phone made a welcome distraction from the monumental task that was her inbox, so she spent a few minutes flipping through the store’s contents. She selected a dozen apps to add to her account and finalized the transaction. She played with each of the programs, getting used to the latest software that had become fashionable in her absence. The new apps were useful, but most of them turned out to be the same old programs, just in a newer, prettier package.

She went back to her email. So far, she hadn’t felt the need to respond to any of the messages, most of them being out of date by about ten years. However, she had sent an email to Chris, her financial manager, to inquire about the current status of her various holdings, and to Kevyn, the closest thing she had to a best friend, to let him know she was back.

Her newest messages showed responses from both of them. Apparently, her portfolio had surpassed even Chris’s expectations, a feat for which he was quite pleased with himself. She smiled and wrote back, congratulating him on his expertise and thanking him for his excellent work with a 5% bonus to his regular commission. She added new instructions and then hit Send. Since Chris was in Chicago, only an hour behind her, she expected he would probably open the encrypted message within the next few hours, if he wasn’t already up and at his computer.

Kevyn’s response was a bit more involved. In her rush to leave that night so long ago, she’d neglected to inform him of her plans, or anybody else for that matter. Not that disappearing for years at a time was odd for her, but she’d always taken the time to tell Kevyn she was leaving. In fact, he was usually the only one in the world who could be expected to know where she was at any given time. He was naturally hurt by her lack of communication and Gabrielle realized she had some mending to do.

She started composing her reply, beginning with a profuse apology and working her way back from there to the events that had led to her unexpected departure. She was so engrossed with her tale it took her longer than it should have to notice the presence of one of the Third Orders coming closer. She recognized the sense of him as he stopped a few feet in front of her, but she continued working on her letter until it was finished. She sent it off and deliberately took her time putting away her phone before finally looking up.

As she’d suspected, it was Victor, Blake’s most powerful supporter and closest confidant.

“Good evening, Gabrielle. Welcome back.”

He smiled, but Gabrielle remained expressionless. While she normally disdained the various titles she’d acquired over the millennia, there were a few individuals she would have preferred use them.

“Victor. To what do I owe the displeasure?”

He smiled wider.

“Come now. It’s not as bad as all that, is it?”

He sat down, leaving only one empty seat between them. It wasn’t nearly enough.

“I simply wanted to extend my well wishes and perhaps inquire as to the success of your travels? Did you accomplish what you set out to? Or at least enjoy yourself? I asked around and while no one would admit to seeing you, they all implied they had. Of course, you know how it is among us. Implication is never confirmation. So, I’ve been left wondering all this time—”

“I have no intention of discussing my personal activities with you.”

“Ah, but they’re not personal if they have to do with Order business.”

Gabrielle studied him, trying to figure out what his angle was.

“My personal activities are just that. Personal.”

“Of course.” He seemed to relax at her answer, but then tensed again. “So you’ve returned now because...”

Gabrielle shifted to face him.

“I was unaware I had any need to answer to you. Why are you so interested, anyway?”

Victor abruptly stood up and then bowed, a smile plastered on his face.

“I do apologize. I’m obviously intruding. You probably need time to settle in. Enjoy your evening.”

He turned and walked away, his steps slightly faster than Gabrielle thought they should be.

What was that all about?

He was hiding something, of course, but that was hardly news. There were always dozens of various plots and conspiracies going on at any given time among the Upper Orders. They seemed to revel in such intrigues, though they rarely came to anything. Strangely enough, because she stayed out of it, she was often dismissed as a non-threat when conversations took place within her hearing range. Or maybe it was because no one knew what her true range was. Either way, she usually knew more about what was going on than those involved. However, she was currently ten years out of the loop and had no idea what Victor’s current schemes might entail.

She replayed the conversation in her mind. He’d wanted to know what she’d been doing and why she’d returned. Was he worried Blake was plotting something with her and hadn’t included him in on it? Did he think whatever it was had been accomplished, hence she’d come back to inform Blake of their progress?

Gabrielle shook her head. The very notion was absurd. She wasn’t Blake’s errand girl and she had no need for such subtleties. As First Born, if she’d wanted to rule as Queen, she could’ve done so millennia ago. Even now, she was sure all she would have to do is stand up and state her intentions and that would be the end of it, but she had no desire to rule. Guide, yes. Govern, no.

Her musings were cut off as she caught movement at the locker room entrance. Blake was dressed again, impeccable as always in one of his black designer suits accented with a bright purple silk tie and matching shirt.

The color of royalty.

She watched as he slowly made his way up the stands towards her, smiling broadly and graciously pausing to shake hands or chat with those who stopped him. Gabrielle became bored after just a few minutes and went back to her old emails. She’d managed to get through an entire year’s worth by the time Blake was taking the seat next to her. She tucked her phone inside her cloak.

“I see you haven’t lost your flair for the theatrical,” Gabrielle said.

Blake smiled and shrugged his shoulders. When he spoke, his voice was so low, Gabrielle knew he didn’t intend for anyone to be able to eavesdrop on their conversation, especially with the background roar of the crowd who were watching the next bout.

“I just give the people what they want. You should try it sometime. For example, the Council—”

“Is there something going on with you I should know about?” Gabrielle cut him off.

Blake’s eyes appeared to harden for a moment at the seeming non sequitur, but his smile remained in place.

“There usually is, isn’t there? Why do you ask?”

“Victor seemed especially interested in what I was doing while I was gone. He seemed to think I was on secret business for the Order. Have you two had a falling out?”

Blake frowned and shook his head.

“Of course not. He was probably just... curious... like everyone else. No one knew where you were, not even Kevyn, though he did his best to imply that he did. Trying to hide the fact that even I didn’t know wasn’t easy. When you do these things, do you even consider the effect they’ll have on those around you? I do care what happens to you, you know.”

Gabrielle sighed. Kevyn had said much the same thing. She softened her voice when she spoke again.

“I know. And I’m sorry I caused you such trouble. It wasn’t my intention.”

Blake nodded in acceptance.

“Let’s just move on, shall we? Now, as I was saying, about the Council meeting tomorrow night. There’s one issue on the agenda I think you should—”

Gabrielle shook her head.

“Oh no. You’re not dragging me into your political problems. You’ve been handling everything while I was gone just fine. I trust you to handle whatever new issues have arisen in the same fashion. I’ll be there of course, but I have no intention of talking politics with you all night. In fact, I think it’s time I go out and reacquaint myself with the city.”

Blake seemed to be considering a protest, but then nodded.

“As you wish. Until tomorrow then.”

“Tomorrow,” Gabrielle confirmed, and then took her leave.

No one tried to approach her on her way out, for which she was thankful, so it wasn’t long before she was stepping outside into the night air.

After a few minutes of casually strolling along the street, Gabrielle fell into her old habit of pulling out her phone and logging into her private network. It only took a few taps to bring up the appropriate map showing her where all the VHA patrols were at any given moment. She hesitated, then checked on one hunter in particular and breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the woman’s name marked as ‘Active.’

Then she noticed the job title and number of kills listed and her eyebrows rose in surprise. The hunter had been promoted quite a few times over the past ten years, far more than any of her contemporaries, and Gabrielle didn’t think she’d ever seen another hunter with higher scores. Gabrielle shook her head in amazement as she automatically selected the map icon next to the woman’s name to find out where she was.

It appeared the hunter’s current location was at a major raid she had ordered to take place in Washington Heights. Most likely she would be busy there for another few hours, if not all night, which meant Gabrielle was free to hunt in Lower Manhattan until she heard otherwise from one of her alerts.

Gabrielle put her phone away and took to the rooftops to scan for likely prey.

It wasn’t long before she came across her first potential meal. Two men were yelling at one another, the first trying to grab the other to keep him from walking away, but the second pushed him back. For a moment, Gabrielle thought one of them had been seriously injured as the voices went quiet, but as she floated her way silently down several flights of a fire escape to get closer, she finally made out the words of the heated argument.

Only a lovers’ quarrel.

As the men passionately made up, Gabrielle climbed noiselessly back to her lookout and walked to the other side of the roof. She lightly hopped to the next building over, scanning for any new disturbances on the street below. When she found none, she flitted to the next rooftop.

Every now and then, some sort of conflict would draw her attention, but never anything serious enough to warrant her involvement. After an hour, she decided to call off the hunt, but she wasn’t ready to retreat underground just yet. She wanted to enjoy the city’s nightlife a little while longer.

She used the cover of a dark alleyway to drop to street level, causing only minor damage to the asphalt upon landing. She doubted the thin radiating fractures would be noticed among the rest of the cracks and potholes no one had bothered to repair yet. She checked the hunter’s location again to confirm she was still overseeing the raid, and then left the shadows to join the many twentysomethings making their way from one club to the next. Being after midnight on a Saturday night, there were a lot, and Gabrielle merged into the shifting crowds with ease.





* * *

 





Dana Clark crouched in an open doorway, using it to partially shield her body from the dingy white door she faced near the end of the narrow hall. Another hunter was similarly positioned behind her on her left with two more in front of her on either side of the door with a battering ram held between them.

“Okay, this is it,” Dana spoke quietly. “Last room. You know the drill. On three. One... Two...”

“Beckett to Clark. Hold your position. Repeat. Hold your position.”

Dana grimaced as she felt her adrenaline spike with nowhere for it to go. She used her chin to hit the button on her shoulder mike, not lowering her gun or looking away from the door for a second.

“Clark here. What the fuck is going on?”

She heard the captain sigh.

“We got a hostage call.”

“You what? Are you kidding me?”

“Wish I was. You know the rules. We gotta check it out.”

“Fine. I’ll be out in a minute. Clark out. Clark to Madsen.”

“Madsen here. Go.”

“Hold your fire. I’m comin’ out.”

“Thought you did that your first day on the job.”

Dana heard laughter coming through the mike from the hunters around Madsen and grinned.

“Yeah, right after I met you. Wonder if that was a coincidence?”

She heard more laughter and a few snickers from those next to her as she clicked off her mike and turned to the three hunters lining the hall.

“Watch that door. Anyone tries to leave, you give ’em one chance to hit the deck and then you take ’em out. Got it?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Sergeant Fletcher replied.

Dana stood, bouncing on her feet a little with excess energy as she turned around and headed back down the hallway. She passed the open doors of the empty basement apartments they’d already cleared out and then turned the corner to head up the steps to street level.

She pushed through the doors and glanced around at the scene. Scattered on the street in front of the building were half a dozen black VHA cars, while yellow barriers with red reflective tape blockaded the street on either end, holding back the many curious spectators and TV news teams that had gathered since the hunters had first arrived almost two hours ago.

Dana thumped Madsen’s helmeted head and he grinned up at her as she passed by him and the others guarding the entrance. They’d been cycling the extermination teams to keep them fresh. When one went in, another acted as backup, while a third rested. Three other teams guarded the rear and side exits, and two more teams were in the sewers looking for signs of digging in case the vamps had installed any access tunnels from their apartments.

So far, they’d suffered only a few minor injuries, no deaths, and they’d captured 39 slaves and staked 22 vampires, half of those by Dana herself. Now that they were on the last apartment, Dana having purposely timed it so she would be leading the team, she was ready to get the whole thing over with.

Dana headed for the mobile command center tent where the captain was waiting for her. He was hard to miss. According to his last physical attached to his employee file, Captain Sebastian Beckett was 7’2” and weighed 357 pounds. Having sparred with him many times, Dana knew it was all muscle.

She stopped in front of him.

“This’d better be good.”

Sebastian pressed a key on the laptop sitting on a folding table and started the recording.

“This is Captain Beckett. I was told you have a message for me?”

“Yeah. We’re in apartment 17A in the place you’re bustin’ up right now. We’re warnin’ you, if you—”

“You’re warning me? I ain’t the one gettin’ dusted at the moment, so—”

“Shut the fuck up! We have three hostages. You tell that bitch hunter to back the fuck off or we’ll drain ’em all. You hear me?”

“Yeah, I hear you. So what do you want in exchange for the hostages?”

“What? Oh...”

Dana heard the sound of a hand trying to cover the mouthpiece, but she could still hear muffled voices, which got louder as what sounded like an argument broke out. Another voice came on the line.

“You let us go or we’ll kill the hostages. That simple enough for ya, hunter? You got one hour and then we start drinkin’.”

Sebastian stopped the recording and Dana shook her head.

“That’s gotta be the stupidest hostage threat I’ve ever heard. You don’t really think they have any, do you?”

“No, but if they do, and we go in there and get ’em killed... You think our funding’s bad now? Wait ’til that sound bite hits the ’Net.”

“Well, I don’t plan on waiting for them to make good on their threat either way. You’ve got almost your whole goddamned precinct out here, instead of on patrol.”

“No shit. My chief has already had to call in most of our off-duty hunters to pick up the slack. We’ve just never hit a nest this big before. I think it might be a record.”

“For your precinct, maybe,” Dana said and then grinned.

“Yeah, well, not all of us can be as lucky as you.”

“Luck had nothing to do with it.”

“I remember. So, do you have a plan for this one, too?”

Dana nodded.

“Get the radar unit. We’ll just see who’s being held hostage.”

A few minutes later, Dana, Sebastian, and several other hunters stood in one of the bedrooms of the apartment adjacent to the vampires’ apartment.

Dana leaned over the shoulder of a cadet hunter where the young woman knelt at the wall with the large VHA-issued radar unit pressed up against it. Dana checked the reading. Three bright globs, indicating the higher physical density of vampires, and three normal globs, representing humans.

“They’re moving around pretty freely to be hostages,” she muttered.

“Proof enough for me,” Sebastian agreed quietly as he checked his watch. “And forty-five minutes to spare.”

“Good. They shouldn’t be expecting an assault so soon.”

Dana gestured for everyone to move into the living room so they could talk at a more normal level without risking alerting the vampires to their presence. She focused on the group of hunters waiting impatiently for her orders.

“We’re back on. Get ready for—”

“Uh, Sir?” the cadet hunter interrupted, addressing Sebastian.

Sebastian glanced at Dana, catching the frown, but then nodded to the cadet.

“What is it, Brayden?”

“Well, I was just thinking. We’ve confirmed it’s just the three vamps and a few slaves, and you said us cadets could go in on that many as long as we had a master hunter with us, so...” she trailed off expectantly, glancing furtively at Dana.

“You wanna clock some field time with Clark,” Sebastian concluded for her and she nodded hopefully.

Sebastian understood why she was asking. It was a great opportunity to learn from the undisputed master in the field. Considering how rarely Dana worked with other hunters, let alone a cadet, he also understood how unique a chance it would be for the kid. But Dana tended to be rather particular about who she went on hunts with. She expected a lot from her teammates and if they didn’t deliver, there were no second chances. On the other hand, the kid wouldn’t even get a first chance if he said no.

Sebastian looked at Dana, the question clear in his eyes. She shrugged minutely and lifted an eyebrow in expectation. As per her usual, she wasn’t going to undermine his authority by making the decision for him in front of his people, but he could tell by the look in her eyes she didn’t want anything to do with the cadet. It probably didn’t help that Dana had seen the cadet with her master trainer. The guy tended to go for kills at the risk of his fellow hunters just to improve his own score, which didn’t fly too well with Dana.

Sebastian mentally shrugged. He had to do what he felt was in his people’s best interests. He knew Dana was going to be pissed, though.

He turned to Fletcher and the other hunters.

“Take a breather, guys. Brayden and her group are relieving you.”

Fletcher grinned and saluted.

“Whatever you say, boss.”

“And you, get that extremely expensive piece of equipment back to the van and suit up,” Sebastian told the beaming cadet. “And don’t forget to grab Saunders and Yablonsky. They should be primed and ready to go.”

Dana watched them all leave and then turned back to Sebastian.

“Why was Fletch grinning like that? He should’ve been pissed you took him off the hunt. They all should’ve been. Hell, I am. What’s goin’ on?”

“I think he’s just interested to see what you make of Brayden.”

“Evan’s trainee? Why? Who is she?”

Sebastian smiled.

“Yeah, I didn’t think you’d heard of her yet. Name’s Vanessa Brayden. She hasn’t really made any claims to fame outside Manhattan North, but she’s climbing the ranks like there’s no tomorrow. She just made it to Cadet, First Grade, and she’s only been on the job for a year and a half.”

Dana looked to the ceiling and sighed.

“Great. Another mini me.” She looked back at Sebastian. “I did it in a year, by the way.”

“And the rest of us took two and a half, I know. I’m not saying you’re in any danger of being replaced. I just think she could learn a lot from you. So could the rest of them. These kids need the experience and you’re one of the few people I trust to keep ’em safe in there.”

Dana groaned.

“Perfect. Now I’m a babysitter?”

“Oh, come on, they’re not that bad. In fact, they might surprise you. Brayden graduated top of her class at the academy.”

“This just keeps getting better and better. Fuck, Bastian. You know I don’t trust anyone who went through there. You get a bunch of hotheads who think they’re hunters just because they staked a couple dummies on the obstacle course. You and I both know real life’s never that easy.”

“Brayden’s not like that. She’s totally by the book. And she’s not in it for the glory. The kid actually thinks it’s an honor to be a hunter.”

“Great for her.”

“Look, humor me, all right?”

“Fine. You know, I could pull rank—”

“But you won’t.” Sebastian grinned. He looked away as he heard movement coming from the hall. “Just show ’em how it’s done, oh Great One.”

“Fuck you,” Dana groused.

“If only,” Sebastian replied with a wink.

“Better not let your girlfriend hear you say that.”

“Aw hell, one look at you and I could probably convince her to go bi.”

Dana shook her head and followed him out into the hallway. They retreated back to the entrance for safety and Sebastian introduced the two awestruck cadets while they waited a few more minutes for Vanessa to return in her gear. Then he got out of the way and Dana was back where she’d started, more than ready to do some damage.

“One... Two... Three!”

The two cadets standing on either side of the door swung their heavy steel battering ram, busting the door wide open just as Dana threw in a flash grenade. It blew with a loud bang and a blinding light and she rushed in right behind it with Vanessa right behind her.

In the time it took to register where everyone was, Dana had assessed the situation. Her two main goals were killing the vamps and keeping the cadets out of harm’s way, so Dana went to work.

She punched the nearest slave in the face, sending him unconscious to the floor, and then performed a roundhouse kick, nailing the nearest vampire in the head and sending him to the floor as well.

“Stake his ass and secure the slaves. I’ve got these two,” she ordered Vanessa over her shoulder, never taking her eyes off the two vampires at the back of the room as she left the cadets to take care of the easy staking she’d given them.

She aimed her gun at the two vampires and started firing, alternating back and forth between them until her magazine was empty, but they moved too much to give her a clean shot at their hearts. The suppressed pops were louder in the enclosed space, but Dana didn’t care. She didn’t need to hear in order to move in for the kill.

Deciding her knives would be more useful than her sword in the close quarters, she tossed her gun and pulled the two six-inch black tactical blades from the hard plastic sheaths strapped to her upper arm and waist. She flipped them to hold them underhanded, the blades facing outward along her forearms as she took up a boxer’s stance. She unconsciously flexed her fists inside her armored fingerless black leather gloves and began bouncing on the balls of her feet, a wicked grin spreading her lips and baring her teeth. She jerked her head at the two vamps, who were still trying to recover from the pain of their bullet wounds.

“What are you waiting for? Bring it on!”

The vamps had no finesse. They both charged her at the same time, but neither one seemed to know how to coordinate their attack with the other. Dana pretended to brace for their impact, but then twisted out of the way at the last moment, helping the female to slam headlong into a wall, while she swiped one of her blades across the male’s cheek, slicing it open from the corner of his mouth all the way to the back of his jaw. The move was meant to distract him rather than cause him serious injury and it worked.

The vamp roared and tried to tackle her again, but Dana sidestepped him, tripping him up and pushing him into a dresser. She followed up with a strike to the back of his neck with the pointed tip of the glass breaker on the hilt of her knife. He collapsed instantly and she turned around just in time to see the other vampire attempting to sneak up on her.

Dana spun and blocked the blow aimed for her head as she used her other hand to slip inside the opening the overhand strike had created and thrust her knife into the vampire’s chest. The vamp screamed and jerked away, but Dana moved with her as she felt the blade glance off a rib and begin to slip to the side. The vampire tried to claw at the hunter’s hand, but she couldn’t get past the armor on the backs of Dana’s gloves as Dana quickly angled the knife upward, feeling it slide between the vamp’s ribs, and then slammed it home. The vampire looked shocked for a moment and then slumped to the floor, unmoving.

Dana saw movement out of the corner of her eye and instinctively dropped to one knee as a baseball bat swung through the air where she’d just been. From her crouched position, she lashed out a booted foot, nailing the vampire in the shin, and heard the bone crack. The vamp yelled in pain and grabbed for her as he fell on top of her. Dana dropped her knives to grapple with the vamp and kept them rolling until she was on top of him, straddling his waist. She tried to pin his arms so she could stab him, but he managed to set one free and landed a hard roundhouse punch to the side of her jaw. The force knocked her to the side and he quickly reversed their positions.

“Time to die, hunter!” he snarled as he held her down, baring his fangs and lowering his head for the kill.

“Speak for yourself,” Dana mumbled as adrenaline surged through her body, and she head-butted him hard in the nose.

He cried out, rearing back from the blow, and Dana took advantage of his distraction to pull one of her arms out of his grasp. She punched him in the throat, collapsing his windpipe. The vamp gagged, instinctively reaching for his neck, which released Dana’s other arm. She grabbed the front of his shirt and pushed up, reversing their positions once again.

Dana pulled a stake from the arsenal strapped to her back and before the vamp knew what was happening, she jammed it down into his chest. He reached up to stop her, but it was too late, and his arms fell back lifelessly to the musty carpet.

Dana let out a breath and sat back on her heels.

Well. That was fun.

Dana got back to her feet, replaced her knives in their sheaths, and retrieved her gun, making sure to replace the empty magazine with a fresh one. She holstered it and then glanced around the wreck of a room and assessed the situation. She estimated not more than five minutes had passed since they’d entered the room. It looked like the cadet hunters were holding their own for the most part, having handcuffed the three slaves, but their master vampire, instead of having already been staked as Dana had expected, was cornered near the door.

Oh, just kill him already. Fucking newbies. Afraid to get a little scratch.

Dana moved forward, prepared to stake the vamp to the wall, when one of the slaves suddenly yelled and rushed the line of hunters, knocking one of them into a second and sending them all to the dirty floor in a heap. Dana automatically drew her gun and aimed for the vampire who was taking advantage of the confusion and heading for the door, but Vanessa, who had managed to dodge the tackle, went after the vamp, running into Dana’s line of fire.

“Get down! You stupid little... Damn it!”

Dana rolled her eyes as the vampire easily evaded the cadet’s grasp and dashed out the door. Dana took off at a sprint, pushing the cadet out of her way as she ran past her. Dana stopped to brace herself in the doorway, barely taking a moment to aim as she brought her gun up and fired at the vamp retreating down the narrow hallway. She quickly emptied half her magazine, some of the shots ricocheting off the walls and sending bits of drywall in every direction, but several shots landed in the vamp’s back and at least one hit him in the calf.

The vamp stumbled and turned to snarl at her, but then he recovered and continued around the corner towards the exit. Dana raced down the hall to catch up, but the vamp was fast and she heard a volley of shots ring out and then yelling before she bounded up the stairs and burst out of the front entrance.

Madsen and his team were scattered around the sidewalk, but they appeared to be merely dazed and bruised, so Dana didn’t stop as she scanned the street for the vamp. She saw him leap onto a car and run across several more before jumping back down to the pavement. The rest of the hunters were busy wrangling the slaves and taking statements from the neighbors, so only a couple of them had started to react to the vampire barreling past them and down the street.

“Everybody down!” Dana yelled as she tried to take aim, but too few people obeyed the command and the vamp turned at the next street and disappeared out of Dana’s view. “Shit!”

Dana jogged across the street, ejecting the partially empty magazine from her gun and stuffing it in a pocket before loading a full one as she made her way to the Beast. She decocked and holstered the weapon before pulling herself up into the driver’s seat and thumbing the security scanner set in the center of the steering wheel. The instrument panels lit up and she hit the button for her command center, causing her laptop to flip down from the passenger side dashboard and swing over to lock in place next to her. It was already on, so she tapped several keys, using her clearance as Assistant Chief Hunter to access the city’s street camera surveillance network.

She brought up a map of her current position in Washington Heights. All the camera locations were marked as yellow dots and she clicked on the one for the street the vampire had turned onto. An inset window opened with the current video feed of the camera. She rewound it several seconds and caught the vampire running down the street. She saw him turn south and quickly clicked on the next appropriate camera. The inset changed to the new camera’s feed and she caught the tail end of the vampire’s passage as he broke down a door and entered a building.

Dana zoomed out and then punched her steering wheel in frustration. It was a mall. The place probably had dozens of exits, never mind the potential for sewer access. By the time she hacked the mall’s private security network and set up a watch on all the exits, the vamp could be on the other side of the city.

She sat back in her seat and looked out over the scene. The three cadets who had gone with her into the last room were coming out, escorting their charges in single file to the row of processing vans. There were six vans, five of which were already full of slaves waiting to be taken to the precinct for booking. Sebastian stood at the entrance to the last van, waving the final group towards him.

Dana watched as Vanessa brought up the rear of the procession across the barricaded street. She was an attractive young woman with dark brown hair, which Dana had been sorely tempted to shoot through when she’d gotten in her line of fire a few minutes ago. Dana let her gaze scan up the line as the first slave looked her way. Dana recognized him as the one who had facilitated the vamp’s escape and she immediately hopped down from the Beast to stalk over to the group.

Dana reached them just as one of the cadet hunters was helping the slave to step up into the back of the empty van. Dana jumped up alongside them and without warning grabbed the handcuffed slave around the throat. The hunter holding him reflexively let go as Dana dragged the slave deeper into the van. She hardly spared a glance to Fletcher, who was chatting with Madsen through the driver side window in the front seat as she pushed the slave up against the metal mesh door that separated the front from the rear compartment. She formed her hand into the shape of a claw, using the tips of her fingers to apply pressure at specific points along his neck.

“Where the hell is your master headed?”

She felt a hand land on her shoulder as a voice spoke up from behind her.

“Hey, you can’t—”

Dana reacted instantly, releasing the slave to bounce onto one of the metal benches lining the van’s sides, and reached up to grab the hand on her shoulder. She yanked the arm around, throwing the attached body over her hip and causing the woman to land hard on her back on the metal floor of the van, the woman’s arm twisted in such a way as to give Dana all the leverage. Dana glared as she recognized Vanessa and leaned down into the woman’s face.

“What the hell is wrong with you? Are you suicidal?”

“He’s human. He has rights,” Vanessa wheezed out.

Dana snorted and released her, shaking her head in disgust as the young woman gingerly climbed to her feet and dusted herself off. Madsen and Fletcher entered through the metal gate to keep an eye on the slave, though he was huddled in the corner, trying to stay out of the line of fire. With the two trusted hunters there, Dana felt secure enough to turn her back on the slave to face Vanessa.

“Just because he’s human doesn’t mean he isn’t responsible for his actions,” Dana said. “He’s an accomplice to vampires who’ve committed multiple murders. They’re in it together.”

“We don’t know that. What if he was being held against his will?”

One of the other cadet hunters laughed from where he stood outside.

“Oh, so that dive and tackle back there was an accident? He just slipped an’ fell into me an’ Saunders? Come on, Brayden, be serious.”

“He could’ve been confused. It was a chaotic situation.”

“I think you’re the one who’s confused,” Dana said. “In case you missed it, we’re here to protect the innocent, not the ones who prey on them. Oh, wait. What am I saying? You’re an academy brat who’s barely two years out. Why would I expect you to know a damn thing?”

Vanessa’s chin jutted out at the insult.

“So I’m new. That doesn’t mean I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“Yeah? You ever seen a hunter get his guts ripped out? Or how about watching your family get murdered right in front of you? Ever done that?” Dana’s eyes glittered in the low light, daring the woman to say something, but Vanessa remained silent, only giving a slight shake of her head. “No? Well, until you do, don’t try to tell me how the fuck to do my job.”

“I wasn’t trying to, Ma’am. But I can’t stand by and watch you abuse someone in my custody. We’re vampire hunters, not vigilantes. If we’re not bound by the law, then how are we any better than the vamps?”

“We’re not the ones murdering innocent people,” Dana spat back. “In fact, we’re the only thing standing between them and the general public. We do what we have to, to keep the people safe. If we have to bend a few rules, then so be it, but we don’t put a fellow hunter at risk, and we never ever put the public at risk, and letting that vamp escape puts the public at risk. How would you feel if your family was that vamp’s next victims? Would you still be defending this lackey’s rights to protect his master?”

“It’s the law,” Vanessa argued, but she didn’t sound so sure. She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter what I think anyway. It’s not our call. He’s invoked his right to council. He has the right to remain silent.”

“So he can give his master even more of a head start than you already have?” Dana stepped closer and narrowed her eyes. “That vamp kills again before I find it and put it down? I’m sending it to your house next.” Dana looked past Vanessa’s shoulder at Sebastian, who was still standing by the exit just listening. “Get her the fuck outta my face. I have a job to do.”

Sebastian stepped up into the van, causing the vehicle to sink several inches, and took Vanessa’s elbow.

“Go on, kid. You got plenty of other ‘hostages’ to take back to the station. Go on,” Sebastian said again, pushing her towards the rear doors when Vanessa didn’t move right away. “You guys, too,” Sebastian added to the remaining cadet hunters, who still had their charges to deal with, but had paused to watch the show.

“But the other vans are full,” one of the cadets protested.

“I’m sure you can squeeze those two in somewhere. This van’s taken,” Sebastian said, the tone of his voice and the look on his face permitting no further dissent as he pulled the rear doors closed.

Dana watched the cadets’ departure through the windows as they turned and left, presumably to find room in another van. Then she turned her attention back to the slave, who was now being held by Fletcher and Madsen, while Sebastian remained hunched over in the cramped space behind her.

“Now, where were we? Oh, right,” Dana said as she wrapped her hand around the man’s throat and dug the tips of her fingers into his flesh. “Where the fuck is your master headed?”

The slave looked to the hunters on either side of him, his eyes fearful as he tried to yell, but his constricted throat made the sound a whisper. Dana leaned in and stared into his eyes.

“Nobody’s gonna help you. These pressure points won’t leave any marks, and if by some chance they do, I’ve got a dozen hunters here who’ll all back me up that you attacked me. I was just defending myself.”

“That other hunter... She’ll report you,” the slave rasped out.

Sebastian moved in, adding his considerably bulky presence to Dana’s as he caught the slave’s gaze over her shoulder.

“Maybe... Assuming she makes it back to the station. I mean you assholes kill us hunters all the time. What’s one more? Maybe she was tragically lost during the raid... Killed by you, perhaps. You really think you could convince a jury that you care whether one of us dies? You think anyone’s gonna believe you if you tell them a hunter killed her instead of you? And if I’m willing to kill one of my own hunters, what makes you think you’ll even make it to a courtroom? Now, tell us where the fuck that vamp is going!”

It was a complete bluff, Dana knew, but Sebastian sold it for all he was worth and the other hunters never batted an eyelash.

Dana decided to press the point home and gouged her fingers into the slave’s throat a little harder. Tears streamed from his eyes, but she could tell it wasn’t quite enough. She shot out her other hand, grabbing his balls through his pants and squeezed, twisting slowly. She knew he’d broken by the look in his eyes an instant before he cried out in a congested gurgle.

“Okay, okay! I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you!” Dana eased up enough for him to talk a little easier. “He’s going to our safe house.”

“Which is where?”

The slave went silent again and Dana pulled on his crotch.

“Okay, God, please stop! It’s on Broadway at West 72nd! Building 2098!”

“You sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure!”

“If you’re lying, I’ll make sure you’re released and never heard from again,” Sebastian warned.

“I’m not lying! I swear, I swear! Oh God, please, make her stop!”

Dana let him go and nodded to the hunters holding him.

“Keep him separate until you hear I caught the vamp. And send a bag n’ tag team to that address. They might have leads on other nests.”

“You got it,” Fletcher promised.

Dana hopped down from the van and ran for the Beast, Sebastian hot on her heels. She considered telling him to stay put, but he’d only gotten to go in on one of the raids, which had only given him a single kill, so she figured he was itching for some action. She said nothing as he crammed his massive bulk into the passenger side, while she climbed behind the wheel, automatically reaching for the hard pouch attached to the upper right side of her armored vest to pull out her shades.

She hadn’t needed them in the brightly lit apartment building, though she’d been tempted to wear them anyway with all the cameras and reporters nearby, but she’d made do with keeping her hair in front of her face whenever she’d been outside. Now, though, she slipped them on and activated night vision in order to see into the shadows while she drove.

She started the Beast and took off, the squeal of the tires the only sound to mark their passage as the hybrid electric engine came on without a sound and ran just as silently. They raced down Broadway, weaving in and out of the many cars still on the road at two in the morning, though Dana left the siren off to maintain their silent approach.

Dana glanced to her right to see Sebastian silently white-knuckling the ‘Jesus’ bar. It had been a while since he’d ridden with her and he’d clearly forgotten what it was like. Dana smirked.

Less than ten minutes later, just as they were crossing West 75th Street, Dana saw the vampire running between the trees of the park-like center divider half a block ahead. She hit the button for the driver side window and then reached for the metal bolas secured to the front of her right thigh. As the window finished its descent, she turned to Sebastian.

“Take the wheel.”

“Right.”

As Sebastian took over steering, Dana pushed her upper body outside the window, though not so far she couldn’t still press on the gas pedal.

She held the bolas at the center point of the synthetic rope that connected the gray metal balls and began twirling them. She eased up on the gas and carefully aimed at her prey, waiting for just the right moment as Sebastian maneuvered them between several cars and the vamp weaved in and out of the trees.

Dana saw her chance and released the weapon. The bolas flew through the air, instantly expanding as the centrifugal force of the spinning balls pulled the rope taut. As they connected with the vampire’s calves, the spinning balls continued on their path, wrapping the rope around the vamp’s legs and sending him to the ground in a tumble.

Dana slid back inside and took control of the wheel again. She stepped on the gas to accelerate ahead of the vamp and swerved left up onto an open grassy part of the divider just before it ended at the intersection of West 74th. They skidded to a stop and she and Sebastian jumped down from the Beast just as the vampire finished untangling himself from the bolas and got to his feet. He threw the bolas at the ground in anger and then looked around. As soon as he saw Dana and Sebastian, he began stomping towards them.

The two hunters simultaneously pulled their guns and began firing. As the vamp went down, Dana heard cheers from a few of the pedestrians who had stopped to watch the show. Some of them had their phones out capturing video and Dana was thankful once again for her long hair and shades, which obscured her face for the most part.

A moment later, Sebastian tried to stake the tattered remnants of the vampire, but the wooden shaft kept falling over. He looked at Dana and pouted.

“That wasn’t very fulfilling.”

“Guess we’ll just have to find some more vamps to kill.”

“Now you’re talkin’. So whose kill is this?”

“Take it,” Dana said. “I’m gonna have enough paperwork with the others. Make sure to tell Fletcher we got him.”

“Right.”

Sebastian took the vamp’s vitals as best he could and called for pickup, but since they were still within Manhattan North’s boundaries, the cleanup crew was delayed due to the massive raid that had just taken place. Dana pulled out her trusty flamethrower and Sebastian just rolled his eyes as he put a second call through to Fletcher, leaving the phone on speaker, so Dana could listen in.

“Yeah?” Sergeant Fletcher answered, sounding more than a little distracted.

“Hey, it’s Bastian. We got the vamp, so you can take that slave off ice.”

“Great. Nice work. You comin’ back now?”

“Well...”

“The thing is,” Fletcher broke in, his voice lowered as if trying not to be overheard. “Travis just showed up and he’s having a hissy fit.”

Sebastian cringed at the mention of his well-known control freak Chief and Dana offered him a sympathetic look as Fletcher continued.

“These slaves are rolling over on each other like you wouldn’t believe, so he’s ordered every goddamn hunter in the precinct to check on all the leads, even the cadets. Apparently, those vamps were a well-connected bunch. So anyway, that means no one’s patrolling right now, but I just got a call from one of my informants about a group of vamps near where you reported a pickup call, so assuming you’d rather go play with the Great Vampire Hunter than deal with Travis...”

Sebastian and Dana shared toothy grins over the flames of the burning vampire.

“What’s the twenty?”





* * *

 





Gabrielle had missed this, missed the sound of laughter, the boundless energy of carefree young people out for a night on the town. She’d missed the lights of the city, the crowds and all that came with them. She’d even missed the smells of the food vendors and the honking horns of drivers impatient with oblivious pedestrians walking in front of their cars.

Well, maybe not so much those last few things, but perhaps what they represented. They were the sounds of home.

Gabrielle toured every street and alley of Lower Manhattan, something she would need to do with all five boroughs of the city, to see what had changed in the last ten years while she was away. Most of the buildings were the same, though quite a few had changed functions.

It seemed to be the way of things. Commercial buildings constructed in the mid-1800s had been abandoned and later transformed into residential spaces a hundred years later. Now, those same buildings were changing once again to keep up with the current needs of the area’s younger demographic, which demanded more boutiques, dance clubs, and artists’ galleries.

Gabrielle noticed the crowds had thinned significantly and checked the time. It was nearly five in the morning. Last call for most clubs had ended an hour ago. It was time for her to call it a night as well. She sensed the sun would crest the horizon soon and she couldn’t afford to be above ground when it did.

She looked around to determine her location and then considered her options. The closest of her sanctuaries was only a mile away, which she could reach in less than a minute if she hurried, but her favorite hotel, privately owned and operated by several Upper Order vampires and their servants, was only a few miles further and would let her sleep in a proper bed. They also had a valet service that would allow her to order a fresh set of clothing, and their big screen TVs would be a welcome change from the small display on her phone, which had been a pain to use as she tried to catch up on world events.

Decision made, Gabrielle turned to head towards the hotel.

Her phone chimed and for an instant her heart sped up at the thought it might be regarding the hunter, but no. The tone had been the one she’d set earlier to notify her of the impending sunrise, which was only forty-five minutes away. She dismissed the alert. The hotel was a mere ten minutes away at most, so she didn’t bother to hurry as she tucked the phone back inside her cloak and continued on, enjoying the cool early morning air.

Gabrielle was only half a dozen blocks from her destination when she heard a faint cry sounding like a bird carried on the breeze from her right. She stopped, completely still, and tilted her head, trying to catch just the right angle to bring the sound to her ear. A moment later, she heard it again. A scream, this time recognizable as human, that abruptly cut off.

She didn’t stop to think as she immediately lightwalked towards the sound.





* * *

 





The slide on Dana’s gun locked open, indicating it was empty, and she rolled her eyes and shook her head as her last vamp attempted to run away.

There had been four of them, along with five slaves, which the two hunters had tranqed using sniper rifles from their position on top of the cinderblock wall enclosing one side of the small private park the group had taken over in order to party. The slaves had dropped as soon as they’d been hit and their remaining vampire masters had finally realized they were under attack, but by then it had been too late as Dana and Sebastian had tossed their rifles aside and gone in for the kill.

Dana ran after the fleeing vampire, confident Sebastian could handle himself against his own remaining vamp, and grabbed for her bolas. The bolas did their job and Dana caught up to the vamp just as he was trying to sit up and untangle himself. She kneed him in the face, sending him back to the ground and out for the count. She staked him and then reached for the bolas around his ankles, using the rope as a handle to drag his carcass back to the others.

She dropped his legs and removed the bolas, while Sebastian continued with the afterkill routine, staking each vamp and taking their biometrics.

Dana snapped her bolas back into their specially designed holder, which kept the metal balls from rattling against each other when she needed stealth. She ejected the empty magazine from her gun, stowing it in a pouch on her vest for later refilling, and reloaded her gun with her last magazine before holstering it. Then she retrieved her sunglasses from where they’d gotten knocked off earlier in the fight and put them on. She tapped the side button, but nothing happened. She tapped it again several more times, but the screens remained black.

“Son of a bitch. That’s the third time this month,” Dana muttered as she took them off and went to her vehicle to switch them out for her backup set, slipping the damaged ones into the pouch on the back of her seat for later repair.

Sebastian straightened from where he’d been crouching over the bodies, obviously finished with his task. He called in for cleanup on the vamps and a bus for the slaves, who were lying on their sides in the dirt, still unconscious, their hands zip-tied, and received an ETA of an hour.

“Looks like we’ve got a bit of a wait,” he said after he ended the call.

“Or we could burn ’em and bring the slaves in ourselves.”

Sebastian laughed.

“Wouldn’t that take about the same amount of time? The only difference is you’d be sitting on your ass in that Beast instead of here.”

“What’s your point?” Dana asked, her tone serious, but the sparkle in her eyes let him know she was kidding. “Fine. What do you propose we do to kill the time, since we won’t be killing vamps?”

“I’m guessing strip poker’s out?”

“Like I wanna see your tiny dick.”

“In your dreams.”

“More like my nightmares.”

“On the other hand, in my dreams—”

“I really don’t wanna hear about your—”

Dana stopped as the radio in her vehicle crackled to life, announcing the location of an assault in progress. The code used meant it could be a possible vampire attack.

“That’s only a few blocks over,” Sebastian said.

“Shit. Did we miss one?” Dana asked.

“I don’t think so. Fletcher said it was just the four and their slaves.”

They listened as both VHA and police patrols replied they were en route, but the ETA was at least ten minutes.

“Seriously? If it’s a vamp, they’ll be dead by then,” Sebastian started, but Dana was already on her feet, only pausing for a moment to turn back to him.

“Can you take care of—”

“Don’t worry about me. I got this. Go!”

Dana took off as Sebastian radioed in that she was responding to the call. His voice disappeared quickly in the wind and in only a few moments, she was using her momentum to propel herself up and over the chainlink fence blocking her path at the other end of the park. She dropped over the side, hitting the ground solidly, and then sprinted past the brownstone apartment buildings that towered on either side of her, until she neared a wide intersection. She sensed a vampire’s presence nearby, so she slowed to orient herself towards it, taking a moment to put her replacement shades on and activate night vision, since the street lamps were few and far between.

A distant shriek, frantic and unmistakably feminine, sounded on her right.

Dana started running again in the direction of the sound, her sense of the vampire’s presence growing stronger with every step she took. It was a good bet the vamp was involved in whatever was making a woman cry out like that. Dana stopped just before she rounded the next corner and drew her gun. She held it down in ready position as she put her shoulder to the brick wall of the building and peered around the corner.





* * *

 





Gabrielle was on the scene in an instant, pulling a tall, muscular man away from a young woman. As soon as the man’s hands left the woman’s mouth and throat, the woman shrieked and grabbed at her torn dress to drag the tattered pieces back up over her exposed chest.

“Run!” Gabrielle said, but the woman merely collapsed, half-crawling her way along the sidewalk in an attempt to seek shelter against the nearest building.

Gabrielle decided it would be better to ignore the woman for the time being, since the man was trying to hit her in the head with his balled up fists.

“You should stop that or I may consider making this more painful for you than it needs to be.”

The man paused his attack, but only to change tactics and grab the front of her cloak. He seemed to be trying to pick her up, probably so he could throw her, but his human strength was no match for her preternatural leverage. Gabrielle grinned, holding the man with an iron grip and pulling him slowly to her, even as he used every ounce of his strength to try to push her away, but it was impossible to break free.

Her fangs sunk easily into his neck. All his struggling had his heart beating a mile a minute, which forced the blood out of his body and into Gabrielle’s mouth almost faster than she could swallow, but she managed from long experience.

She pulled back just before she’d taken too much to cause his heart to stop. She wanted to prolong his agony at knowing he was going to die. The visions she’d received of his crimes, the sheer number of women he’d attacked, and not a single memory of consequence for the many lifetimes of pain and suffering he’d wrought...

Just as Gabrielle was considering how best to go in for the kill, a commanding voice yelled from the street corner.





* * *

 





Dana took in the scene. Only a couple dozen feet in front of her, a young woman lay on the sidewalk, partially curled up against the building, where she whimpered and clutched at her torn dress. Two other figures, a short blonde female in what looked like a black Scottish cape and a burly dark-haired male in a T-shirt and torn jeans, stood near the edge of the sidewalk. The man appeared to be restraining the woman, and Dana concluded the male was the vampire she’d sensed.

Dana stepped out from behind the corner of the building, aiming her gun at the man.

“You! Let her go! Do it now!”

The blonde turned her head, but instead of fear, Dana saw irritation and then surprise. Then their gazes locked and Dana’s heart skipped a beat, her surroundings fading away as her world narrowed down to a single point: the blonde’s angelic face.

...beautiful...

Dana’s heart pounded in her ears, blocking out all other sounds, and she lowered her gun as a feeling of absolute peace washed over her. She instantly forgot where she was and why she was there and simply stood transfixed. It was as if she was inside the calm center of a storm, blissfully protected from all the evils of the world, while she watched the storm rage all around her. It just couldn’t touch her. Nothing could touch her. Dana hadn’t felt so protected, so safe, since before she’d lost her family.

Have we met before?

Even in her less than lucid state, Dana realized how cliché that question sounded, and yet, the longer she looked, the more she felt like she knew the blonde from somewhere and she was desperate to know where. She wanted to introduce herself, say hello, ask the woman’s name. The feeling was so strong, Dana unconsciously licked her lips in preparation to speak.

The blonde mirrored her action and Dana dropped her eyes to the recently moistened lips. It was then that she noticed the fangs protruding from the woman’s mouth and her tunnel vision instantly cleared as she saw the man’s throat, blood dribbling onto his shirt from the two small holes in his neck.

Dana raised her gun again, pointing it at the blonde this time.

“Drop him!” Dana ordered as she quickly moved forward, taking better aim, though she wasn’t sure if she intended to fire.

If she hit the man and an autopsy proved he would’ve lived, she could always claim she thought he was already dead, despite the fact she knew his heart was still beating based on the blood she could see pumping rhythmically down his neck.

The vampire seemed to come out of her own daze as she realized she was in trouble, but instead of running, Dana was horrified to see her viciously twist the man’s neck before dropping him on the sidewalk. With the man out of the way, Dana fired half a dozen shots, but the blonde somehow dodged them as she ran in the opposite direction. Dana cursed and sprinted after the retreating vamp, trying to close the distance between them, but as the blonde headed around the corner, the hunter lost sight of her quarry.





* * *

 





“You! Let her go! Do it now!”

Gabrielle turned to see who was foolish enough to interrupt her hunt and then went completely still at the sight of the hunter standing only twenty feet away.

She’s even more beautiful than I remembered.

Gabrielle couldn’t take her eyes off the woman, though a part of her mind was busily running through all the different ways this unexpected meeting could play out. The hunter seemed uncertain what to do and had even let her gun drop to her side, but that only lasted a few moments. Gabrielle wasn’t sure what had brought on the confusion in the first place, nor what had caused it to dissipate, but the hunter was suddenly in control of herself again, bringing her gun back up to point squarely at Gabrielle.

“Drop him!”

Gabrielle tensed as the woman sighted down the barrel of her gun and took several steps forward. The hairs on the back of Gabrielle’s neck stood up and she realized she’d run out of time. She needed to leave, but first she had a loose end to take care of.

She turned to see the man dazedly watching her, barely conscious, but aware enough of the hunter’s presence that a small smirk had pulled up one side of his mouth. He must have thought he was saved. Gabrielle’s eyes hardened and his smirk faltered.

It was his last expression as Gabrielle reached up and twisted firmly, his head forced so far around he was practically looking behind himself. She let him go, his lifeless body still standing for another second before falling as she turned to run. She couldn’t lightwalk in front of the hunter—that was a secret she wasn’t yet ready to reveal—but she did make sure to avoid the bullets the woman sent her way now that the man had ceased to be a concern.

She heard the hunter’s boots pounding after her, but Gabrielle was a dozen feet ahead of the woman, which was more than enough of a lead. As soon as Gabrielle rounded the corner, she leapt up to the nearest fire escape, and then lightwalked up to the roof. To safety.





* * *

 





Dana rounded the turn and immediately pulled up short. She’d expected to see the vampire a few feet ahead of her, but the street was deserted. She lowered her gun to ready position and cautiously walked ahead, glancing down the road and then up at the apartment buildings as she looked for a hiding place or some kind of exit point, but she couldn’t sense the vamp anywhere. She jogged forward, checking for broken windows and busted doors, but everything was in place. The blonde had just disappeared.

“Shit,” Dana mumbled in frustration as she holstered her gun and turned around to jog back the way she’d come.





* * *

 





Calm down! Just calm down, Gabrielle told herself.

She placed her hand over her racing heart and willed it to slow, and though such mental effort was normally enough, at the moment, her heart refused to recognize her mind’s commands.

She looked down onto the street from half a block away. In truth, she hadn’t been able to take her eyes off the woman still searching for her some twenty stories below. The distance was more than enough to be outside what Gabrielle knew to be the human’s approximate one-hundred-foot range for sensing vampires, but Gabrielle couldn’t help thinking the woman would look up at her at any second. Still, she didn’t move or look away until the brunette gave up on her search and left.

Gabrielle turned and half-leaned on the wide capstones of the parapet guarding the edge of the roof. She pulled her phone from her cloak and did her best to ignore her shaking hands as she brought it to her ear.

“Dial Kevyn, Australia,” she said, allowing the voice-activated phone directory to dial the appropriate number for her as she impatiently ran a hand through her hair.

The phone rang only twice, since the time difference made it early evening—morning for vampires—and Kevyn had always been an early riser.

“Gabrielle?”

“She saw me.”

The words came out in a rush and Gabrielle knew they revealed a lot more about her state of mind than she would’ve normally allowed. If it had been anyone else, she would’ve hidden behind etiquette, said hello first, asked how he was doing. Of course, if it had been anyone else, she wouldn’t have been calling to discuss the hunter.

There was a pause on the line, but then he spoke.

“Did she recognize you?”

“No. I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

“How did this happen? I thought you were trying to stay away from her.”

“I was. I am. Her schedule said she was supposed to be in Washington Heights on a raid. I thought hunting Lower Manhattan would be far enough away, but apparently I was wrong.”

“Wait, you know her schedule?”

“It’s not how it sounds. I only check her posted route to make sure we won’t accidentally cross paths.”

“You never told me you were doing that.”

“Well, how did you think I was avoiding her?”

“I... I guess I never really thought about it. So, what happened?”

“I don’t know. The raid must’ve ended, or maybe she was called in for some other crisis. I haven’t checked the reports yet.”

“I meant when she saw you.”

“Oh.” Gabrielle pulled up the memory of the woman’s face and was immediately lost, unaware of the tiny smile curving her lips. “She was... amazing. She’s so confident now, rather than merely cocky. She’s really grown into herself. And she looked... incredible... magnificent... gorgeous...”

“Luscious, delectable, edible?”

Gabrielle couldn’t help smiling wider.

“Not in that way.”

“And which way would that be?”

Gabrielle blushed and cleared her throat.

“Use your imagination.”

“Well, I have to say that’s not really my cup of tea.” She heard him take a breath and felt the change in tone even before he spoke. “So, judging by your reaction, I take it you still feel the same as you did before?”

Gabrielle didn’t respond right away. She wasn’t entirely sure what to say, but it seemed foolish not to say out loud what she’d been thinking since the first moment she’d laid eyes on Dana Clark again.

“I think it’s gone beyond that.”

“I see.” She heard him sigh and waited. “What do you intend to do?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I don’t see how this is any different from ten years ago. I told you then, you basically had two options. Woo her or forget her. And you told me her anger at vampires was too strong for her to even consider being friends with you, let alone lovers, so you decided to forget her. You stopped stalking her—”

“I was not stalking her. I was merely watching her—”

“For two years, Gabrielle. You watched her and followed her around for two years.”

Gabrielle remained silent.

“You told me you even got to the point where you could recognize the sound of her truck.”

“SUV. And it was the sound of the tires. They’re specially reinforced to be bulletproof.” Gabrielle waited, but there was no response. “They make a very distinctive sound on pavement.”

“Are you trying to make my point for me?”

“And that point would be...”

“That unrequited love isn’t healthy. Wanting what you can’t have will only ever bring you heartache. I’m glad you’ve finally fallen in love after all this time, but... At least, I’m assuming this is your first. You’ve never mentioned any others...”

“She’s the first.”

“But as I said a moment ago, how is this any different than before? You’re still a vampire and she’s still a hunter. A hunter who doesn’t just do it for the money or even the supposed glory, but because she genuinely hates our kind. You’re setting yourself up for a lot of pain and heartache.”

“I know. But it’s not as if I can choose when and who I fall in love with. Or even make it stop if I wanted to. But the truth is, even if I could turn off my feelings, I wouldn’t. My love isn’t contingent upon whether she loves me back. Yes, it hurts that I know she’ll never feel for me the way I do for her, and she’ll probably hate me with her dying breath, but... I’ll still love her.”

There was a long silence, and then Kevyn finally spoke.

“Do you know how many people wish they were loved like that?”

“No.”

“All of them. The hunter doesn’t know what she’s missing.”





* * *

 





Dana squatted down to check on the fallen man, but there was nothing she could do for him. She clicked on her shoulder mike to contact Control to request a DB pickup and then issued a standard bulletin.

“Relay to all available units. Confirmed kill by a confirmed vamp. Vamp is a white female, approximately five-four, with short blonde hair and wearing a long black cape, indeterminate clothing underneath.”

She finished by giving the last known location and heading of the vamp and waited for confirmation.

“Copy that. All units have been alerted. Paramedics are en route, ETA five minutes. Medical examiner has been notified, ETA unknown. NYPD is ETA two minutes. VHA backup is ETA five minutes. Control out.”

“Is he dead?”

The woman’s tremulous voice instantly reminded Dana she wasn’t alone. She moved away from the man and knelt in front of the woman.

“Are you hurt?” Dana asked.

“Is he dead?” the woman asked again and Dana could hear the hysteria rising in her voice.

“I’m sorry,” Dana began, unsure how to break the news. “Was he a friend or a relative...?” Dana paused when she saw the look of horror take over the woman’s face.

“God, no! He tried to... He was going to... But she saved me. She saved me,” the woman whispered, and then suddenly looked around in alarm. “Where is she? Where did she go!”

“Hey, it’s all right. You’re okay,” Dana said hastily as she reached out to prevent the woman from standing up. “Just sit down. You’re going to be fine. I just need you to stay calm, okay? Why don’t you take some deep breaths for me, all right? Deep breaths,” Dana soothed as she inhaled slowly and then exhaled, the woman naturally mimicking her.

This is why I prefer it when they attack me. I don’t have to do any handholding afterward.

Dana sighed in relief when she heard sirens in the distance getting louder with each passing second. A moment later, a light blue patrol car screeched to a halt in front of her. Two officers jumped out of the vehicle and hurried over.

She decided to let them deal with the witness for the time being and returned to her visual inspection of the dead man. One of the officers followed her.

“So, did you get him?” the policeman asked.

Dana frowned, but didn’t look up.

“It was a ‘her,’ and no, I didn’t.”

“You lost her?”

“It happens,” she replied shortly as she looked over the man’s injuries.

He still had the two puncture wounds on one side of his neck, indicating a standard vampire attack, but he also had several white vertebrae sticking out of the other side, where they’d torn through his skin during the vampire’s violent display of strength.

Why the hell did she kill him?

With both Dana and the other woman as witnesses, there was no point in taking the time to kill the man, especially with a hunter hot on her heels. Not that a vampire couldn’t kill for fun, but it wasn’t as common as most people seemed to think. Their kills were typically related to feeding, not recreation.

“Is he going to turn into one of them?” the officer interrupted her thoughts.

“No, he’s dead.”

“But I thought that’s how it worked.”

Dana snorted in disgust.

“You watch too many fucking movies. If he was a vamp, he’d be healing and not just a little bit pissed off right about now. Did you even read the fucking manual they gave you?”

She looked up at the sound of another vehicle pulling up to the curb, this one the signature black and red of the VHA.

“Hey, I was just asking,” he said, but she was already turning away, effectively dismissing him, to walk over and greet the arriving hunters.

An ambulance arrived moments later and two paramedics immediately went to the woman to begin treating her for shock.

Dana’s attention was drawn back to the hunters exiting the car as one of them called out to her.

“Is that Dana Clark I see? But that’s impossible, since she was listed as covering some massive raid up north until about ten minutes ago.”

Dana grinned at the blonde woman walking towards her.

“Hey, Debbie. Yeah, I kinda forgot to check in. Bastian wanted to go hunting, you know how he is.” She shrugged and offered a crooked smile.

“Right.” Debbie turned to the young sandy-haired man walking a step behind her. “Close your mouth, Ben.”

The man snapped his mouth shut and looked away, but he couldn’t help darting furtive glances back at Dana every few moments. Dana had met Ben Murphy before when Debbie Johnson had first taken him under her wing three years ago and he always had the same awestruck reaction to her. She ignored him and began a rundown of recent events to bring them up to speed.

After mentioning Sebastian, Dana took a few moments to call him and let him know he could leave with the bus when it arrived to pick up the slaves they’d captured as long as he locked up the Beast. With the sun coming up, their night of hunting was over, so there was no need for him to stick around, especially since Dana knew he had plenty of work waiting for him back at his precinct regarding the raid. With that done, Dana continued with her summary.

The medical examiner arrived while they were talking and Dana was peripherally aware of the ME handing over the dead man’s wallet to the officer who had spoken to her earlier. A few minutes later, the officer came over and filled them in on the names of the deceased and the witness, George Harding and Joyce Reynolds, respectively. Then he went back to help coordinate with the newly arrived CSI team. The sky had lightened considerably in the last half hour and it was paramount they gather as much evidence as they could before the place got too busy with a new day.

“Come on. Let’s go talk to the witness,” Dana said as she led them over to where the woman was sitting with the other officer in the back of the ambulance.

“...And then she told me to run, but I couldn’t. I was so scared. God, I can’t believe this is happening,” the young woman cried.

“It’s okay, Miss Reynolds. It’s over now,” the cop soothed.

“Did you know that man?” Dana broke in.

“No. I already told her,” she said, looking to the female officer. “He tried to attack me. If it hadn’t been for that woman, he would’ve... He almost... I was almost... Oh my God, and he would’ve too, if that woman hadn’t come and stopped him. She was amazing,” she whispered.

“The woman? Wait, you mean the blonde?” Dana questioned in confusion.

“Yeah. She just came outta nowhere and pulled him offa me like it was nothing. She was like an avenging angel. I thought I was gonna die, and then—”

“She was a vampire,” Dana informed her, carefully watching the woman’s reaction.

“What? No way. I mean how could she be? She didn’t even try to hurt me. She... She saved me,” the woman insisted.

“Right. You just happened to be out here at five in the morning when this guy attacked you, and some vamp came along and rescued you? I don’t think so. Let’s see your neck and arms,” Dana ordered.

“What? I was just waiting for the bus to go to work.”

“Then you won’t mind rolling up your sleeves,” Debbie seconded.

“Why?” she asked warily.

“Because I happen to think you’re that vamp’s slave, and if I find even one bite mark on you, I’m taking you in for accessory to first-degree murder,” Dana replied, ready for the woman to bolt.

“I don’t mess with vamps,” she responded sullenly.

“Then what’s the hold up? Show us your neck and arms,” Debbie insisted.

Miss Reynolds reluctantly let the top of her torn dress fall apart and Dana was surprised to see dirty, but intact skin.

“Satisfied?”

“Now your arms.”

“Oh, come on.”

“I can take you down to the station, if you prefer.”

The woman’s downcast eyes showed what she thought of that idea. She finally pulled up her sleeves, revealing long track marks up and down her arms, but no scarring from vampire bites.

“Can I go now?” the woman asked impatiently as she put her sleeves back down to hide the evidence of her drug addiction.

Dana considered asking to check the woman’s thighs for bites along her femoral artery, but decided against it. Vamps regularly kept addicts as slaves, since the drugged blood had little effect on their preternatural constitution and the human’s addiction allowed them to be more easily controlled, but the woman seemed more worried about being arrested for her drug use than as an accomplice to murder.

Dana turned to the police officer.

“She’s all yours,” Dana informed her, and then walked off a short ways so she could speak with Debbie and Ben more privately.

“I take it you’re keeping this one for yourself?” Debbie asked.

“Yeah, looks like it,” Dana confirmed.

“All right. Guess we’re done here then.” Debbie glanced at Ben, catching his disappointment, then turned back to Dana. “Sorry we missed that raid earlier. I heard it was one for the record books.”

Dana grinned.

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of others.”

“Yeah, so call me next time.” Debbie glanced at Ben again and smiled as she bumped his shoulder. “This one’s gotten a lot better since the last time he tagged along.”

“Well, considering how bad he was, I’m not sure how he could’ve gotten worse.” Dana smirked as she looked at Ben, quickly running her eyes over his lanky form, noting the subtle changes that coincided with the reports she’d skimmed regarding his steadily improving kill score and increased muscle to fat ratio on his last few physicals. “But if you think you’re ready for round two...” Dana trailed off expectantly as she stared challengingly at the young man.

Ben stood up straighter, unconsciously puffing out his chest as he met her gaze with his own.

“Yes, Ma’am. I won’t let you down.”

“Good.”

The hunters said their goodbyes and Dana made her way back to where she’d left the Beast. Cleanup had already come by and Sebastian had reported he’d left with the slaves, so Dana climbed into the Beast to return to her home precinct, the 64th, otherwise known as Brooklyn South, the North American headquarters of the Vampire Hunters Association.

The VHA was an international organization with offices all over the world dedicated to learning about, hunting, and killing vampires wherever they could be found. Those goals were met in different ways in different countries. In the United States of America, the VHA was structured much the same as the police, complete with a shiny silver badge and lots of paperwork. Dana hated the paperwork, but she’d decided a long time ago that it was worth it as long as she could kill plenty of vamps. New York City had one of the highest vampire populations in the world, so it was perfect for her.

Dana walked into the station, nodding to the few hunters who ventured to greet her. She stopped off to enter her bag full of kill cartridges into evidence for the lab to process and then headed directly for the locker room. After a full night of hunting, she needed a shower, not to mention less gear, before she’d be comfortable enough to sit at her desk to write up her shift reports.

She went to her locker and brought out a large black duffel bag, setting it on the slatted wooden bench that ran between the rows of gray painted metal storage lockers. Her black combat boots, black stretch jeans, and standard issue black T-shirt, with its red VHA logo emblazoned on the front and back, were a mess, but she first had to remove all her weapons and armor before she could take off the soiled clothing.

The first items to go were her shades and armored gloves, which went back into their respective pouches on her vest as she made a mental note to remember to take her other shades in for repair, and then her sword, which she hung on the inside of the locker door. They were followed by her VHA-issued 9mm handgun, a matte black SIG SAUER P226 X10, which she locked in a metal strongbox with her personal gun until she could put it back on after her shower.

Her shin guards were next, along with her forearm guards, the left one of which received a refill of bo-shuriken—miniature steel throwing spikes—for all six empty slots, since she’d used every last one of them that night and never gotten a chance to retrieve them. When she was done, she shoved the guards into a side pocket of the bag.

Then she reached up to remove the six-inch steel bladed combat knife that was still locked into its hard plastic sheath where it was secured upside-down around her left bicep for an easy right-handed draw. It went into the bag next to the guards, and then she began working on her thigh rigs. The right one held her bolas and her holster, which itself had a case for handcuffs on its side and a magazine pocket on the front, while the left rig held her second tactical knife, a pouch containing the VDC unit, along with its refill cartridges, and another pouch for two more ammo mags.

Next, she unbuckled the straps of her specially armored black leather hunting vest, which was fastened along her sides. There was only one stake left in the loops lining the back of her vest, and the pouch for extra magazines was as empty as all the others. It was a testament to the many vamps Dana had killed that night.

Dana automatically refilled all the loops with stakes and replaced the empty magazines before stuffing the vest into her bag.

She finally sat down on the bench to take off her boots. The rest of her clothing quickly followed.

She was soon standing under a hot spray of water, reveling in the heat suffusing her tired muscles. If she’d been willing to wait, the spatters of vampire blood would have eventually turned into a fine dust that she could have simply brushed away, but a shower was so much faster. It also felt a hell of a lot better.

However, when she heard a couple of her fellow hunters talking and laughing as they entered the locker room, she decided it was time to finish up. She shut off the water and returned to her locker, pulling on a clean black T-shirt and jeans. She spent several minutes braiding her hair to get it out of her face and give it some curl later on, while she listened to the women’s teasing banter. She was tying up the laces of her second boot when they walked past her row on their way to the showers. The two women didn’t stop, but Dana hadn’t expected them to. Very few people had the nerve to approach her without the excuse of a case to talk about.

Dana clipped her gun to her hip, and then replaced her duffel bag in her locker before making her way to her office. She logged into her computer and began the boring task of writing up the various reports regarding her night’s activities.

She was one of the few hunters who didn’t have a set beat. She simply went where she was needed most, based on her reviews of the previous week’s incident reports from all the precincts. Most of the time, it worked, with fewer attacks being reported after she’d spent a night or two cleaning out the area, but there were other times, like tonight, when she left her self-assigned patrols to lead unscheduled raids or joined in on a raid with other precincts after hearing about it over the radio.

Unfortunately, her special status meant she had to be a little more detailed about where she was, what she’d done, and how she’d done it. She would have much preferred to just write, “Killed fifteen vamps,” and then gone home, but the Chief also needed to be able to validate the extra ammunition and supplies she went through on a regular basis. As long as he could prove the excess wasn’t going to waste, they wouldn’t have a problem with their funding getting cut the way some of the other precincts had recently.

There were eight precincts in all, one for each borough of the city plus three extra ones for Manhattan, Brooklyn, and Queens, which were divided into north and south because of their greater size. However, even with the extra precincts, estimates put the ratio of vamps to hunters at around three-to-one. She and the Chief were constantly lobbying for more funding, but even when they got it, which was rare, it was always a tough decision figuring out where to spend the money. Should they put more hunters on the streets or buy better equipment for the hunters already out there? Both were important, but there never seemed to be enough money to do both.

That was one of the reasons Dana tended to buy her own equipment. She still used the reimbursement plan the VHA offered, but she always kicked in her own money to make sure she got the best equipment she could. It wasn’t like she had anything else to spend her money on.

Not when there are vampires that need to be killed.

Dana shook her head and got back to work, but two hours later, she was still at her desk. She’d finished all her incident reports, but she hadn’t been able to bring herself to go home yet, even though her shift had ended nearly an hour earlier. She just couldn’t stop going over that last ‘incident.’

In twelve years of hunting, Dana had never heard of a legitimate case of a vampire helping a human, unless that human happened to be the vamp’s slave. Even then, it was rare, since slaves were so easily replaced.

Reports of supposedly benevolent vampires invariably turned out to either be from slaves who were lying to protect their masters or the vamps in question were revealed to be groupies: people who, for one reason or another, enjoyed pretending they were vampires. A few of them were clinically insane, believing they really were vampires, though most of them had never even met a vamp, let alone tasted the blood of one. Dana supposed the blonde could be a groupie. She could even account for the blonde’s strength by attributing it to massive amounts of drugs in her system, which would’ve allowed her to hold the man without feeling any pain from straining muscles or broken bones.

However, Dana didn’t buy it. She’d sensed the vampire and that wasn’t something that could be faked. There was nothing like it in her experience. It was just this feeling of otherness. Many hunters had the ability, which was what allowed them to track vampires in the first place, but Dana seemed especially sensitive. Also, the way the blonde had just disappeared pointed to vampiric abilities, so Dana was pretty sure she was dealing with a vampire and not a groupie.

Dana sighed as she stared at the wall behind her desk, absentmindedly playing with the end of her braid. She’d brought in a sketch artist while taking a short break from her reports to do a rendering based on her description of the vampire and he’d created a fairly accurate depiction of the blonde, which she’d posted on her wall next to the sketches of all the other vampires who had managed to escape her over the years. For over a decade’s worth of hunting, there were relatively few drawings. Less than thirty.

Dana gazed up at the blonde’s beautiful face, trying to bring up that feeling of recognition again. It didn’t come. She didn’t know why she’d felt such a strong sense of familiarity when she’d first seen the vampire, but it was gone now. She wondered if she’d met her when she was still human, maybe as a slave, but nothing came to mind.

Her thoughts were interrupted when her computer beeped. She let go of her hair and swiveled around in her chair to see what her search had turned up.

Dana had run her preliminary incident report, along with the blonde’s image, through the VHA’s database of unsolved cases to see if the vamp had been involved in any prior attacks, though she was still waiting on the lab reports for the saliva sample the CSI team had collected from the victim’s bite wound. Since all cases were considered unsolved until the vampire in question was staked or burned to ashes, there were a lot, and the search had been running for over half an hour. Dana had also selected the date range to search through the past twenty years, which was the maximum allowed, since once a case reached twenty years old, it was removed from the local system and permanently archived at the Learning Center in Salem, Massachusetts.

Dana stared in dismay at the list of results. Over a hundred different cases had been returned, but only the top one was marked as a perfect match. It was also the only one with an attached sketch, so Dana clicked on that one first.

She grinned as a nearly identical rendering of the blonde appeared on her screen. The hair was slightly longer, nearly shoulder length, but it was definitely her vampire. Then she began reading through the report and her grin slowly disappeared as her confusion and disbelief returned.

Fourteen years ago, an elderly man had been outside his store getting ready to close up, when a group of teenagers belonging to a local gang had come along with baseball bats. The two boys and one girl had smashed up his store, while they made him watch. When they had finished, they’d moved on to beating him. Then the blonde vamp had reportedly intervened, killing all three teens, but letting the old man live. She’d been gone by the time the police had arrived. The hunter who had taken over the investigation had put in his notes that he thought the old man was most likely protecting a vigilante neighbor, even though he couldn’t prove it and the attached medical reports all substantiated that a vampire had killed the gang members, not a human.

Dana sat back in her chair and tiredly rubbed at her eyes as though it would help erase what she’d just read. Vampires did not help humans. It was a fundamental fact, immutable. Yet, she clearly had two cases of the same vampire... rescuing... a human. It didn’t make any sense.

Dana frowned as she sat forward again and clicked on the next link. There was no picture to confirm whether the report involved her vamp, but a quick scan through the specifics of the case told her it was highly unlikely, not to mention the vamp’s hair had been described as long and dyed with blood-red stripes.

She went through another fifty cases before coming across one that seemed to fit her vamp’s modus operandi. It dated back to nineteen years earlier and contained a report of a blonde female vampire protecting a young man from two armed muggers who were linked to five previous incidents, three of which had ended in fatal shootings of their victims. At first, the young man had refused to give a description of his savior. It was only after the hunter in charge of the case had stated unequivocally that she knew it was a vampire who had killed the two muggers that the young man had finally admitted he’d seen a vampire at all and that she’d been blonde and female.

Dana went through the rest of the links, but didn’t find any more matches. She thought there were probably more, but without the lab results to verify possible cases or a physical description to at least narrow down the search, she’d have to wade through too many misses to get to the hits. Instead, she decided to see how far back the reports went. She would just have to run the search again once she got the labs back.

She clicked the link to broaden her search to include the Learning Center’s archives, starting from twenty years ago and going all the way back to the mid-1800’s, when the current incarnation of the American VHA had been established as a special task force of the New York Police Department shortly after its creation.

With the advent of computers, there had been a huge effort to get the old paper reports moved to the latest technological medium, which had been quite successful thanks to advances in optical character recognition. The reports had been scanned in and transferred to the current format for standard reports with almost no loss of information, even though the originals had been mostly handwritten. Otherwise, Dana would’ve had to look through the scanned images of the reports herself, a daunting task to say the least.

Dana watched the status bar indicating the search’s progress as it began its slow journey across the screen, and then glanced at her watch and cringed. She’d already stayed two hours past the end of her shift. Though it wasn’t rare for her to come in on her off days in order to continue an investigation, Dana knew it was more than that. The blonde intrigued her and nothing grabbed her attention like a mystery.

She turned around again and stared up at the face of the blonde, overlaying her memory of the vamp’s expression in the instant she’d looked at Dana. She’d appeared to be absolutely shocked by Dana’s presence.

Dana smirked. The vampire had probably recognized her black hunter’s uniform and black sunglasses and correctly guessed she was about to face off with the most well-known vampire hunter who ever lived. Though her face remained largely unknown to the public, since she’d never appeared without her shades on television and almost always wore them whenever she went out, not to mention most of the vamps she’d met she’d ended up killing, the image of her in her uniform and shades, as well as the name Dana Clark, was rather famous.

Dana looked away, trying to put the blonde’s face out of her mind. She checked the status of the search and groaned. The bar had hardly moved.

“Fuck it,” Dana muttered as she pushed the button to turn off her monitor, leaving the search to continue on its own.

She stood up and grabbed her leather jacket off the back of her chair, and then paused. In a moment of impulsiveness, she snatched the drawing of the blonde from the wall and quickly folded it up and shoved it into her pocket. Then she headed home.
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Encrypted Message...

Sent: Sunday, August 25 at 9:24am EST (Eastern Standard Time)

Received: Sunday, August 25 at 3:24pm EET (Eastern European Time)

Subject: Report #4,126 - Major Raid in Manhattan

As you’ve probably already heard on the news, we hit a major nest last night: 25 vamps and 42 slaves. I managed to corner the leader of the nest and question her for several minutes before being forced to stake her to maintain my cover, but she only confirmed what we’ve suspected for some time now. His Highness is attempting to amass a private army unknown to the other Upper Orders. The vamp was unaware of other nests like hers, so it’s possible our strike on the nest did long-term damage to His Highness’s plans. Hopefully, others can confirm this.

I should also report the Hunter of Hunters coordinated this raid. She led multiple teams throughout the night and always took point. Without her, I believe at least several hunters would have died. As it was, only minor injuries were sustained. There was also a minor altercation between the Hunter and a subordinate, due to the Hunter’s interrogation technique of a slave, but I obtained copies of all filed reports and the witnesses are firmly on the Hunter’s side. I’ve put the cadet on a one-week suspension and I doubt there will be any follow-up.

I would like to repeat my continued recommendation. The Hunter should be invited to join us. I believe she would bring honor to us all.

Your Faithful Servant

...End Message

Khiara closed the e-mail, and since there were no others, turned to her wife, who was sitting with her own laptop, having already read the message.

“You know, I do believe that boy is infatuated with the Hunter,” Khiara said.

Shani shook her head and smiled.

“No, he just recognizes talent. Not to mention the strategic significance of having the greatest vampire hunter of all time on our side.”

“Please. What strategic significance? The slowest of our warriors could run circles around her.”

“Not if she became one of us.”

Khiara paused for a moment, studying her wife. Her eyes widened.

“You’re serious.”

“I bet it would piss off the First Born, too,” Shani muttered, a devilish smirk curving her lips.

“Shani...”

“You know, for a while there I thought she was going to take her, but then she seemed to lose interest. I still don’t know what that was all about. It’s the only time I’ve ever seen her show that kind of interest in a human without killing them.”

“You’re not going to start up with that again. And we’re not going to extend an invitation to the Hunter out of spite. It’s meant to be an honor, not part of some... vendetta.”

“It’s not a vendetta. And pissing off the Great Goose would only be a bonus, not the point.”

“And the point would be?”

“That it’s been a long time since our clan recruited fresh blood and I bet the Hunter would make one hell of an interesting addition.”

Khiara shook her head.

“She wouldn’t join us any faster than she would the vamps. In fact, if she ever found out about us, she’d probably start hunting us as well just on principle.”

“Oh, I think she could be persuaded.”

Khiara narrowed her eyes.

“Shani... You know our laws. We can’t force anyone to join us, not by blackmail or any other means. She must join us willingly.”

Shani rolled her eyes.

“You always think the worst. That wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.”

Shani set her laptop aside and stood up and stretched. The silk of her sheer gown clung to her figure, causing her wife’s eyes to turn decidedly yellow. Shani grinned, baring even white teeth with just the tips of her fangs showing. She heard a low growl and felt a shiver cause goose bumps to chase each other up and down her spine. She turned and headed for their bedroom.

“There are many different lures, wouldn’t you say?” she tossed over her shoulder, and then took off running, her wife in hot pursuit.













Chapter 4

 





Blake stood in front of a large display screen, frowning as he ran various scenarios through his mind based on the numbers calculated by his spreadsheets. He held one elbow while his other hand absently played with his lips. It was unconsciously soothing in contrast to the mounting frustration he was feeling as each subsequent projection he tried seemed destined for either a slow demise or a swift failure.

Now that Gabrielle was back in the picture, Blake knew he had to be more careful. That was why he’d left the Arena shortly after she had, going straight home to review his current plans for any possible way to speed them up. He’d been at it for hours, but the spreadsheets didn’t lie. It would be at least another year, more likely three, before he could hope to expand his little test case group of Lower Order vampires into a larger network of cells unknown to the Council and under his direct control. No one in the Upper Orders thought it was possible to tame the Lower Orders, but Blake intended to prove them wrong. And with his own private army, it might be enough to tip the balance in his favor and persuade the rest of the Council to remove the threat of the VHA once and for all.

Unfortunately, in every scenario in which he tried to grow the cells too quickly, it became almost a certainty that the groups would be discovered and his connection to them along with it. The VHA were always on the lookout for patterns in the way the Lower Order vampires hunted, sending more patrols to any areas that showed more attacks, usually within days, in order to stake the culprits.

Then there were the Lower Orders themselves, gossiping about the newest members to join their ranks or their latest kills. They had a tendency to talk when they should keep their mouths shut, so any anomalies in group dynamics tended to reach the nearest hunter’s ears before dawn.

Of course, the most dangerous threat to Blake’s secret plans were the other Upper Orders. Though they were more inclined to be self-involved, there were quite a few who made it their business to maintain the separation between the Lower and Upper Orders.

Ninth Orders, the lowest of the Upper Orders who were usually chosen from among the servants, weren’t even allowed to give the Gift and any vampire had the right to ask a Ninth Order point blank if they had done so. If the Ninth Order couldn’t honestly reply that they hadn’t, it was an automatic death sentence for both themselves and their progeny. Since most Ninth Orders had worked for decades to gain their shot at immortality, few had ever attempted to break that particular rule and they were usually the first to enforce it.

There had also been a recent trend the past few years with some of the Upper Orders taking it upon themselves to keep a watch on some of the more powerful Lower Orders to make sure none of them ever came close to discovering the existence of the Upper Orders. If any of those individuals in particular even caught a hint of his plans, he’d be hard-pressed to avoid the kind of reprisals that might very well involve catching his first sunrise in over 2,700 years.

That was one of the reasons he’d chosen the weak little group he had. He needed to keep them from arousing anyone’s suspicions, at least until he could convince the others of the soundness of his plans. But anything that could potentially put their anonymity at risk was seen as a betrayal and betrayal was punishable by death.

However, if he could make them realize that their anonymity was slowly killing them, that the only way they’d ever truly be free was if they claimed their rightful place as rulers over mankind, then maybe he could claim his own destiny as their Sovereign King, rather than serving as merely Gabrielle’s Regent.

Blake growled under his breath as he looked over the numbers again. The group was already bordering on too large to go unnoticed. He needed to split them up and—

The intercom buzzed, instantly derailing his thoughts and grating on his nerves.

“Yes? I thought I said I wasn’t to be disturbed.”

“I’m sorry, Sir, but that woman is here and she insists she must speak with y—”

The disembodied voice was cut off as a new one broke in.

“Blake, we need to talk. Now.”

Blake raised an eyebrow as he smirked in amusement. Maybe a distraction wouldn’t be so bad right now.

“Fine. Escort the young lady to my study, Tomas.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Blake powered off the large display and moved to sit at one of the long couches and waited. A few minutes later, Vanessa Brayden entered behind his servant.

Tomas stood at the entrance and waited patiently, but Vanessa strode forward and took a seat opposite Blake. She turned to glance at Tomas over her shoulder.

“You can go now.”

Tomas looked to Blake. Blake nodded and the man left, closing the door behind him.

Blake smiled at the young woman.

“You shouldn’t take your frustration with me out on Tomas. He’s a good servant. And I realize I canceled last night’s meeting at short notice, but it couldn’t be helped. The First Born arrived without warning and it would’ve looked suspicious if I hadn’t stayed.”

Vanessa was already shaking her head.

“It’s not that. The VHA hit Ashwood last night. Wiped the place out. It’s actually a good thing you weren’t there.”

Blake stopped breathing for a moment as his face went completely still.

“What?” Blake asked softly.

Vanessa felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up at the deadly quiet tone. She swallowed before slowly giving her report.

“Dana Clark led a raid against the Ashwood complex last night. There were no vampire survivors, but most of the slaves were taken into custody.”

Blake stood, pacing away for a moment before turning to face Vanessa again.

“She got all of them?” Blake asked in shock.

“It wasn’t just her. Nearly all of Manhattan North was there. But she was the one who made Connor talk. I tried to stop her, I swear. But the rest of those assholes sided with her.” Vanessa shook her head in disgust. “So much for upholding the law. And me calling her out like that pretty much blew any chance I had of getting in with her, so that’s out now, too.”

Blake tried to collect himself.

“Do you know how she discovered them? And what exactly does she know?”

“She said she got the info based on an interrogation. From what I heard my captain say, I think she caught one of the newer recruits and tortured him for the location of the den. Then she scoped it out, realized it had way too many vamps for her to deal with on her own, and set up the raid. I don’t think she knows anything beyond that it was a larger den than normal. I think it was just sheer luck she hit it on the night everyone was there to meet you. And none of the slaves know shit, except for that safe house we set up. That’s all Connor told them, but that’s how they were able to catch up to Malcolm after me an’ Connor helped him escape. They’ve already raided the place, but it’s not like there was really anything there, so it’s fine. Jordanna was the only one who’d ever even met you, but when Captain Becket came out of her apartment with his team, it sounded like they’d staked everyone without even an attempt at interrogation, so I think you’re safe.”

Blake nodded.

“At least there’s that.”

Vanessa slid off the couch and onto her knees as she scooted closer to where he stood and placed her hand on his thigh.

“We can start over. Learn from our mistakes. Maybe even start multiple dens this time, like I suggested before.”

Blake frowned at the implied criticism, but he could sense only earnest eagerness in her to do better, to please him. He shook his head as he smiled and cupped her cheek.

“All right, young one. We’ll try it your way this time.”

Vanessa smiled, nuzzling against his palm, then pushing her head against his thigh. He combed his fingers through her hair for several minutes before rubbing her shoulder. She lifted her head and he moved back over to the couch, patting the cushion next to him. She took her place at his side as he spoke.

“It’s too bad you weren’t able to make friends with the hunter. It would’ve been nice to be able to keep tabs on her patrols.”

The last time he’d attempted to have someone follow the hunter, the woman had realized it all too quickly and had launched a 3-month investigation into finding out who had put the tail on her. Eventually, he’d been forced to kill the Lower Order vamp himself as well as several servants the hunter had managed to track down in the process. Keeping it all from the Council had been an exercise in obfuscation and misdirection that he had no desire to repeat anytime soon. All of that had taken place several years ago before he’d met Vanessa, but she was aware of the complications his position sometimes created.

“I’m sorry. I made the wrong call. I should’ve gone along with her, but I was just so pissed that they were killing all our vamps and then... Everyone acts like she’s this pillar of moral rectitude, but she’s not. None of them are. They try to pretend like they’re all high and mighty, but they’re just in it so they can kill and torture people whenever they want.”

Vanessa shook her head.

“You should’ve seen her with Connor. I could hear him all the way from one of the other vans, he was screaming so loud from whatever she was doing to him and none of the others even cared. He looked right at me and I know he’d never met me, but I’ve read his file. I’ve read all their files. I knew him and he was just so scared.”

“Ah, young one. We’re in a war, even if it hasn’t been declared as such, and in war, there are always innocent casualties. When we’ve won, we will punish those who deserve it, but you must also remember to show mercy where you can. Not all the hunters believe as she does. Those are the ones you need to find. Don’t worry that you couldn’t force yourself to betray your convictions. We’ll find another way.”

“I could kill her for you,” Vanessa said quietly.

Blake smiled and shook his head.

“You know I can’t sanction that. Every time a hunter dies, we’re all asked if we had anything to do with it. You think they won’t ask about the death of the greatest hunter of all time?”

“But if I do it—”

“I know about it now. I wouldn’t pass the test.”

“So if I’d just done it and not told you about it—”

Blake’s hand was on her throat in an instant. He didn’t squeeze as he leaned in closer to her face, but his eyes were cold with intent.

“You should know, if you ever choose to give such a gift to me, you will probably die for it.” He released her and looked away as she rubbed her neck. “I need someone who knows how to obey me.”

She lowered her gaze and bowed her head.

“I’m yours to command, you know that.”

Blake studied her and nodded.

“Yes, I do. Now, why don’t we move on and see what we can salvage from this mess before I have to go to the Council meeting tonight.”













Chapter 5

 





Marcus Graves sat in his office looking over several reports that had been waiting for him on his desk when he’d come in that afternoon. He shook his head in frustration as he gathered up the papers and put them in order again. He shoved them into a folder and set it on the stack of papers already in his inbox.

Mark picked up his tombstone-shaped paperweight, ready to put it back on top of the stack, when he paused instead. It read, “R.I.P. Chief Hunter Marcus Graves 1999-2044.” The department had gotten it for him as a joke for his forty-fifth year with the VHA three years ago. He traced the gold letters engraved in smooth black stone and leaned back in his chair with a sigh.

Sometimes, it seemed like only yesterday he’d made the decision to join the VHA, handing over his ID as proof that he was eighteen and old enough to apply despite his boyish looks. Of course, that was back when it had still been part of the state police department, but when the VHA had finally been granted its own separate powers under the law, he’d been given the 64th precinct to run as he saw fit, and considering the prejudice against his Arabian heritage at the time, that had been quite a coup. But despite all his accomplishments, he usually thought accepting Dana Clark into his department was one of the smartest decisions he’d ever made.

Then there were days like this.

Mark put the paperweight back where it belonged and moved to his computer. He pulled up a login window and used his superadmin clearance to bring up Dana’s computer screen in a separate window. She had a search window up, which looked like it was just about finished, but there didn’t seem to be any current activity, so she probably wasn’t at her computer. He checked the digital login sheet, but she hadn’t signed into the precinct yet. He set a bot to alert him when she signed in and left the monitor window open, so he would know as soon as she was at her computer.

Then he went back to reading reports.





* * *

 





Dana walked into the 64th precinct just as the sun was setting behind the city. She signed in at the front desk to start her shift and then headed towards the back and down a side hall. She entered her office and sat down at her computer, pleased to find the search she’d started that morning had finished while she slept during the day. She was about to start going through the thousands of hits the search had kicked back when her phone rang.

“Clark. Go.”

“Get your ass in here,” a gravelly voice ordered, and then she heard a dial tone as the speaker hung up.

Dana carefully put the phone back in its cradle and then pushed away from her desk.

Shit. That didn’t sound good.

Dana stoically readied herself for whatever was coming and headed for the Chief’s office. She knocked on his door and then waited.

“Come in,” came the muffled reply.

Mark sat with his arms crossed as he watched his best hunter enter his office. He worked hard not to let his deep brown eyes warm upon seeing the young woman he sometimes thought of as a daughter.

Mark remembered the first time he’d ever seen her face. Her senior yearbook picture had made the front pages of most of the local newspapers, as well as several national ones. Headlines like ‘Teen Girl Slays Vamp Who Killed Family’ and ‘Vamp Kills Family, Girl Kills Vamp’ had accompanied the image of a wholesome-looking girl who still had the last vestiges of baby fat plumping her cheeks, though it might have just been the beaming smile making them seem so cherubic.

A month later, he’d hardly recognized the young woman who had entered his precinct looking for a badge and a purpose. There hadn’t been a trace of baby fat in the hard angles of her face, and the piercing glare in her eyes had been unsettling coming from someone so young.

He’d known the moment he’d seen her that she wouldn’t be going through the six-month academy training program, and he’d been right. She’d immediately signed up for the fast-track: a day of physical aptitude and combat tests combined with her high school diploma. Since she’d graduated two months earlier and had taken martial arts classes since she’d been a kid, she’d passed with no problems. She’d received her badge, ID, uniform, and equipment and had hit the streets that same day, starting at the entry-level rank of Hunter, Cadet Sixth Grade like any other rookie, which was the last time he’d ever compared her to another hunter.

Rank in the VHA was based on the system used by the NYPD, but with one major difference. Instead of being forced to wait to move up based on time on the job and merit, hunters were graded solely on merit from the very beginning. Nevertheless, the VHA merit-based grades, which essentially boiled down to a hunter’s kill score and overall killed vs. escaped ratio, were so demanding that they rarely helped hunters achieve higher ranks sooner than their police officer counterparts, keeping the two organizations’ ranking systems roughly equal with one another.

However, in Dana’s case, the merit-based grading system had allowed her to jump from one rank to the next in less than half the time it took most hunters. She’d set new records at every step for being the youngest person, not to mention female, in VHA history to ever achieve each rank.

She’d most recently earned the rank of Assistant Chief Hunter, placing her only a step below Mark, though he made sure she didn’t have to carry out most of the duties generally associated with the title. He had concluded early on that the only reason Dana didn’t already have his job was because she didn’t want the paperwork, and he intended to keep it that way. He wasn’t ready for retirement just yet. Besides, her time was much better spent hunting and killing vampires, so he made sure she was always free to do what she did best.

Unfortunately, she didn’t always make it easy for him.

Mark retrieved the folder from his inbox. He tossed it at Dana and she caught it reflexively. She opened it and began scanning the top page.

“That’s a report from a cadet who says you physically assaulted a suspect in her custody, then physically assaulted her and verbally threatened her and her family with a vampire attack.”

Dana looked up, but Mark could tell by the expression on her face that she didn’t have a good response, so she was keeping silent.

“On the other hand, I have another half-dozen reports from regulars, leads, and masters countering the cadet’s statements, explaining that you were attacked by the suspect and were defending yourself against him, and that the cadet was merely reprimanded for interfering in a standard interrogation. One report goes so far as to suggest the cadet may be working for a vampire to discredit you.”

Dana couldn’t help the slight smile that turned up her lips.

“Wouldn’t be the first time.”

Mark smacked his hand against his desk.

“Damn it, Clark! This is serious. Do you really want to ruin this girl’s career just because she wouldn’t go along with your... tactics?”

Dana lost her grin.

“Well, it doesn’t look like she cares very much about mine. Not to mention she almost let a vampire get away. What the hell are they teaching at the academy these days?” Dana asked rhetorically as she sat down and put the folder on his desk. “What are you going to do?”

Mark sighed.

“I’m gonna bury it, what do you think? She has to realize by now she’s gotten in way over her head. She’s gonna be joining her suspect in prison for aiding and abetting at the rate she’s going. But Clark, you have got to stop with the strong-arming, at least of your fellow hunters.”

“She got in my way,” Dana argued.

“She was just doing what she thought was right, which, by the way, she was. If you’re gonna break the law, could you please not do it where I have to do something about it? By all rights, I should put you on suspension,” he threatened, somewhat enjoying the look of alarm on her face. “Fortunately for you, I really can’t afford to have the VHA’s poster child go rogue,” he continued and Dana visibly relaxed.

She stood.

“I’ll try not to do anything you have to do something about,” Dana promised vaguely as she began to turn away.

“Hold on a minute. I’m not finished with you yet. Just because I’m not willing to put my best hunter on a time-out doesn’t mean you’re getting away scot-free. There are consequences for every action.”

“What do you mean?” Dana asked warily and Mark smiled. “Oh, no. Not that again. Please?”

“I’ve always believed the punishment should fit the crime. Since you seem to think the cadets aren’t getting enough instruction at the academy, you’re going to come with me and help our latest recruits during orientation today.”

“I’d rather the suspension,” Dana muttered.

“I’m sure you would. But that little speech you gave last time was perfect. You know, we tracked their progress and that group has had a fifteen percent increase in their survival rate compared to the other groups that came through here last year. You really helped them, Clark. And now you’re going to help some more.”

“But I can’t. I have a patrol tonight, plus I’m in the middle of an investigation—”

“Which will wait until you’ve given the cadets the benefit of your wisdom. Now, come on. They’re waiting for us in the locker room.”

Dana reluctantly followed Mark out of his office and down the hall. He paused at the door.

“I want them to see you in your gear, so get dressed like you’re going hunting. I think it’ll make more of an impression.”

“I’m not taking them hunting,” Dana warned.

Mark frowned and stared hard at her.

“You will if I say so. You may have killed more vamps than me, but I still outrank you.” Mark lowered his voice, making it that much more powerful when he spoke. “Don’t try to get into a power play with me, Dana. You will lose.”

Dana was surprised at the use of her first name, but she tried not to show its effect on her as she looked away, feigning nonchalance.

Mark watched Dana’s face, suppressing a laugh at the spanked puppy look she was trying so hard to hide.

“You really are a brat sometimes, you know that?” Mark said, trying to lighten the mood. “Here I am saving your ass and all you can do is whine about how much you hate playing with the newbies. Just go put your damn gear on, impress them with the brilliance of your techniques, and then you can go back to playing with yourself.”

Mark pushed through the door and then held it open for her, turning back to watch as Dana struggled not to smile, but she eventually gave in.

“You are one sick old man. You’re old enough to be my grandfather, for Christ’s sake.”

“Oh, older,” he replied enigmatically and then smiled as she continued past him to go to her locker.

Dana dressed quickly as she listened to the Chief greet the new recruits several rows down and explain the basics of how things were done at Brooklyn South.

When she was finished, she tossed her duffel bag back in her locker and closed and locked the door. She walked to the end of the lockers and then turned to pass the next few rows until she found Mark with one of the precinct’s master hunters and nine cadet hunters variously leaning against the lockers and sitting on the central bench. They all looked like they could be members of the SWAT division, except for the red VHA logo emblazoned on their chest patches and the backs of their armored vests.

Mark glanced at her and gave her a wink, then turned back to the recruits.

“Everyone, this is Assistant Chief Hunter Dana Clark. You may have heard of her.” Mark grinned at his own joke and the cadet hunters dutifully smiled back. “Now, you probably won’t work with her very often, if at all, but if you’re lucky enough to get the chance, you do whatever she tells you. She’s the best in the biz. In fact, Harper here is the one who trained her.”

Dana glanced at her former training partner, but he just as quickly looked away.

“You really trained The Vampire Hunter?” one of the cadets asked, his voice full of awe.

Steve Harper folded his arms across his chest.

“Yeah.”

“But doesn’t she outrank you? How’s that possible?”

Dana answered before Steve could respond.

“I’ve killed more vamps. Didn’t they tell you how rank works in the VHA?”

“Remember what we talked about earlier,” Mark quickly inserted. “Rank and promotions are based on your kill score, until you reach the level of Master Hunter. Then promotions are at the discretion of the senior ranking hunter... That would be me, by the way... Because most hunters who reach that level have been hunting for twenty years, so they retire from the field, which would make it impossible for them to achieve a higher rank, if we didn’t factor in something other than kill scores. However, there are still rules on the books that require mandatory promotions for certain kill score levels just like the previous ranks. Clark’s kill score has hit those levels, so she’s earned those mandatory promotions.”

“So, what’s your kill score?” a cadet directed at Dana.

“I just passed seven thousand a couple weeks ago.”

“What’s yours?” another recruit asked Steve.

“I was injured a few years ago, so I haven’t been able to go out and hunt as regularly as the Assistant Chief.”

Dana refrained from rolling her eyes. As if he would’ve been able to match her kill score even if he hadn’t been stupid enough to go hunting after a weekend bender four years ago. At least no one had gotten killed, and from what she’d heard, he’d been attending his meetings regularly since then. She knew it was that and the fact he had a wife and three kids to support that had made the Chief approve his promotion to Master Hunter, Second Class, even though he was short nearly 200 kills out of the 3,200 that rank was expected to have achieved.

“What about you, Sir?” another cadet asked and Mark smiled.

“Oh, I stopped hunting years ago when I hit five thousand. It was a nice round number and I’d been asked to take over the Six-Four as Chief Hunter, so I figured it was time to accept the desk job. Now, enough about kill scores. They’re all posted on the boards anyway, if you wanna look ’em up later. I’m sure you young pups can come up with a better use of our star hunter’s time than to ask about her kill score. So, who’s got a question?”

Mark nodded at one of the recruits who had raised her hand.

“Is it true the VHA gets most of their tips from funeral parlors where vampires buy their coffins?”

Steve stifled a laugh as Dana shook her head and answered.

“No. Where did you hear that?”

“My brother said he read it on some news site.”

“Well, it’s not true. We get tips from all kinds of sources, mostly private citizens, but a lot come from police investigations. And then of course, there’s our own investigations based on attacks.”

Another cadet raised his hand, so Dana pointed to him.

“I just wanted to know about crosses. I’m Jewish, but my dad told me the Star of David would work just as well, as long as I believed.”

Dana turned to Mark.

“Please, tell me they’re kidding? This is worse than last time.”

Mark shrugged apologetically.

“Why do you think I wanted you here? They just teach ’em how to use the equipment to kill vamps. They don’t see the need for a ‘debunking the myths’ class.”

“And they wonder why there’s a forty-percent attrition rate for the first year,” Dana muttered.

She turned back to the recruits and took a deep breath as she stepped forward and squared her shoulders. She tried to remember everything she’d said the last time Mark had roped her into a question and answer session with a group of cadets. After the first few, she’d gotten pissed at the obvious lack of knowledge and just started listing off the most common vampire myths.

Well, if it worked before...

“All right, listen up. First things first. Forget everything you’ve ever seen in the movies. Vamps don’t sleep in coffins. They were never buried in the first place, though they do prefer to sleep underground to protect themselves from the sun. And wearing a cross, or any other religious icon, isn’t gonna stop a vamp from gutting you with his bare claws, just like dousing them with holy water doesn’t make their skin melt like it’s been hit by acid. It just pisses them off. They don’t need you to invite them into your house in order to break in and kill you and the rest of your family, and they have no problem following you into a church.

“Garlic goes in your food, not around your neck.

“Cutting off their head won’t kill them, but it’ll definitely make it easier to put a stake through their heart, which will. So will a bullet, and it doesn’t have to be silver either, just like the stake doesn’t have to be wooden. A knife or sword’ll do just fine, as long as you either do enough damage or leave it in their heart long enough for the vamp to start decomposing.

“You can also set them on fire, but the public tends to frown on us burning down entire buildings, so unless you can keep the flaming vamp contained, it should probably be your last resort.

“And if you’re lucky enough to catch one close to sunrise, just keep him busy and the sun’ll do the work for you. We still don’t know why, so don’t look in your kit for those UV flashlights they use in the movies. They don’t work.

“Vamps can’t shapeshift or fly. They’re not going to suddenly turn into fog or a bat and fly away, but if you lose them in a crowd of humans, you’re gonna have a problem because they can blend in, even if you switch to infrared. They have the same heat signature a human does, even when they haven’t fed for several days, so forget about trying to pick them out that way. They’re not reanimated corpses, so they’re not cold. If you stake someone just because they forgot to put on a jacket, you’re gonna go to prison.

“They’re not always pale either. There are plenty of Black, Latino, and Asian vampires and they didn’t suddenly lose all the melanin in their skin just because they became vamps.

“They can’t digest human food, but that doesn’t mean they won’t eat in front of you to blend in. They’ll just throw it up later. Their fangs can retract, too, so you’re pretty much not gonna know a vamp’s a vamp unless, and until, he wants you to know, and that’ll probably be a split second before he’s sinking his fangs into your neck. Your best bet’s to patrol with someone who can sense them. We still don’t know how that works either. We just know it does.

“But most of the time, the way you’re gonna know a vamp’s a vamp is when you interrupt their feeding, which is all the proof you’ll need to have the legal right to kill them. The rest of the time, you’ll be going in with a team as part of a raid on a particular location based on surveillance. If you’re lucky, your team’ll be issued a wall radar unit, which is one of the only ways we know of to passively check for vamps. Their body density is twice that of a human’s, so they show up twice as bright on the display.

“Oh, and vamps do have a reflection, as well as a shadow, and they can be photographed just like anything else. In fact, you’re required to use the VDC unit you were issued to take a headshot of every vamp you kill, as well as fingerprints, blood and saliva samples, and dental impressions, if possible, so we can close past cases.”

Dana turned to Mark to let him know she was done with her impromptu lecture, and he just smiled and shook his head.

“Any other questions?” Mark asked the group.

One of the cadets raised her hand and Mark nodded to her. She pointed at Dana’s lower right leg.

“You mentioned cutting off vampires’ heads, so I was wondering why we didn’t get issued a sword like you.”

“Do you know how to use one?”

“No.”

“Then that would explain why you don’t have one. As a hunter, you’re allowed to use any weapon—within reason—that you can show proficiency in. I trained with the katana as part of the martial arts classes I took when I was a kid, so it made sense for me to use it as part of my hunting, but it wasn’t issued to me.”

Dana drew her sword and twirled it through the air a few times, causing several of the closer recruits to quickly back up.

“This is actually a double-edged version of a ninjato. The blade is shorter and straighter than a katana, which makes it easier to carry and use in close quarters, but the style isn’t too different from the katana, so my training was able to cross over with a bit of practice.”

Dana slid the sword back into its scabbard.

“All I had to do was prove to the Chief here that I knew what I was doing with it. The same for my bolas,” Dana said, patting the weapon on her thigh.

“That goes for the rest of you, too,” Mark continued the thread. “If there’s a weapon you want to use against vampires that isn’t part of your kit, talk to your training partner and they’ll set up a demonstration time for you with one of the master hunters. If they approve, you’ll get to do it one more time for me, but I have final say. Just remember, you’ll have to pay for it out of pocket, including replacements, since the VHA only has reimbursement plans for required equipment.”

Mark pointed to another recruit who turned to address Dana.

“Why aren’t you wearing all the stuff we are, if it’s required?”

Dana smiled.

“Actually, I am, for the most part. I’m just wearing it a little differently. For example, my vest and forearm and shin guards aren’t standard issue. I used the reimbursement plan towards buying my own armor. It’s called Echelon Defense. It’s thinner, lighter, completely flexible, and exceeds all the minimum body armor requirements, something you should keep in mind if you decide to buy something that isn’t standard issue. The Echelon armor also costs about five times what the VHA will reimburse you, so if you want it, start saving your pennies. I also had the vest custom-made, so I could carry my stakes on my back instead of in the standard issue thigh holders,” she said as she turned around and showed her back.

There were loops up and down her vest, all filled with stakes. The slots near the top of her shoulders were placed diagonally, the stakes positioned with their sharp tips pointing down towards her hips, so that she could easily reach for their blunt ends over either shoulder. The slots along her middle and lower back were horizontal, the placement staggered, so that her hands could just as easily be re-armed from underneath and either hand could reach for the safe end of a spike. Dana turned back around to face the group.

“I can carry twice as many stakes this way as the thigh holders can, and the stakes also act as a kind of extra armor, which deflect blows that would normally snap my spine or punch through to my kidneys.”

Dana turned to each side to show her belt and thighs.

“As for the rest of the stuff, what you carry in the pouches on the front of your vest, I carry in these extra holders on the fronts and sides of my thighs. I’ve just found it works better for my style of hunting. You’ll have to figure out what works best for you, too, but I’d use the standard setup for at least a month before making any major changes.”

Another recruit raised his hand and Dana pointed at him.

“How is it that you’re wearing shades in every picture I’ve ever seen in the paper, even at night?”

Dana drew her sunglasses from the hard pouch on her vest.

“These are actually night vision glasses. There are night vision video cameras in the frame arms that relay their signals to the lenses, which are actually LCD displays. They’re perfectly aligned, so it’s just like looking out of a normal lens. Pressing this button here switches between normal and infrared vision, so I can wear them during the day,” Dana said as she pointed to the button on one of the frame arms.

“Why don’t we have those?”

Mark laughed.

“Because the VHA would rather pay half a year’s worth of your salary. But if you’d rather do this for free...”

“Uh, no, not really.”

“Besides, the night vision goggles you’ve been issued work just fine. Clark just likes to look cool,” Mark said as he elbowed Dana in the side and she pretended to be hurt, much to the amusement of the recruits.

Steve pushed off from where he’d been leaning against the lockers.

“Well, this has all been really interesting, but unless anyone has a question specifically about hunting, we should probably get out there and actually do our jobs.”

“Sounds good to me,” Dana agreed as she turned to Mark hopefully.

He smiled and nodded minutely as he turned back to the recruits.

“Well, I think we should all thank Assistant Chief Clark for her time. I just hope you all learned something.”

The cadet hunters nodded and dutifully thanked Dana.

“No problem,” Dana muttered as she nodded to the cadets and then silently left the group to return to her locker so she could ditch the majority of her hunting gear and go back to her office. She had a hunt to continue.

She was still a little irritated with the Chief for making her get dressed up in the first place when she had no intention of going out just yet, but as she removed each item and quietly stowed it away, she was pulled from her mental grousing by the large group of cadets clattering past her row. She rolled her eyes at their complete lack of stealth ability and watched them go by, but none of them looked her way, apparently oblivious to her continued presence as they went on with their conversations taking place over the louder sounds of their movement. Even with all the noise, her ears pricked as she caught a snippet from one of the cadets walking next to the Chief bringing up the rear.

“Sir? Why didn’t we get trained by her?”

Dana couldn’t help straining to listen and wasn’t disappointed when she heard her Chief’s reply.

“You know that old saying, ‘Those who can’t, teach’? Well... She can.”

Dana smirked and then the racket was abruptly cut off, leaving her in welcome silence as the main doors closed behind the loud group.

Dana finished with the last of her gear and shut her locker. She checked her gun out of habit even though she’d done that before she’d even left the house that evening, and then went back to her office. She had a lot of reports to wade through, judging by the search results she’d glimpsed before the Chief had interrupted her.

Dana sat down at her desk and began the tedious process of skimming the old reports for anything that stood out as possibly being related to her vamp before moving on to the next one. After several hours, she’d only found three more cases that seemed to match the blonde’s MO, but she was also only a tenth of the way through the thousands of hits her vague search had returned.

She was getting frustrated and realized she needed a break, so she got up and went to the large touch screen on the wall next to her desk to bring up a map of the city. She zoomed in to the locations of the two reports she’d already found and added digital pins with the dates and case numbers, then did the same for the new cases before she finally remembered to add one for her own incident report. Then she zoomed out again and stood back to look at the map, trying to find a pattern.

Most vampires had territories they regularly hunted, areas either close to home or full of fresh targets they’d had success with in the past, so they kept going back. Circumstances could certainly push them outside of their preferred hunting grounds, but those were the anomalies and usually stood out as such on a map like this.

But with only six suspected cases that appeared to range randomly over all five boroughs and across multiple decades, Dana couldn’t even begin to see how they might all fit together.

Dana sighed and went back to her desk, determined to find more incidents. She wasn’t going to let this one get away.













Chapter 6

 





An hour after sunset, Gabrielle left her hotel room and headed down into the secret tunnels beneath the city. She’d already checked her intended path to make sure it was clear this time, and then lightwalked through the twists and turns, passing several unsuspecting vampires on her way as just a blur even to their keen senses. She veered left at a particular stone archway and proceeded up the spiral wrought iron staircase at only a fractionally slower pace.

At the top of the stairs, she turned and skimmed along the carpeted hallway of what looked like a standard office building, finally coming to an abrupt stop just as she reached the closed doors of the Council room. With her extended range, she’d long ago sensed the four Third Order vampires who were already inside, so it was no surprise to her when she opened one of the doors and saw them standing there. However, moving as quickly as she had meant they’d only sensed her presence a few moments before she’d walked into the room. She smiled briefly at them, taking just a little bit of pleasure from their accelerated heartbeats at her sudden entrance.

Gabrielle silently took her seat at the end of the large conference table closest to the doors and then brought out her phone to occupy herself while she waited for the meeting to start. She wasn’t really paying attention to it, though. She was more focused on the other vampires in the room who had stopped talking and were now glancing over at her in speculation.

There was David, a vampire of slightly younger than middling age among the Third Orders at about 2,000 years old, Michelle and Shiri, who were life-bonded and two of the eldest at around 2,600 years apiece, and Celia, the youngest of all the nineteen surviving Third Orders at just under 1,700, if Gabrielle remembered correctly.

Gabrielle wasn’t surprised at the grouping. The only criteria for having a seat on the Council was living in the New York City enclave and being a member of the Third Order or higher. Since there was no one left alive higher than a Third Order, other than Gabrielle and possibly Blake, factions had developed more based on interpersonal compatibility than political wrangling for power. They were a strange kind of democratic aristocracy, chosen by their blood, but making decisions by majority vote.

Gabrielle didn’t look up as she felt the group tentatively move to take their seats along one side towards the middle of the table, leaving plenty of space between them and Gabrielle. After another few moments, Gabrielle heard a throat clear and finally lifted her gaze, regarding them in silent expectation.

“Good evening, First Born,” Michelle said, obviously trying to make her voice sound firmer to hide her trepidation, but unable to let the silence go undisturbed in spite of her anxiety.

“Good evening, Michelle. I trust you’ve been well. All of you,” Gabrielle amended as she let her gaze drift to the others before coming back to Michelle. “How is Samantha? I saw her with you at the Arena, so I take it she’s worked out well, so far. Have you made a decision yet?”

Michelle appeared surprised that Gabrielle had remembered the servant she and her wife Shiri had accepted just before Gabrielle had left.

“Yes, she’s, uh, she’s doing quite well. We think she’ll make a wonderful addition to the Order in another thirty years,” Michelle confirmed.

Gabrielle nodded as she turned to David.

“And what about Andrew? Is he still with you?”

David grimaced.

“No. He fell in love with some Ninth Order and asked to be released from his agreement with me to pursue his ‘options.’ I believe he was killed shortly after in an accidental overfeeding. But the young man he found for me before I released him has turned out to be quite the diamond in the rough. Richard’s been with me for four years now and I can’t imagine not turning him when the time comes.” He glanced at Michelle and Shiri. “Though I doubt I’ll be willing to make him wait as long as these two. I think twenty years will suffice.”

Shiri snorted at the soft dig.

“Forty years is hardly a steep price to pay in return for immortality.”

“Yes, but I worry about accidents in the interim. I wouldn’t want to lose him over something so trivial,” David countered.

Gabrielle let the others carry the conversation as she went back to playing on her phone, though she continued to listen to them debate the pros and cons of how long to wait before potentially Gifting their servants in exchange for their years of service.

It was standard for servants to be expected to give up decades of their life in return for the chance of joining the Upper Orders. Few servants ever achieved that goal, but even when they didn’t, they lived lives of comparative luxury in return for their service. And the symbiotic relationship that developed between vampires and their servants usually allowed the humans to live longer and healthier lives than they would have otherwise. It was only accidents and specific types of communicable and hereditary diseases that could prematurely end a servant’s life before their time.

Three more Third Orders filed into the conference room, nods and quiet greetings marking their entrances, and some of them even joined in on the conversation taking place, but then Gabrielle sensed Blake and the rest of the Third Orders enter her range and it was only a few minutes later that the conversations trailed off as the others finally sensed their Regent King in the vicinity.

He entered a few minutes later, trailed by Victor, Raymond, and Claudio, his three staunchest supporters.

“Good evening,” Blake said as he took his seat at the head of the table, trying not to frown at Gabrielle where she sat at the other end. “Shall we begin?”

Gabrielle didn’t even look up as she swiped and tapped at her phone. She knew the meetings were important for managing the general administrative tasks of running not only the New York City enclave, but also the many other Upper Order enclaves around the world, and therefore her presence was expected, but it was more a formality than anything else and she rarely made any contributions to the discussions. It also kept her in the loop, which Gabrielle had found useful at times.

But she was only half listening when she suddenly heard Blake say something that finally caught her attention, though she made sure not to look up or stop scrolling.

“Good. Now that we have that point of business settled, I would like to readdress the situation with the VHA.”

Several groans issued from around the table as Shiri spoke up.

“There is no ‘situation’ with the VHA. Nothing has changed and neither I nor my wife have any interest in shaking up that hornet’s nest.”

“Maybe nothing has changed yet, but it’s coming. I’ve already shown you my projections. The humans are on the cusp of several major scientific breakthroughs that could mean the end of us if we don’t act now. All I’m proposing is a preemptive strike to prevent that eventuality from coming to pass,” Blake said, his tone calm and even.

“Oh please,” Shiri said derisively. “I’ve looked at your projections and it’s clear they already have all the technology they need to destroy us right now. They’ve had it for years. And yet somehow we’ve survived. Let me think, why is that... Oh yeah. Because they’re not looking for us.”

Blake grimaced at the obvious disrespect, but before he could respond, David spoke.

“Too true. You’d think they would’ve learned to work together by now, but they still seem more than happy to be caught up in their political rivalries and seeking more and more money and power. As long as we don’t do anything to reveal ourselves, I’m sure they’ll stay preoccupied with their so-called problems and we can continue as we have for millennia.”

“Yes, we’ve always agreed your original plan was the most sound, Blake,” Michelle added, hoping an appeal to the man’s ego might work to make him see reason. “I don’t understand why you would want to jeopardize that now. You’re the one who said we should go into hiding when the VHA first started hunting us, that we could use the Lower Orders as a buffer. And you were right. In the many centuries since, the VHA has hardly even suspected of our existence. We’re merely a theory the academics debate over lunch. But now you suddenly want to prove them right?”

“Exactly. What you’re asking would expose us to the humans and that’s unacceptable,” Shiri said with finality as she sat back next to her wife and crossed her arms.

“Not necessarily,” Victor smoothly cut in as he leaned forward. “There’s no reason why the humans would ever realize they were dealing with a group of vampires different from the ones they already know of.”

“At least some of them would be able to sense the difference,” David protested. “A lot of hunters have that innate ability. It’s what makes them so damn good at their job. Of course, that ability is also what lets us sense them, too, and from much further away, so we can avoid them, but still.”

“That’s why we need to wipe them out!” Claudio said as he thumped his fist on the table, no longer able to remain quiet. “It’s like you’re not even listening,” he said as he shook his head in disgust.

“Oh, I’m listening,” Shiri replied as she half came out of her chair and leaned over the table, holding Claudio’s seething gaze. “Our fearless leader over there wants to lead us right into a war and for what? So we can lord it over the humans, assuming we survive? No thank you.”

Claudio was out of his seat just as quickly.

“We should be ruling over the humans! We’re stronger, smarter, faster—”

“Well, two out of three ain’t bad, in some cases,” Shiri said as she smirked at the younger vampire and sat back down at Michelle’s insistence.

It took a moment, but then Claudio growled and bared his fangs as he hissed in anger.

“Calm yourself, my friend,” Blake said, his own tone soothing as he waited for Claudio to retake his seat. Then he turned to Shiri. “And to answer your question, it’s not just to ‘lord’ it over the humans. We’ve been hiding for centuries and while that has worked in the past, I believe that course of action will have diminishing returns going forward. We need to act soon if we hope to protect what we do have.”

“And we have to destroy the VHA to do that?” Michelle questioned.

Blake frowned and shook his head.

“Must I repeat myself yet again? The time for hiding in the shadows is running out, as I just said. As I’ve been saying for months now.”

“Well, seeing as you will most likely continue to say so for some months to come, I think I’m going to take my leave now before the screaming begins in earnest,” Victor announced with a knowing grin. He pushed himself to his feet and nodded respectfully to the King. “I’ve already said you have my vote. You just have to convince the rest of them.” He glanced at the remaining seated vampires. “Good evening and good hunting.”

Blake nodded in return, but frowned when he saw the others preparing to leave as well.

“Victor’s right. I’m getting hungry. We can always discuss this again next week,” Shiri declared and stood with Michelle.

Gabrielle finally looked up from her phone as she put it away. She could see Blake wanted to protest and keep the meeting going, but it was clear he’d realized there was little he could do to keep them there. A direct order would make him look weak for resorting to his position for his power and would only cause the others to resent him rather than respect him. Blake was far too smart to make a mistake like that and she wasn’t surprised when he waved his hand in dismissal, obviously doing his best to retain his sense of control over the situation.

“Fine. Meeting adjourned. Go eat.”

Gabrielle was the last to leave, but once she was in the hallway, she quickened her steps, not wanting to give the others the opportunity to attempt to engage her in conversation again.

She had a lot to think about.





* * *

 





Blake leaned back in his chair as most of the vampires filed out of the room. He glanced at the two who stayed behind, but didn’t speak until after Gabrielle closed the door behind her retreating form. A moment later, he felt her presence disappear in the space between one heartbeat and the next and wondered, not for the first time, what it would be like to gain such abilities when he reached her age.

“She is the bane of my existence. How does she expect me to lead when she hovers like that?”

“Well, she is First Born,” Raymond replied, uncomfortable with the need to take sides between his King and someone he thought of as more of a living goddess than a regular vampire.

Blake shook his head. So far, he seemed to be the only one willing to stand up to her. Sometimes, he wished his associates weren’t quite so enthralled with Gabrielle. Then again, if they had more of a backbone, they might contemplate standing up to him, and that would be unacceptable.

“Well, what did you think about this most recent waste of time, otherwise known as our weekly meeting?”

“They’ll come around, Blake,” Raymond offered.

“Yes,” Claudio agreed. “We just have to find the right way to convince them, like Victor said.”

“And how long is that going to take? I realize we live hundreds of times longer than the humans, but must we make progress at the same rate?”

“They all know you’re right,” Raymond soothed.

“They’re just cowards,” Claudio asserted. “Of course, you could always order the others to—”

“No! They must be behind this one hundred percent or we’ll fail. I just don’t know what else to say to make them see.”

“We’ve only been talking about this for a few months,” Raymond reminded. “Other projects have taken ten times that to finally be approved. Like you said, change comes slowly to our kind. They need time to get used to the idea. A world without the VHA is difficult to comprehend. Even I can’t remember a time when they didn’t exist in some form or another, and I’m one of the eldest. It’s no wonder they hesitate. But like you said, this isn’t something you can force on them. You just have to be patient.”

Blake nodded and smiled thinly in resignation.

“I know. But I’ve never been one to hold back when something needs to be done.”

“That’s why Gabrielle chose you to lead us. She knew you were the best one for the job.”

“Thank you, Claudio,” Blake replied as he barely refrained from hitting the vampire for reminding him of his subordinate role in relation to the First Born. “Your support is much appreciated.” Blake turned to Raymond. “I think you’re right. I need to be patient with the others. They don’t see things as clearly as the two of you. But even David, who was so opposed to me in the beginning, seems to be considering my words more carefully these past few sessions.” He sighed. “I suppose a few more months of discussion won’t kill me.”

“Of course not. Now, what do you say to a nice little hunt to take your mind off things?” Raymond suggested.

“I say lead the way.”













Chapter 7

 





Dana’s mind floated in a pocket of stillness as time and space seemed to flow leisurely past her. She considered the possibility that she didn’t actually have a body and realized the idea didn’t frighten her. In fact, she was quite calm about it.

Maybe I’m just a stray thought lingering in someone else’s mind as they wake up from a dream they can’t quite remember.

But no. She had to have a body because she could hear the sound of a wailing siren slowly getting louder and louder as it drew closer, though it still seemed a long ways off yet.

Who is that for? Does somebody need help?

The thought gave her a slight jolt of fear and she realized she did in fact have a body; it was just numb and she wasn’t entirely in it. She concentrated on her body and the attention seemed to give it a hazy outline. She was pretty sure she was standing upright, though the notion of any direction at this point still seemed somehow meaningless. It occurred to her that maybe she should try to move, but it didn’t seem that important, so she remained still.

Time passed and Dana slowly became aware of the area in front of her face, where little puffs of mist were appearing and disappearing with each of her heaving breaths. She wondered why she was breathing so hard, as if she’d recently been doing something strenuous, but she couldn’t remember what.

She looked down and saw her bare feet flattening the grass of her front lawn, though she couldn’t feel them. She still had on the white shorts and tank top she’d worn to bed, but now they were stained red with blood, and the top was torn so that only one strap held it haphazardly in place to cover her breasts.

A slow trickle of fear began to build inside her as she desperately tried to remember what had happened to put her in such a state of disarray even as another part of her mind warned her not to look any further. Her curiosity was too insistent though, and her awareness widened to include the space around her.

She noticed a warm glow off in the distance, and by its light, vaguely made out several shapes on the ground. She idly wondered what they were. Instantly, her eyes obeyed the unspoken command, bringing the image into focus long before her mind was able to comprehend what it was seeing.

Finally, understanding dawned, and it was as if her body suddenly had form and substance as she felt her heart thud in her chest at the realization of where she was and what she was looking at.

No. No, it can’t be. This isn’t real. Please, God, don’t let this be happening. Please...

A few feet in front of her were the mangled bodies of her parents and younger brother. They were carefully laid out on the grass, while a fourth body seemed to have been carelessly dumped off to the side. Dana reflexively clenched her fist and found she was holding a wooden chair leg. In a flash of memory, she suddenly recognized the last corpse. It was the vampire who had attacked her family in the middle of the night.

I killed him. At least he can’t hurt anyone else.

The thought brought momentary relief, but then her gaze returned to the other bodies clearly visible by the light of the rising blaze that had been her home up until now.

She wanted to run, to scream, to do something, anything, but she couldn’t move. All she could do was stand alone in the night as her whole world went up in flames.

The siren was getting insistent, but she still didn’t see any police cars or fire engines or ambulances. Not that any of them could do anything now. It was over.

Suddenly, everything seemed too real. She could feel everything and everything hurt. The smoke that burned her eyes and the inside of her nose, the rawness of her throat from screams she couldn’t remember making, the sticky blood hardening on her skin and pulling at the fine hairs on her arms, the cold ground slowly numbing her feet, and yet somehow making them burn at the same time.

She heard somebody come out of the house next door and started to sigh in relief at the thought that an adult would soon come and take over, would take the burden off her barely-eighteen and painfully tense shoulders, but then she heard other doors opening and more people coming out to see what was going on, and she realized no one was actually coming to help her. They were just there to gawk.

Hope sparked again though, when out of the corner of her eye, she saw several people move towards her, but then they abruptly stopped. It took her a moment to figure out why, but when she did, she felt disgusted. They had seen the bodies, not to mention her current condition—covered in blood and holding a weapon.

They think I did it. They think I’m one of those whacked out kids who suddenly kills their whole family one night for no apparent reason until the cops investigate and find out the kid was horribly abused. Well, that’s not me. My family loved me. I didn’t do this. I’m not a killer! Why won’t somebody help me!

She waited for someone to get up the courage to approach her, but no one did. She could sense their fear and hesitancy, how they hung back, not daring to come near her, yet their curiosity wouldn’t let them turn around and go back inside their safe, non-burning houses.

It made her nauseous, the feeling of being so exposed, as if she were on display solely for their entertainment. They clearly didn’t want to become involved in the carnage, and yet they didn’t seem to see anything wrong with watching it from afar. Just a little light entertainment before bed.

Assholes. If it was my family out there, they’d help. They wouldn’t hesitate. They’d be right here, doing whatever they could. But they’re not here. They’re not here to help me because I wasn’t there to help them. I was too late. I failed them. I failed them and now they’re dead. They can’t help me because... because they’re dead... Oh God, they’re dead. They’re really dead. Oh God... Mom... Dad... Davey... No... Please, don’t be dead... Please... Please, God, please...

Her vision blurred as tears formed in her eyes and a feeling of total despair threatened to overwhelm her and send her to her knees, even as a wave of panic urged her to scrabble for their bodies, cling to them, scream for them to wake up, to come back, please...

No! I’m not gonna fall apart! I won’t give ’em the satisfaction.

Dana gritted her teeth and clenched her fists again, deriving an odd sense of pleasure from the painful pricking sensation caused by the dried blood pulling on the dusting of fine hairs on her forearms. She felt the pain ground her, allowing her to focus on the rage growing as quickly inside her as the flames consuming her home.

Her tears dried without ever getting the chance to fall.

I shouldn’t have to feel like this. No one should ever have to feel this kind of pain. My family didn’t deserve this. They didn’t deserve to die like this. It’s the vampires who need to die. And they will.

“Every last one of ’em.”

Dana stood up a little straighter, her determination giving her strength as she waited for the authorities to arrive, but they were nowhere to be seen and the incessant buzzing of the siren was getting on her nerves.

She looked up and unexpectedly found herself staring into a pair of emerald green eyes...

Dana startled awake and blearily looked around her bedroom as the last images from her dream faded out of conscious memory.

She checked the clock and groaned as she realized her alarm had been trying to make its presence known for nearly a quarter of an hour. She reached over and turned it off as she sat up and threw her legs over the edge of the bed.

She stilled as her eyes settled on the top drawer of her nightstand. She didn’t need to open it. She could see the picture she kept in there of her and her family as clearly in her mind’s eye as if she were holding it in her hand.  She turned her gaze to the floor and stared at the carpet.

Twelve years... Twelve fucking years and I still miss you guys like it all happened yesterday. If only I could’ve gotten to you faster, woken up a little sooner...

She closed her eyes and sat for a few moments, trying to block out the feelings of grief and guilt and pain in an attempt to find some sort of peaceful center, but when the images of her dead parents and brother intruded into her mind again, she felt the familiar restless agitation begin to build in the pit of her stomach and knew she needed to move. Now.

She opened her eyes and abruptly stood, heading for the bathroom to get ready for work. She had a hunt to continue and a certain vampire to kill. It was all the motivation she needed to rush through her ‘morning’ routine and make it to the precinct just as the sun was setting.

Dana went to her office and immediately immersed herself in the various incident reports she’d found regarding the blonde vampire, looking through them again for the umpteenth time in an attempt to come up with anything she might’ve missed that could help her find the elusive vamp.

She’d been at it for over an hour when she heard a knock on her door, quickly followed by someone opening it and stepping into the doorway. She reluctantly looked up from her computer and wasn’t surprised to find her Chief standing there, looking impatient. She knew what he was going to say before he even opened his mouth.

“I didn’t see your planned patrol route in the schedule for tonight,” Mark said, the implied question obvious.

“That’s ’cause I didn’t make one. I’m still working on that other investigation.”

Mark frowned.

“We talked about this, Clark. I’ll grant it’s an interesting case, but it isn’t pressing. I need you to get back to killing vamps, not looking for the one that got away.”

“I know. Just give me another week and I’ll—”

“I’ve already given you two,” Mark reminded her as she pursed her lips in annoyance. When she didn’t say anything, he sighed. “You’ve had other vamps who got away and you lost interest after only a few days. You always said you needed to stay on top of the daily kill score board. But you haven’t even placed on the board more than a few times since that night. You need to let this one go.”

“I can’t,” Dana said, sounding uncomfortable.

“Why not?”

Dana looked away.

“I don’t know.”

Mark looked at her for another few moments, then shook his head.

“All right, well, whatever it is, you need to get over it and get back out there. You should’ve had at least another couple hundred kills added to your name by now. This ain’t a paid vacation.” He smirked, trying to soften the reprimand, then paused as a new thought suddenly occurred to him and he stepped further into her office, pulling the door closed behind him. “Unless you need one. You know I’d be perfectly okay if you wanted some time off or—”

“Fuck, no,” Dana said with a grimace. “What the fuck would I do with time off?” Dana asked even as she imagined sitting and stewing in her house all by herself. She shook her head. “No thanks. I’m fine. I’ll just... One more week, all right? Then I’ll... I’ll get back on patrol whether I find her or not.”

He studied her, obviously trying to decide whether to believe her or not, but he finally just shook his head.

“Fine. One more week. But that’s it.”

Dana nodded in agreement as he opened the door and left. She went back to her computer, determined not to waste another moment.





* * *

 





Khiara walked up behind her wife, who was sitting on the edge of the stone wall that enclosed the balcony off their bedroom. She draped her arms around Shani’s shoulders as she kissed her cheek, then stayed in place, her chin resting on her wife’s shoulder as she gazed out at the night sky.

“Couldn’t sleep?” Khiara asked quietly.

Shani turned her head slightly, then looked forward again, not answering, though she did reach up to place a hand over Khiara’s arms wrapped around her.

They held each other in silence for awhile, the warm night breeze causing their sheer bedclothes to flutter around them. Then Shani sighed and Khiara closed her eyes in resignation.

“You’re not still thinking about going to New York, are you?” Khiara questioned hesitantly.

“Maybe. What if they need us?” Shani finally spoke.

“They’ll be fine. We taught them well.”

“But they’ve never met her. I don’t want them to get hurt.”

“They won’t.”

Shani’s tense shoulders finally relaxed as she leaned back into her wife’s embrace.

“I thought she’d be gone for longer. That’s the only reason I agreed to let them go.”

Khiara gave a soft laugh.

“Agreed? When did that happen?”

“Well, I didn’t stop them, did I?” Shani was sure she could actually feel her wife rolling her eyes at her and frowned in consternation. “I don’t understand how you’re being so calm about all this. Our children could be killed by that psycho bitch on a whim and you’re acting like it’s perfectly fine.”

A low growl sounded behind Shani and she went completely still as she looked down to see Khiara’s razor-sharp black claws extending, several of them pricking at the skin of her upper arms, though they hadn’t drawn blood. Yet.

“I realize you’re worried, Sashani, but that doesn’t give you the right to disrespect me or to question my love for our family.”

Shani flinched at her wife’s use of one of the more formal versions of her name, a tell-tale sign that she’d pushed the woman a little too far, but then she saw the claws retract and Khiara held her even tighter as she continued.

“I’m worried about our babies, too, but I also have faith in them. They know what’s at stake and they know how to take care of themselves and maintain their cover. To be honest, I’m more worried about what that pompous ass seems to be orchestrating. If he has his way, he’s going to lead those idiots into an all-out war, with our children caught right in the middle of it.”

Shani brought her wife’s now human-looking hand up to her lips and kissed it in apology.

“I know. And I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have taken my frustration out on you. You didn’t deserve that. I just feel so helpless.”

“As do I. But for now... All we can do is wait.”













Chapter 8

 





Blake sat in his plush black leather executive chair at the head of the long wooden table that took up the center of the large windowless room. He looked over the other vampires who filled up hardly a third of the conference table near his end. There were ten of them, all Third Orders, of which he was considered a member himself.

He tried not to show his annoyance as his eyes automatically skipped over the one and only First Order vampire in a valiant attempt to forget she existed. Gabrielle sat quietly at the other end of the table and had yet to say a single word or take part in any of the votes he’d called for over the past few meetings, which wasn’t unusual, but he was sure her presence was affecting the meetings for the worse, despite the fact that it was going no differently than it had the past several months.

Blake huffed loudly as Michelle reminded him once again that it was he who had counseled them all to hide in the first place so many centuries ago and what a good decision it had been.

“But things are different now,” Blake said insistently for what felt like the millionth time. “Back then, there were so few of us and the world was largely unexplored. The choice to live hidden from the humans was truly the only one we could make. But now, I believe we have enough numbers to make a bid for supremacy and succeed. The Upper Orders alone count at over a quarter of a million worldwide.”

“You’re still talking about a massive undertaking,” Shiri interjected. “A quarter of a million against over eight billion—”

“That’s not entirely accurate,” Victor cut in. “Out of that eight billion, how many could stand against us? Half? The rest are children, the old, and infirm. And of those that could, it becomes a matter of who actually would. I think the odds aren’t nearly as bad as you’ve been thinking.”

“Even so, let’s say you’re right and only a couple billion rose up to fight. That’s what... Eight thousand to one? That isn’t exactly in our favor,” Shiri argued.

Blake looked around at the group and decided to take a chance even though he knew there would likely be consequences.

“What if it wasn’t just us? What if... What if we brought in the Lower Orders?” Blake continued quickly to stave off the immediate protests he saw several of his counterparts about to make. “Our estimates put their numbers at over two and a half million. That would bring the odds down, wouldn’t it?”

“To about eight hundred to one,” Michelle said quietly.

There was silence around the table as each of them digested that much more reasonable number. Not that any of them wanted to go up single-handedly against eight hundred armed humans, but with a large enough group of vampires, such a task wouldn’t be impossible. Moving faster than the humans could react and doing even minimal damage to most of them would destroy any kind of organized response, and humans couldn’t heal themselves nearly as fast as a vampire could. While the humans would take major casualties, the Order would be unlikely to suffer more than a few they couldn’t heal in a day or two, or simply replace with willing humans.

“Fine,” David conceded. “But what about their military? The humans might not be much good in a one on one fight, or even as you suggested eight hundred to one, but they more than make up for their frailties with the weapons they’ve invented. Fifty-caliber machine guns, rocket launchers, tanks, aircraft with guided missiles, and let’s not forget technology like night vision, infrared, sonar, radar... How do you propose we stand against all that?”

“Exactly,” Shiri took up the ball again. “The only reason we’ve survived this long is because as I’ve said, they aren’t looking for us. But if we push them, they won’t stop until they’ve found and staked every last one of us.”

“So we go after the military, too,” Blake said without missing a beat. “In a coordinated attack, we can wipe out the VHA in a single night, leaving them no ability to rally or fight back. And while the humans are still attempting to organize themselves in the middle of all that chaos, we strike again, hitting the top echelons of the government and armed forces, until the humans are left with only a few soldiers who have no idea what to do with the equipment they have. If we also round up their women and children, executing them until the others stand down, there will be no fight left in them. I doubt it would take us more than a month to subjugate the entire planet.”

“Blake’s right,” Victor seconded. “And no one has even mentioned our servants, who I believe would be more than willing to fight right alongside us, especially if we Gifted most of them. That would easily triple our numbers overnight. And once the humans saw they couldn’t possibly win, how many of them would beg to take our servants’ places?” He turned to Blake. “You know, I think you’re being a little pessimistic about it taking a whole month. I’m betting we could force their surrender in less than two weeks.”

“You’re assuming everyone in the Order wants to not only start a war, but fight in it,” Celia spoke up. “Personally, I’m quite content with my life the way it is. I live in luxury, I can have nearly anything I want anytime I want it, and at my whim my servants provide me with most of the blood I need with only minor supplementation from the Arena. Life is good for me. Give me one good reason why I would want to change any of that.”

“We’re not talking about a long drawn-out war,” Blake reminded. “As Victor pointed out, it would be a few weeks at most. And at the end of that war, we would be free, truly free, to live openly, however we wanted. As it stands right now, according to human law, we have no rights. Even their animals have rights, but we don’t.”

“Hell, there are even some plants that have more rights than we do.”

“That’s true. Thank you, Raymond. They’ve decided they can hunt and kill us, torture us if they want to in their quest to find better ways of killing us, and we’ve let them do it. We walked away once because we didn’t have any other choice. Well, I say no more. I say we stand up and take what’s rightfully ours. We have a choice now. Let’s make it.”

Celia shook her head.

“You keep trying to make it sound as if they’re hunting and killing us, but they’re not. They hunt and kill the Lower Orders, who make themselves easy targets. As far as I can tell, we’re completely safe from the hunters, as long as we don’t give them any reason to suspect of our existence. Until I see evidence to the contrary, I’m not sure there’s anything you can say to convince me it’s worth risking my life for some abstract freedom I mostly already have.”

“Well, that might be fine for you, but what about the Lower Orders?” Blake questioned as he looked around the table. “I believe it’s high time we accepted our responsibility to protect the younger ones, to lead them and show them the way.”

“Funny how you didn’t seem to care about that back when we first split the Order to protect our interests,” Shiri commented.

“You’re right. But while I still stand behind that decision, that doesn’t mean it’s set in stone. Times change and whether we like it or not, we must change with them. I, for one, intend to take responsibility for my actions and I will no longer cower behind our fledglings. Our own kind doesn’t even know we exist—”

“And for good reason,” Celia interrupted. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but the Lower Orders give me the creeps.”

“That’s because they lack guidance,” Blake said patiently as he sensed some of the others beginning to consider his proposal more seriously despite their initial knee-jerk reactions of dismissal. “They don’t have the same education and support that we have. They have no rules, no laws, and no society. We mentor our children and provide for them, while their sires cast them to the wolves and leave them to fend for themselves against the hunters. But if we could bring the Lower Orders in, show them a better way, we would be more than strong enough to take on the VHA and put the humans in their rightful place... as our slaves.”

Blake saw a few more nodding heads than there’d been before and decided to capitalize on his momentum and call for a new vote. He hoped to coerce some of the holdouts into caving in, but though he gained two more votes, it wasn’t even close to the unanimous vote he wanted or the eighty percent majority he needed.

Blake adjourned the meeting with a few words and a wave of his hand and wasn’t surprised when Gabrielle was the first to disappear out the doors.

He was amazed she’d even shown up for all the meetings during the past few weeks she’d been back, rather than gallivanting off again to parts unknown. But it seemed his admonitions about being there for their people had finally gotten through, though not by much, since she still refused to participate in the actual governing.

Not that Blake minded that part, he was quite capable of handling those duties on his own, but usually her presence bestowed a kind of unspoken support for whatever measure he was trying to get approved and he just wasn’t getting that this time. He was now regretting pushing Gabrielle to concern herself with their current endeavors. It seemed he was now going to have to try to counsel the First Born into leaving again if he hoped to get anything done in a timely fashion. It would just be a matter of putting it in such a way that Gabrielle believed she’d come up with the idea herself.

Blake pushed the thoughts to the back of his mind to think on later as several of the others came up to him to discuss what progress had been made on repairing several of the more important tunnels. An administrator’s job was never done.













Chapter 9

 





Dana checked her map once again as she turned down the next street, driving slow enough so she could get a good look at the pedestrians walking along the sidewalks, but not so slow that they thought she was some kind of stalker.

It had been three weeks since she’d first seen the blonde.

It had taken Dana that whole first week to get through the thousands of reports archived at the Learning Center that involved short, blonde, female vampires. She had rerun the search to include the lab results that had come back a few days later from the DNA test on the saliva sample, but while that had excluded some of the results, it had popped up just as many she’d missed due to the lack of a description. As she’d gone through the much shorter finalized list of reports she was sure pertained to her vampire, she’d steadily added date and location markers on her map of the city to build a hunting pattern for the blonde.

She’d since spent the last two weeks patrolling for the blonde in the hottest spots on her map, without success.

Actually, that wasn’t entirely true. She’d spotted the blonde on four separate occasions, but she’d lost her each time. She wasn’t sure how the vampire was doing it, but every time Dana was about to close in, the blonde would just disappear. She’d go into a crowd or walk around a corner, and by the time Dana could catch up, she’d be gone again. It was incredibly frustrating and only intensified Dana’s desire to catch the damn vamp.

She knew it wouldn’t be easy, though. It seemed the blonde had been feeding on the criminal population for quite some time without anyone taking notice. The oldest recorded incident she’d found had occurred in 1862, which ruled out the possibility that Dana had known her when she was still human. Of the almost four dozen cases Dana had turned up spanning the course of nearly two centuries, every single one of the investigations had been abandoned. Either the eyewitnesses had retracted their statements or the hunters believed the witnesses were lying to protect a human killer, no matter how much evidence pointed to a vampire. Or—and for this one, Dana had had to read between the lines—the hunters had decided it was a waste of their time to look for the murderer of a victim who turned out to be just as reprehensible as the vampires they were normally tasked with killing.

Dana could understand those other hunters’ reluctance to pursue justice for such criminals, or even more absurd, believe there was a vampire running around protecting people. Even after all the reports she’d read, she still found it hard to stomach. She was sure it had to be a trick. The blonde had just found a loophole in the system, that was all. She’d realized she could get witnesses to lie for her, and hunters to disbelieve the witnesses, by attacking the criminals who were attacking the witnesses.

She’s evil, just like the rest of them, Dana told herself resolutely.

Then why leave witnesses at all? her conscience prodded her.

Dana didn’t have an answer for herself. It was the one point she hadn’t been able to explain away, no matter how hard she’d tried. The only reason that fit was the one that didn’t make any sense. It was the one that said the blonde really was trying to protect the humans she’d saved.

Dana looked at the clock on her dashboard and realized she’d been driving around all night. Again. The sun would be up in only a couple hours and she hadn’t killed a single vamp. On the other hand, it wasn’t as if she’d been trying. As the Chief kept rightly pointing out almost every time he saw her, her kill score was way down from the usual because she’d been spending all her time looking for the blonde, instead of on patrol. The night before had been the last night of the deadline she’d agreed to in order to get her Chief off her back. She wasn’t even supposed to be out here tonight, since it was her regularly scheduled day off. She hadn’t even checked into the precinct.

Dana glanced down at the drawing she’d taped over the radio.

“When the hell did I become so obsessed with you?” she asked the picture in annoyance.

The first night I saw you, her mind readily supplied.

“God, I’m fucking insane,” she accused herself as she took off her shades and threw them onto the passenger seat in frustration.

They bounced onto the floorboard and into the darkness, out of sight.

Shit, they better not’ve broken. Those damn things cost a fortune.

Dana decided it was time to call it a night and prepared to turn down the next side street to head in the direction of her home.

She almost slammed on the brakes when she caught sight of the blonde strolling along the sidewalk. The hunter drove by, confirming that the cloaked figure was in fact her vampire. She turned at the next street and drove a little ways, until she found an empty alleyway and parked the Beast. She quickly got out and then crouched down and waited for the blonde to pass by.

As soon as she did, Dana jogged to the end of the street. She rounded the corner and fell in behind the vampire, keeping her distance, so she wouldn’t tip her off this time. The area was completely deserted at this time of night, so at least the blonde wouldn’t be able to lose Dana in a crowd again. As long as the hunter kept the vamp in sight, she figured she’d be able to tail her all the way to her lair. That way she could arrest the blonde’s slaves after staking her. Unless the slaves put up a fight, which they usually did.

Though hunters played judge, jury, and executioner when it came to vampires, they could be held accountable if they accidentally staked a human or gunned down a slave without sufficient reason, like self-defense. Since most hunters considered slaves to be just as bad as vampires, if not worse, it wasn’t unheard of for hunters to simply execute slaves and then say it was self-defense.

Dana had never gone quite that far. She might scare the hell out of them with mild torture and threaten to do worse in order to get information, but it was all talk. She wasn’t a murderer. However, she had no compunction about shooting to kill if a slave posed enough of a threat. They actually wanted to become the bloodsucking fiends they helped, so Dana wasn’t in the habit of giving them the benefit of the doubt.

Dana followed the short vampire as the blonde continued to walk steadily down the road, never looking anywhere but straight ahead. After half an hour, the blonde turned down an alley and came out on another road. There were no streetlights anywhere, which made it difficult to keep track of the darkly clothed vampire, but as Dana reached up to tap the button on her shades and touched only her temple, she suddenly realized she’d forgotten to put her night vision glasses back on. She cursed herself for being so stupid, but there was no way she was going back to her vehicle to get the glasses now. Dana kept her eyes focused on the light yellow hair above the collar of the vamp’s black cloak and stayed with her.

It was another ten minutes before they finally left the mostly residential area and entered an industrial section with a little more light. The place was in desperate need of revitalization, but Dana didn’t dwell on it as the blonde suddenly disappeared inside one of the many abandoned buildings.

“Shit,” Dana swore and took off running.

She slowed as she neared the open door. She drew her gun and cautiously peered inside the building. Light from the partially working security floodlights of the building next door streamed in through the broken windows, illuminating the center of the gutted structure in elongated squares on the floor, but the perimeter of the room was pitch black, making a perfect hiding place for the vampire.

Dana cursed her lack of forethought once again and considered pulling the small extra bright tactical flashlight she always carried in one of her thigh rigs, but she knew it would just make her more of a target than she already was at this point. She took a quick breath as she warily stepped over the threshold and then moved to the side with her back against the wall, doing her best to maintain her own cover, though she knew vampires could see extremely well in the dark.

Then the hunter froze as the small blonde vampire stepped into the rays of white light, her eyes fixed squarely on Dana.

How can something so beautiful be so evil? Dana wondered idly before her brain kicked in and she frowned at what she’d just thought as she leveled her gun at the vamp’s chest.

“I’m not evil, you know,” the vampire told her, her voice low and smooth.

Great. Now the bitch is reading my mind, Dana thought, feeling sick at the prospect that such a thing might be possible.

“I can’t read your mind either,” the blonde said. “I’ve just been around for a very long time. I’ve met a lot of your kind.”

“And I’ve killed a lot of yours,” Dana sneered, gesturing with the gun she had trained on the vampire.

“I know. You’re Dana Clark, The Great Vampire Hunter. I’m Gabrielle, by the way.”

“Am I supposed to care?” Dana questioned sarcastically, but the vamp only smiled a little sadly, not rising to the bait.

Dana actually felt bad for a moment, until she caught herself and redoubled her efforts to maintain her revulsion for the malevolent demon.

“I don’t blame you for hating my kind,” Gabrielle said quietly. “Many of my kind abuse their powers, though I don’t really blame them either. They believe as you do, that the power is evil, that they have no choice in the matter, but there’s no reason why our powers can’t be used for good,” she told the hunter earnestly.

Dana’s anger rose as she felt herself wanting to believe the blonde’s genuine demeanor.

“Oh, spare me your rationalizations. You’re a fucking vampire. You feed on humans like cattle,” Dana said disgustedly, refusing to consider who Gabrielle chose to feed on. It doesn’t matter who she kills. She still kills humans, Dana told herself defensively.

“You make an interesting point, though not in your favor,” Gabrielle replied calmly. “Humans slaughter cattle by the millions to feed themselves several times a day. Or if they don’t eat cows, then they’re killing some other animal or laying waste to crops. Now, don’t misunderstand. I don’t begrudge you your sustenance, but I only need to feed once every few days, so I question your equation that because I feed on humans I’m somehow evil in comparison with the human practice of eating plants and animals. Why is it you think you’re above nature?” the blonde questioned curiously.

Dana laughed. She’d never met such a talkative vampire in her life, but then she realized the blonde was probably just stalling for time.

“This isn’t going to work, you know. I’ve killed thousands of your kind. I’ve heard all the lines, all the reasons, all the justifications. It doesn’t matter what you say. I’m still going to kill you,” the hunter vowed, though she made no move to carry out the action.

“You would only be able to kill me if I let you,” Gabrielle told the tall woman in a bored tone. 

Then she proved it by moving faster than the light impulses could register in Dana’s eyes. She plucked the gun from Dana’s hand and returned to her previous position before the hunter could even inhale her next breath.

“Holy shit!” Dana exclaimed as she tried to back up further against the wall, but she was already pressed against it.

Then a remnant of the blonde’s scent washed over her, making her nostrils flare, and she felt an entirely different set of chills run down her spine, causing goose bumps to prick her skin at the nape of her neck and along her arms. She stared in confusion at the vampire as she tried to reel her senses back in.

Gabrielle looked as though she hadn’t moved, the weapon simply appearing in her hand. Only her long black cloak gave her away. It swished around her body, its wine-colored satin lining accentuating the black of Gabrielle’s silk shirt, which was half-unbuttoned to reveal creamy white skin that ended in a sharp V at the point where her modest cleavage began. Dana also glimpsed tight black leather pants and black leather pointed-toed boots before the blonde’s body was once again shrouded in darkness.

“I find it ironic that you’ve chosen to exterminate us. You have vampire blood running through you now,” Gabrielle noted absently as she released the magazine onto the floor, ejected the chambered bullet, and then tossed the empty gun back to the hunter.

“Yeah, right,” Dana scoffed nervously as she caught the weapon in reflex.

She considered reloading the gun, but after the vampire’s demonstration, Dana realized it would only make her look foolish, so she merely holstered it.

“How do you think you and the others are able to track us?” Gabrielle questioned pointedly. “You’re attempting to wipe out your own ancestors in your desire to rid the Earth of my kind.”

“Nothing you say is going to change my mind,” Dana said, determined to die rather than give in to the soulless creature.

“We could be very beneficial to your species, if we weren’t constantly being hunted by you.”

“Oh? And how’s that?” Dana asked, the sarcasm unmistakable.

“We could act as a kind of ultimate police force,” Gabrielle proposed, deliberately ignoring the woman’s obvious disdain. “I know you’ve been watching me. You know I only feed on rapists and murderers and others who would do harm to innocents. I’ve probably saved this city millions of dollars in court costs and jail fees alone, not to mention protecting their victims from future assaults. However, as I said before, many of my kind are abusing their powers, and they must be stopped before our two species can come to any kind of resolution.”

“You’re turning against your own kind? Figures,” Dana snorted in disgust. Traitorous demon.

“You have an entire class of people that purposely goes out and kills others of your kind so that those who value life and love can live in peace. I see nothing disloyal in wanting to rid my society of its degenerates.”

“Your society?” Dana questioned, picking up on the sound of ownership rather than belonging in the vampire’s tone.

“Yes. My society,” the blonde confirmed.

Dana studied the vampire with new interest.

“You’re old. One of the oldest I’ve ever met.”

“I am the oldest you will ever meet,” Gabrielle assured her.

Dana started laughing in earnest. She knew she was considered the best in the VHA, but no one would believe her if she told them she’d actually hunted down the leader of the vampires.

“I’m glad you find the thought so amusing,” Gabrielle smiled, delighted to see the woman laughing instead of wearing her more usual scowl. “I can help you find those of my kind who have chosen to dishonor life and abuse their gifts,” Gabrielle finally offered.

Dana immediately sobered and stared at the vampire warily.

“And what would I have to give you in return?”

“Just do what you do best... Kill them.”

Dana tried to hide her surprise. This deal sounded too good to be true, and when making a deal with the devil, too good to be true usually was. There had to be a catch. Then she realized what it must be.

“You’re going to turn me into one of you,” Dana breathed out the words in her hatred.

“No. I have never given the Gift and I don’t intend to start now. You will remain as you are.”

The way she said it gave Dana the distinct impression that she’d just come under this small woman’s protection.

Vampire, she’s not a woman, Dana corrected herself.

Then a new thought occurred to her and she clenched her jaw in anger.

“Fuck, I can’t believe I almost fell for it. You’re recording this, aren’t you? You’re probably wearing a fucking wire under all that getup. Was that your plan all along? Get me to say I’ll work with a vamp and then post it to all the media sites to discredit the VHA? Well, fuck you. I’d rather die. Go ahead. Kill me and get it over with,” Dana said as she turned and bared her neck.

Gabrielle’s nostrils flared at the invitation, but she kept her fangs sheathed as she shook her head in resignation. She flipped her cloak back over her shoulders and then slowly began undoing the buttons of her shirt.

“I’m not wearing a wire,” Gabrielle said as she pulled the edges of her shirt apart, exposing the center of her chest almost to her nipples and down to her flat abdomen. “Satisfied?”

Not even remotely, Dana thought as she looked at the creamy flesh on display, but she still nodded briefly and then forced herself to look away as Gabrielle drew her shirt closed again.

It hadn’t escaped Dana’s notice that Gabrielle also wasn’t wearing a bra and what she’d been able to see of her tits told her they would be oh so soft and cuppable. She frowned, immediately feeling guilty at the thought she could find any vampire attractive.

“I don’t want a recording of this conversation any more than you do,” Gabrielle said as she finished buttoning up her shirt and pulled her cloak around herself again. “After I leave, you can search this place for cameras or bugs, too, if you like. But this is what’s usually referred to as mutually assured destruction. Though you’re admittedly in a slightly less precarious position than I am.”

“Oh? And how do you figure that? You think my people wouldn’t be out for my blood if they even knew we were talking like this?”

“Yes, but at least you would stand a chance of convincing them you were lying in order to trap me. I would not,” Gabrielle said pointedly.

Dana had to admit that part was true, assuming anything Gabrielle had said was true. But that was the real crux of the problem, wasn’t it.

“Why should I trust you?” Dana asked aloud, surprised to find she genuinely wanted a reason.

“You don’t have to trust me. I will give you the locations of those who cannot be allowed to live any longer and you will go in and kill them. It’s as simple as that. If I’d wanted to kill you, I could have done so already,” Gabrielle patiently reminded her.

Dana frowned. She didn’t want to believe this wo... vampire, but she was finding it difficult not to. If Gabrielle had wanted her dead, she could’ve dealt the deathblow when she took the gun. There would’ve been nothing Dana could’ve done to stop her.

That thought made Dana distinctly uncomfortable. She’d never met a vampire as old as Gabrielle. The younger ones could move fast, but Dana had always been able to move fast enough to keep up with them. Of course, now she understood how Gabrielle had given her the slip so easily. She also realized Gabrielle had led her here tonight, presumably to ask for her help.

Dana’s frown deepened with confusion as a new thought entered her mind.

“Why don’t you just kill these ‘renegade’ vampires yourself?”

“Because it would be too easy for the others to be alerted. They could band together against me. I may be the eldest, but against so many, even I would fall. They wouldn’t kill me. They would just keep me continually drained, and letting even one of them have a taste of my blood would prove a death sentence for your species. You would be wiped out in a matter of months. It wouldn’t matter that our kind would eventually die out without humans to feed on. The instantaneous power they would gain would drive them insane,” the blonde explained.

Dana slowly took in the new information. She was learning things about vampires she’d never even considered before. The VHA had been gathering information about vampires since the dawn of recorded history. They’d figured out that a vampire’s abilities grew in strength over time, but they’d never heard anything about transferring that power from one to another, probably because it was never done.

A stronger vampire would want to keep their advantage over a younger vampire, while a younger vampire would find it nearly impossible to force the issue. At least they would as long as they were alone. If a large enough group worked together, they could overpower a stronger vampire and that’s what Gabrielle was afraid of.

But why now? Dana wondered.

What had happened to cause the mysterious leader of the vampires to reveal herself and ask the infamous Dana Clark for help?

“You’re afraid there’s going to be a coup,” the hunter suddenly guessed. “The others don’t happen to like your style of leadership?” Dana grinned unsympathetically.

“I’ve never really exerted my powers as eldest,” Gabrielle admitted almost shamefully. “I’ve chosen to let my kind do as they wish, the consequences of their mistakes being their only punishment. But they’ve forgotten what we really are and I can’t allow that to continue any longer,” she finished with more resolve.

“And what ‘really’ are you?”

Gabrielle paused, uncertain whether she should answer. She had no way of knowing what Dana might do with the information once she had it. She’d already taken quite a risk by telling Dana her name and all but announcing she was the Queen of the vampires. If Dana told her superiors and the information was leaked to the press, every vampire in the world would know Gabrielle had attempted to collaborate with a hunter.

And not just any hunter, but The Great Vampire Hunter herself. Maybe later, once she’d solidified her power base, such a partnership would be tolerable, but at the moment, it was impossible. In fact, the only reason Dana Clark was even still alive was because she had never discovered the existence of the Upper Orders and therefore never given any of them an opportunity to circumvent the strict laws of their society prohibiting interference with the hunters.

Gabrielle noticed the young woman becoming impatient for her answer and made her choice. She realized she’d already made the decision subconsciously by giving Dana enough information to ask the question in the first place. She finally took a deep breath and began.

“I am the first born of a being your people once designated a deity and a human by the name of Cora. My father came down from the stars, hoping to create a guardian race for your species, but the mixing of my parents’ DNA created something totally unexpected within me.

“In order to live, I required human blood, which I instinctively sought out as soon as I was born. In return for that blood, I was Gifted with immortality. As long as I fed regularly, it seemed I was impervious to death, regenerating from accidents that occurred as I learned the hard way about my weaknesses to sunlight and fire. My father was initially saddened, but in time, he decided to try again and sired many others. However, the result was always the same.

“Eventually, my half-siblings discovered they could pass on the Gift themselves if they allowed their prey to live and take in their blood. The change wrought at conception for my half-siblings and I could also take place after birth by simply passing on the blood that flowed within our veins. For a time, the others rarely killed their victims and instead worked to increase our numbers. But as the Gift was passed down from one vampire to the next, the truth of our origins was not. And now...”

Gabrielle hesitated as she saw the barely hidden disbelief spreading across the hunter’s face. There was more she wished to say, but she realized she’d quite possibly shared too much already. She shook her head, trying to clear away her extraneous thoughts as she focused on the main point of her story.

“Suffice it to say, we’re not evil and we’re not demons. We’re simply hybrids, half of this world and half not,” Gabrielle concluded.

Dana did her best to keep her face impassive. Most vampires tended to profess kinship with the devil or some other evil entity. It was a game of unholier than thou, which usually ended with Dana staking them. This new tack, especially coming from a vamp who had recently demonstrated that she could take Dana out before she even knew what hit her, threw Dana for a loop. She wasn’t quite sure how to respond. She couldn’t just accept what Gabrielle had told her, but it was clear to Dana that the blonde believed what she’d said. If it was true, Dana knew she needed to learn as much as she could.

“You said you’ve never passed on your... ‘gift,’” Dana finally said, trying to keep the disdain for the terminology out of her voice in an attempt to gain more information.

“No, I’ve never let any of my prey escape death,” Gabrielle confirmed. “And now, to do so would be unthinkable.”

“Why me?” Dana suddenly asked. “I’ve killed more vampires than any other hunter in the Association. Why would you want someone who so obviously hates your kind working for you? Aren’t you afraid I’ll turn on you?”

“I’ve chosen you because you are the best. And as long as you’re receiving the locations of vampire dens, it would be rather foolish of you to attempt to kill your source for more. I also know you’re an honorable woman. If I asked for your oath that you wouldn’t attempt to stake me while we worked together, I would trust you to keep your word. However, I won’t ask you for that. It would give you a false sense of hope that you could kill me,” Gabrielle smirked, though Dana didn’t quite see the humor in her statement.

“What will you do if I refuse your offer?”

“You can’t.”

“What do you mean ‘I can’t’?” Dana asked, her anger beginning to rise again at the vamp’s audacity.

“Whether you choose to work with me or not, if I provide you with the locations of the others’ dens, you will undoubtedly inspect them and then kill all those you find there. Your curiosity and need to avenge your family’s deaths won’t let you do anything else. So as you can see, the only thing you can refuse is to admit that you’re accepting my help.”

Gabrielle didn’t say it in a condescending manner. She was simply stating a fact that Dana knew she couldn’t refute.

The first vampire she’d ever staked had been the one who had killed her parents and younger brother. She’d been a hunter ever since, only getting certification with the VHA so that she wouldn’t have to deal with police questioning after a kill. Her ID badge also gave her access to places and files that were normally off limits to regular citizens.

Dana shook her head to clear away the unhappy memories as she made her decision. She couldn’t believe she was actually going to do it, but she’d already made up her mind when Gabrielle had first offered her the locations of the vampire lairs. Now, it was just a matter of saying it out loud, something she knew would bind her stronger than any legal contract ever could.

She took a deep breath and then let it out.

“All right. I’ll work with you for as long as you continue to give me information that leads to vampire deaths. After that, you’re fair game just like the rest of them,” Dana vowed.

Gabrielle nodded her acceptance.

“There’s an old abandoned warehouse on the north side of the railroad tracks where Baker dead ends into Garfield. You’ll find seven vampires in the basement and twice as many servants. They’ve dug it out considerably. It’s much larger than it appears on the outside. The servants are armed, but not very well trained. However, the vampires are a bit stronger than you’re used to. You’ll want to exercise caution when dealing with them and plan accordingly.”

Gabrielle paused as she glanced up at the shattered windows of the broken-down building. She narrowed her eyes and then returned her gaze to Dana.

“It’s getting early. I must leave. I’ll meet with you again once you’ve used the information. Remember... Be careful.”

Then she was gone. Dana hadn’t blinked. The vamp had just disappeared. That really unnerved her.

Nothing made of flesh and blood should be able to move like that.

Dana shook her head in dismay as she retrieved the ammo mag and the bullet Gabrielle had taken from her and replaced them in her gun. She spent a few minutes using her small flashlight to check around the interior, just in case, but she couldn’t find anything even remotely resembling a camera or microphone pickup, and with all the dust obviously undisturbed, it was clear no one had been in the place for weeks, if not months.

Dana headed out to the street and jogged back to the Beast. She tried not to think about the fact she’d just teamed up with a vampire. It was unheard of for a vamp to act as an informant for a hunter. Slaves did sometimes, but never vampires. It was one of those unwritten rules and Dana had just thoroughly smashed it to pieces.

Dana slowed to a walk as she neared the huge black SUV, and then climbed in, sighing as she settled into the cushioned leather seat. She was exhausted, but not from the jog. Between the information dump she’d received from Gabrielle and their tension-filled confrontation she’d somehow survived, Dana was on sensory overload. All she really wanted to do was go home and go to sleep. Unfortunately, she couldn’t do that just yet, not with the knowledge that there were seven vampires out there who would probably be hitting the streets come dusk, if she didn’t hit them first.

Dana sat and stared out her windshield as she considered her options. The sensible thing to do would be to go home, call in the information, and let some other hunter lead the raid.

She activated her laptop and checked the location Gabrielle had given her. It was in the Bronx, which meant it fell under the Bronx precinct’s jurisdiction. She checked their status, but it was clear they already had more than they could handle at the moment. In fact, they had a general call out for anyone interested in overtime to come help them out.

She could still order a raid by one of the other precincts that had a few hunters to spare, but if anything went wrong, there would be a lot of questions regarding why she hadn’t led the raid herself.

Which left her back at the somewhat insane idea of doing just that on no sleep, though she might be able to get a nap in if she timed it for later in the day. That might work.

Dana started the Tacvee and directed the vehicle towards her precinct.













Chapter 10

 





Dana entered the 64th precinct just after dawn. She bypassed her office and headed directly for the Chief’s. She knocked and waited for his call to enter before opening the door.

Mark looked up from the report on his desk and held up a finger to indicate he’d be with her in just a minute, and then went back to reading the report as Dana closed the door behind her and sat down in one of the visitors’ chairs. He finished the last paragraph and signed the paper, placing it in a tray on the corner of his desk.

He sat back and regarded his favorite hunter.

“So, what’s up?” he asked.

“I got a tip on a lair. Seven vampires and their slaves, so I’m putting a team together. I just wanted to give you a heads up,” Dana explained.

Mark nodded. If it had been anyone else, he would’ve asked for confirmation on the tip, but Dana was never wrong about these things. The fact that she was planning to bring backup instead of trying to go in alone told him she was sure about the information, whatever its source. He was also pleased she seemed to have finally given up on her recent white whale routine and was getting back to work.

“Who didja have in mind?” he asked.

“I was thinking Debbie and Dale, and then Carl Cooke from the Staten Island precinct.”

Mark paused.

“You wanna go in with only four hunters?”

“It’s only seven vamps.”

“And their slaves. You mentioned slaves. Even if there’s only one per vamp, that’s still at least fourteen hostiles.”

Dana had the decency to look chagrined, since Gabrielle had told her explicitly there would be at least two slaves per vampire, not to mention she should be extra careful with the vamps, but she still couldn’t help arguing.

“You know slaves don’t count. Besides, my information says they’re poorly trained. My team will handle them.”

“Slaves do count. We may not get as many kills from them, but they put more hunters in the hospital than the vamps.”

“That’s because the vamps cause fatal wounds and the slaves don’t. Hence, they don’t count,” Dana grinned.

“Clark...”

Dana held up her hands in surrender.

“All right. How about I add Bastian from Manhattan North and Nicky Cavazzo from the Bronx? That’s almost a one-to-one ratio with the vamps.”

“Fine. I’ll even call ’em in for you,” he said as he turned to his computer to bring up the hunters’ current duty assignments.

“Are you implying I won’t?”

“I would never imply. I would state directly,” Mark deadpanned as he checked over the list. “You goin’ in today?”

“Yeah, I don’t wanna wait. I’m not sure how long the info will be accurate.”

Mark nodded.

“Well, you’ll have to convince Deb to give up her weekend, but Dale and Sebastian are just scheduled for standard patrols, so they should be available.” Mark frowned and shook his head. “Carl and Nick are busy with high profile murder investigations. If they try to put ’em off, we’re looking at a media backlash we really don’t need right now.”

“Okay, what about Jason Albright? We could go in with just the five of us,” Dana tried.

Mark hit a few keys and checked over the new list of names he’d pulled up.

“Yeah. He’s just got some tidying up to do on the Delaney case, but that one’s old news. It can wait a day or two.” He looked over from the screen. “But you’re not going in with less than six. You may be okay with those odds, but I’m not. Now, I just checked and Steve Harper is available. Why don’t you—”

“No. No fucking way.” Dana stood up and paced behind the chairs. “I’m not putting him on my team, not after last time. He could’ve gotten somebody killed. That son of a bitch—”

“Is sober now.” Mark sighed at the barely suppressed rage he saw on the younger woman’s face. “He fucked up, Dana. He knows it, I know it, everybody fucking knows it. But it was four years ago and he’s done a hell of a job cleaning up his act since then. Everybody knows that, too... Except you, apparently.”

Dana shook her head.

“I don’t give a flying fuck. I trusted him and he screwed me over. He screwed my team over. I won’t give him the chance to do it again.”

Mark shook his head and sighed again.

“It’s called forgiveness, Dana. You should look into it.”

Dana crossed her arms and looked sullenly at the carpet. Finally, she spoke.

“What if he decides today is his day to relapse?”

Mark didn’t hesitate.

“Then I’ll fire his ass on the spot and file formal charges against him, so he doesn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of ever claiming his pension.”

Dana studied him, knowing he wouldn’t say something like that and not follow through, but she also knew he cared a lot about the hunters and making sure their families were taken care of.

“You’re that sure about him?” she asked.

“Yes. I wouldn’t have put him back on duty if I wasn’t, and I certainly wouldn’t put his life, or anyone else’s, at risk by allowing an unstable hunter on the job.”

Dana snorted.

“Not according to some people.”

Mark caught the reference and smiled.

“You’re driven, not unstable. There’s a difference.” He softened his gaze. “Give him a chance.”

Dana frowned.

“Is that an order?”

Mark shook his head.

“No. You pick your teams. Maybe not the number,” he smiled. “But the people are up to you, you know that. But I think it would mean a lot to him to have a chance to make up for what he did to you, and I think you would learn a lot from giving him that chance.”

Dana rolled her eyes, but Mark could tell she was thinking about it. Eventually, she nodded.

“All right. I’ll talk to him. And I promise I’ll call everybody in, since you’re so worried.”

Mark nodded his acceptance and moved on.

“So, who’d you get the tip from? I thought you had last night off.”

“I did. What makes you think that would stop me from doing my job?” She smiled and turned away to head for the door. “I’ll let everyone know what’s up,” Dana said as she closed the door behind her and went to her office to make the changes to the other hunters’ assignments.

It wasn’t until half an hour later that Mark realized she’d never answered his question about the tip.





* * *

 





Dana sat down at her desk and began making calls. She pulled Dale and Sebastian in from their patrols and then dialed Debbie’s home number. She knew the woman wouldn’t be happy about coming in on one of her days off, but Dana wanted Debbie on her team. There were very few women Dana trusted in a fight and she liked to use them on her teams whenever possible.

“Hello?” came the sleepy voice on the other end of the line.

“It’s Clark. I need you for a raid today. You up for it?”

“Clark? Shit, it’s fucking six in the morning. This is the only day I get to sleep in, goddamn it.”

“Hey, you’re the one who said to call you next time. Well, this is next time. And I’ll authorize double pay if you come in. It’s a good-sized lair. Seven vamps and their slaves. I could really use your expertise.”

Dana heard a sigh of resignation and the rustle of covers being pushed back.

“All right. Fine. Give me an hour and I’ll be there. Who else is going?”

“I’ve already got Dale and Bastian on their way in, but I still need to call Jason Albright... and... I’m gonna talk to Steve.”

Dana felt the pause on the other end and then Debbie spoke.

“I’m glad you’re finally working things out with him. He’s a good man. And I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

“I hope so.”

“I know so. Well, everything sounds good. Oh, hey, you mind if I bring Ben along? He’s gonna pout for days if he finds out I went on a raid with you and left him out.”

Dana thought about it and shrugged her shoulders.

“Yeah, sure. That’ll put us at one-to-one, which should get the Chief off my back.”

“All right, I’ll let him know. See ya in a bit,” Debbie said and then cut the connection.

Dana hung up the phone, taking a moment to process what she’d said about Steve. Even though she’d promised the Chief she was going to talk to the man, telling someone else somehow made it seem more definite, like she was locked in somehow.

After a moment, Dana shook her head at the ridiculousness of her thoughts. She’d already made the decision. Even if she hadn’t acted on it yet, it was done. She had no intention of backing out.

She focused on the present and picked up the phone again, dialing Jason’s cell phone number from memory.

“Albright,” came the clear voice.

“Hey. It’s Clark. Wanna go huntin’?” she invited, her grin coming through loud and clear in her predatory tone.

“You know it. Is that an order, though? ’Cause I’d love to, but Brodie tasked me with the Delaney murders, and I’ve still got a few things left to do before I’m finished with them,” he replied unhappily.

“Yes, it’s an order,” Dana confirmed. “I want you on my team. I’ve got seven vampires just waiting for you to take a crack at ’em, so you can tell Brodie to go fuck himself. I’m transferring you for the day.”

“I think I’ll just tell him about the transfer part, if you don’t mind. I sorta need this job. See you in a few.”

Dana smiled to herself as she placed the phone back in its cradle. Then she remembered who the last person on her team was supposed to be and her smile faded. She sat for another few moments in indecision and then abruptly stood.

Fuck it. No time like the present.

Dana made her way down several hallways and stopped outside a familiar door. At least it had been familiar four years ago. She hadn’t heard about any changes regarding the man’s office, so she hoped he was still in there. She really didn’t want to have to ask anyone where he was or log in to the system to check his location.

She took a deep breath, trying to settle herself, and then decided she was as settled as she was going to get. She raised her hand and knocked twice quickly, then opened the door, not waiting for an answer.

Steve was sitting at his desk, typing at the computer. He looked up, his expression slightly annoyed at the interruption, but it abruptly changed to surprise when he recognized who was in his doorway.

Dana didn’t wait for his acknowledgment.

“You busy? Graves said you were available for a raid today.”

“Um, yeah, I guess. I was just gonna—”

“Great. Meet me in conference room one at nine.” She started to leave, and then paused. “Don’t be late,” she added, and then closed the door behind her.

She released the death grip she’d had on the doorknob and shook out her hand as she walked away.

She still wasn’t sure letting the man on her team had been a good decision on her part. As much as she might want to blame Graves, she knew she’d never forgive herself if Steve caused any problems for the rest of the team. As team leader, it was her responsibility to keep her people as safe as possible given their job description.

Dana squared her shoulders as she made her decision. If Steve Harper put her team members in danger again, this time, she wouldn’t hesitate. And she wouldn’t wait for Graves to bench him. She’d take him out of the game herself. Permanently.





* * *

 





Less than an hour later, Dana was parked some distance away from the unmarked warehouse, which was exactly where Gabrielle had said it would be. She could sense the vampires within and saw movement behind the ratty curtains covering the dark windows. She raised a pair of binoculars to her eyes and focused on the dirty glass panes.

Slaves.

They were probably just having breakfast after tucking in their masters for the day.

Dana put the binoculars away and started the Beast. As she drove back to the precinct, she was already planning the attack based on what she’d seen. There were overgrown fences around the warehouse that would give good cover to her and her teammates.

Once she was at the station again, she went directly to the conference room she’d booked and logged in. As soon as the others arrived, she launched into the mission briefing. She brought up an aerial map on one of the large touch screens hanging on the wall and used two smaller screens to show multiple street-level views of the warehouse along with a digital wire mesh blueprint of the building she’d pulled from the county clerk’s office. She used a stylus to circle different spots on the aerial and drew arrows to clarify her plans as she spoke. She didn’t want there to be any confusion about what they were up against.

“We’ll all go in at the same time, coming from these points, and clear out the slaves first. My sources say there are fourteen, but there could always be more. The building has three stories, but it looked like most of the slaves were on the bottom floor. Once we’re done with them, you four,” she pointed at Dale, Debbie, Ben, and Steve, “will back up the rest of us while we finish hunting down the vamps. We’ll probably split up into teams at that point, but I’ll assess the situation before assigning partners. We’ll be hitting them in the middle of their deepest sleep, so they probably won’t put up much resistance, but if the basement’s been dug out well enough, they’ll be safe from the sun and could end up really giving us a run for our money.”

They all nodded. There was probably a getaway tunnel that connected with the sewer system under the city. If the demons made it to that point, they’d lose them. All the hunters had worked with Dana before and knew it was their job to keep the vampires from escaping long enough for Dana or one of the other lead hunters to kill them all. They could make kills themselves, but if forcing a kill meant letting another get away, Dana would stake them instead of the vampires.

“When do we leave?” Jason asked eagerly. He hadn’t been on a raid in over a month and was itching for some action.

Dana grinned at his impatience and checked her watch as Sebastian clapped him on the shoulder in agreement with the sentiment.

“You’ve all got three hours to get your gear together. Then we leave. We’ll hit the warehouse at twelve-thirty.”

From past experience, the team knew Dana’s timing for the raid was meant to hopefully catch the slaves at the end of their lunch, not only taking them by surprise, but also on heavy stomachs.

“All right, get to work,” Dana ordered, turning off the screens, while her team members filed out of the small room.

When she was done, Dana sat down at the table and rested her head on her arms to try to relax and recharge for a few minutes. She was still tired, but planning the raid had woken her up quite a bit. She just didn’t want to use up all her energy before it was actually needed. An adrenaline crash in the middle of a raid wouldn’t be good.

As Dana closed her eyes, an image of the blonde vampire formed in her mind’s eye. She immediately sat up and opened her eyes. She really needed to stop thinking about the damn vamp.

Dana tried not to dwell on the fact that hardly a minute had gone by that she hadn’t thought about Gabrielle since she’d first seen her three weeks ago. The hunter had met many vampires. Most were beautiful. It seemed to be part of the code they used to decide who was granted vampire status and who was turned away, though there were some who were decidedly challenged in the area of physical beauty.

The hunter had seen many of them pass as humans, obviously enjoying their duplicity. But as soon as they were alone, they let their fangs grow and reveled in their vampiric nature, merrily showing off for Dana in an attempt to impress her with their superiority.

Gabrielle had done nothing to try to dazzle her, except maybe when she’d taken the gun from her hands, but that seemed to have been more to prove a point than to amaze Dana with her ability.

Dana shook her head. She was having a hard time keeping in mind that Gabrielle was a vampire and not just another human like herself. That story Gabrielle had told her about vampires being a hybrid species of human and ‘a being from the stars’ was slowly worming its way into her mind, making her question her beliefs. It would change everything if vampires weren’t really demons.

Then again, maybe not, Dana thought, her eyes hardening as she remembered the lifeless bloodied bodies of her parents and brother, their screams echoing in her mind. Demon or no, they all deserve to die. They’re evil. They prey on helpless victims. They...

An image of Gabrielle’s small blonde form suddenly crystallized in Dana’s mind and she paused in the middle of her mental tirade. Gabrielle didn’t prey on the innocent. In fact, she did exactly what Dana did. She sought out those who hurt others and destroyed them.

Dana had read case after case in which Gabrielle had prevented rapes, muggings, beatings, and murders, even attempting to calm the victims until the authorities arrived, at which point she always disappeared. Compassion from a vampire seemed so out of place, but it appeared to come naturally to Gabrielle.

Dana quickly slammed down on her next thoughts. Sure, Gabrielle was intelligent, caring, beautiful, and even had a somewhat wry sense of humor, but damn it, she was a vampire.

“Just don’t go there, Clark,” she mumbled to herself as she left to sort out what equipment she’d be taking on the raid.













To Be Continued...
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