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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

 





How can something so beautiful be so evil?

“I’m not evil, you know,” she said.

Great, now the bitch is reading my mind, Clark thought.

“And I can’t read your mind. I’ve just been around for a very long time. I’ve met a lot of your kind.”

It took a considerable amount of Gabrielle’s will power to keep her fangs from growing at the sight of the dark-haired beauty. She could feel them wanting to grow from beneath her upper lip to extend over her bottom lip, but she tamped down the desire.

“And I’ve killed a lot of your kind,” Clark sneered.

“I know. Many of my kind abuse their powers. But I really don’t blame them. They think like you do, that the power is evil, that they have no choice in the matter. But if you really sit down and think about it, there’s no reason why my powers can’t be used for good.”

“Oh, spare me your rationalizations. You’re a fucking vampire. You feed off humans like cattle,” Clark said, not taking her eyes off the beautiful blond for even a moment as she inched her way forward, her two-handed grip leveling the wooden spike at her quarry. Though, at the moment, she wasn’t quite sure who was the hunter and who was the hunted.

“That’s just it. I only need to feed once every few days. Humans slaughter cattle by the thousands 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. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t begrudge you your sustenance, but I question your equation that because I feed on humans that I am somehow evil in comparison with the mortal practice of eating animals. Why is it that you think you’re above nature?”

“This isn’t going to work, you know. I’ve killed dozens 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.”

“You would only be able to kill me if I let you,” Gabrielle told the tall woman and then proved it by moving faster than the light impulses could register in the woman’s brain and snatched the wooden stake from her hands before Clark could even inhale her next breath. Gabrielle looked as though she hadn’t moved; even her long black cloak was still. The stake simply appeared in her hand. “I find it ironic that your Order has chosen to exterminate us. You have vampire blood running through you now.”

“Yeah, right,” Clark scoffed.

“How do you think you and the others in your Order are able to track us? 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.”

“My kind could be very beneficial to your kind, if we weren’t constantly being hunted by you.”

“Oh? And how’s that?” The sarcasm dripped from her lips.

“We could act as a kind of ultimate police force. I know you’ve been watching me. You know I only feed on rapists and child molesters. I’ve probably saved this city millions of dollars in court costs and jail fees, not to mention the time that would have been wasted on bringing them to trial to prove their guilt of crimes I witnessed them perform. However, you’re right in that many of my kind are abusing their powers and they must be stopped.”

Gabrielle paused. She really wished she could read the woman’s mind, wished that particular power wasn’t a myth. There was no reason in the world for her to trust Clark, but she did. Oh, she wouldn’t turn her back on the woman if she was holding a stake in her hands, but she was almost positive that she could persuade the dark woman to help her.

“You’re turning against your own kind? Figures,” Clark 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?” That had definitely sounded like ownership rather than belonging.

“Yes. My society.”

“You’re old. One of the oldest I’ve ever met.”

“I’m the oldest you will ever meet.”

Clark started laughing. She knew she was considered the best in the Vampire Hunters Association, but no one in the VHA would believe her if she told them she’d actually hunted down the mysterious leader of the vampires.

“I’m glad you find the thought so amusing,” Gabrielle smirked. She didn’t really know what had tickled the woman’s funny bone, but it was delightful to see her laughing instead of wearing the more usual scowl.

“I can help you find those of my kind that have chosen to dishonor life and abuse their gifts,” Gabrielle stated.

“And what would I have to give you in return?”

“Just do what you do best. Kill them.”

Clark 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 make me into one of you,” Clark breathed the words out 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 Clark the impression that she had just come under this small woman’s protection. Vampire, she’s not a woman.

“Why should I trust you?”

“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. I can see you’re thinking I might be laying a trap for you, but that’s really pointless. If I wanted to kill you, I would have done so already.”

Clark frowned. She didn’t like that she believed this wo... vampire, but she did. If Gabrielle had wanted her dead, she could have dealt the deathblow when she took the stake. There would have been nothing Clark could have done about it.

That thought made Clark distinctly uncomfortable. She’d never met a vampire as old as Gabrielle. The younger ones could move fast, but she’d always been able to move fast enough to keep up with them.

Clark thought about Gabrielle’s revelation that the Hunters had vampires in their ancestry. Unfortunately, it made sense. Something occurred to Clark and she smiled in triumph.

“Why don’t you just kill these ‘renegade’ vampires of yours yourself?”

“Because it would be too easy for the others to be alerted and 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 kind. You would be wiped out in a matter of months. It wouldn’t matter that without humans to feed on, our kind would eventually die. The instantaneous power they would gain would drive them insane.”

Clark took in this information without even a blink of her eyes. She was learning things about the 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 and a younger vampire would find it near impossible to force the issue. At least alone. If a large enough group worked together, they could overpower the stronger vampire and that’s what Gabrielle was afraid of.

But why now? What had happened that had caused the illusive leader of the vampires to reveal herself and ask the infamous Dana Clark for help?

The VHA had noticed a trend in the last few decades. The vampires were getting more careless and the number of attacks had risen sharply, especially in the inner cities. Something was changing in the Vampire Order. And now this.

“You’re afraid there’s going to be a coup. The others don’t happen to like your style of leadership?” Clark grinned in sarcasm.

“I’ve never really exerted my powers as eldest. 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 it to go any further.”

“And what ‘really’ are you?”

“I was the first born of a being your people had designated a deity and a mortal by the name of Cora. My father had hoped I would be the link that would bind our two species together. I grew at a phenomenal rate and killed within the second hour after my birth. My father was saddened, but understood that the mixing of our DNA had created something totally unexpected within me. He tried again, many times, but the result was always the same. I am the only survivor of that First Order.

“My brothers and sisters learned through trial and error that the Gift could be passed on if the victim was allowed to live and take in the blood of his attacker. The change that was wrought at conception for my half-siblings and I could take place after birth by simply passing on the blood that flowed within our veins. For a time, my siblings rarely killed their victims and instead worked to increase our numbers.”

“You said you’d never passed on your ‘gift’,” Clark said, trying to keep the disdain for the terminology out of her voice in an attempt to gain more information. This vampire was very talkative and that could prove highly useful.

“No, I’ve never let any of my prey escape death. And now, to do so would be unthinkable.”

“Why me? 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 getting information on where the next vampire lair is, it would be rather foolish of you to attempt to kill your source for more. I also know that you’re an honorable woman. If I asked for your oath that you wouldn’t attempt to stake me while we worked together, and you gave it to me, I would trust you to keep your word. But I won’t ask you for that. It would give you a false sense of hope that you actually could kill me.” Gabrielle grinned slightly and was delighted to see an answering grin on the other woman’s face.

“What will you do if I refuse your offer?”

“You can’t.”

“What do you mean ‘I can’t’?”

“Whether you choose to work with me or not, if I provide you with the locations of the others’ hideouts, you will end up checking them out and then killing 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. Clark had heard that tone of voice in others who had offered her immortality if she’d just spare their lives. Gabrielle was simply stating a fact that Clark knew she couldn’t refute.

The first vampire she’d ever staked had been the one that 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.

Clark couldn’t believe she was actually going to do this, 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.

“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,” Clark gave her word.

Gabrielle nodded her acceptance. “There’s an old abandoned warehouse on the south side of the railroad tracks near 45th and Grover. You’ll find seven vampires and their servants in the basement. 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.”

Gabrielle looked up through the shattered windows of the broken-down warehouse they were standing in. Her eyes narrowed and then she returned her gaze to Clark.

“It’s getting early. I must leave. I will meet with you again once you’ve used the information. Take care.”

And then she was gone. Clark hadn’t blinked, the wom... Damn, vampire, had just disappeared. That really unnerved her. Nothing made of flesh and blood should be able to move like that.

Clark turned around and picked her way through the dust and debris strewn about the inside of the warehouse. She got to her car and stashed her gear in the backseat. Driving home gave her time to think about all that had happened in the past few months.

She’d been tracking this particular vampire for weeks. Following her movements throughout the city, even watching a few of her kills. This vampire was different in her hunting habits than any other Clark had come across before. She didn’t play with her food for one thing. As soon as she had her victim alone, she went right for the kill. Then she left.

A little background on the victims showed them to have been convicted of rape or child molesting or some other heinous crime against innocents, particularly children. Or if there was no prior, a little investigation into their families showed that abuse had been taking place on a fairly regular basis.

This vampire also didn’t seem to have any servants. Most vampires had at least one. The servants made sure that nothing happened to their masters during the daytime when a vampire was most vulnerable and in return were eventually allowed to become vampires themselves.

The sun was just peeking out over the horizon when Clark pulled into her driveway. Normally, she would have just been waking, preparing to begin the hunt again, but she hadn’t found Gabrielle’s latest resting place until sunset the day before. She’d decided to continue her tracking anyway in hopes of following her to her next resting place and killing her then. Gabrielle had a habit of picking random spots to bed down for the day and only by following her until sunrise would Clark have been able to be sure of where she’d gone.

But instead, after Gabrielle had gone on her normal hunt, she’d led Clark to that warehouse. By the time she’d realized through her sleep-deprived fuzziness what Gabrielle was doing, she’d known she would have to fight her way out if she intended to see the sun again. But Gabrielle hadn’t attacked. She’d said she only wanted to talk. And, since Clark was alive and standing in her own living room, she had to admit that Gabrielle had been telling the truth.

Clark took a long hot shower and then curled up on her bed on top of the thick comforter spread across its surface. She hadn’t stayed up so late on a job for a very long time. She was exhausted. She let her eyes close and drifted off to sleep.













Chapter 2

 





Clark heard a siren slowly getting louder and louder as it got closer. The bodies of her parents and brother and the vampire that had attacked them in the middle of the night lay on the front lawn of her parents’ home. She was covered in blood and still held one of the legs of the chair she’d used to create several makeshift stakes to take on the murderous vampire.

Neighbors were standing around the carnage as the new dawn light crept across the front yard. 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.

The incessant buzzing of the siren was getting on her nerves. She opened her eyes and saw her bedroom. Looking around, 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.

She sat up and headed for the bathroom. She’d taken the day off yesterday after getting home at dawn and just caught up on some much needed sleep and a little reading. Now, it was time to get back to work. She had vampires to kill.

Walking into the station, she yelled back the greetings she got and took the ribbing for missing a day with a sardonic grin. She’d been tracking vampires for nearly twelve years and had yet to take a single vacation, missing work only because of injuries or mandatory court appearances.

She went directly to the head of the department and knocked on his door.

“Come in,” came the muffled reply.

She opened the door and then closed it behind her. She sat down in the visitor’s chair across from the chief, a medium built gray-haired man in his early fifties. The VHA ran its local offices much the same as the police department. Clark worked out of the 46th precinct of the VHA in New York City, which had one of the highest populations of vampires in the world. It was perfect for her.

“What’s up?”

Mark Graves looked up from his desk at his best Hunter. He’d always gotten teased about his name. It had seemed that he’d been destined from birth to work on the VHA task force when it was still under the jurisdiction of the state police department. When the VHA had finally been granted its own separate powers under the law, he’d been given the 46th precinct to run as he saw fit. He still thought accepting Dana Clark into his department was the smartest decision he’d ever made.

“I got a tip on a lair. Seven vampires and their servants. I’m going to need back-up on this one.”

Graves nodded. Normally, he would have asked for confirmation on the tip, but Clark was never wrong about these things. And the fact that she was asking for back-up, instead of trying to go in alone, told him she was sure about the information, whatever its source.

“Got anyone in mind?” He knew she preferred to pick her own teams and raids usually went better when he didn’t force Clark to work with certain people.

“Johnson, Cooke, and Ross. Debbie and Carl are good at taking down the servants and Dale can help me with the vamps. Are they available?”

Mark looked over his assignments listing:



Cooke, Carl - investigating Reeves murder

Johnson, Deborah - free day

Ross, Dale - standard patrol



“Well, Carl’s busy and you’ll have to convince Deb to give up her weekend, but Dale’s available.”

“Okay, what about Jason Albright? I want a full team, at least four of us.”

Albright, Jason - James family murder, follow-up

“Yeah, he’s just got some tidying up to do on the James case, but that can wait a day or two. Go ahead and put him on your team. You goin’ in today?”

“Yeah, I don’t want to wait. I’m not sure how long the info will be accurate.”

“Who’d you get the tip from? I thought you took yesterday off?”

“I did. I got the tip the day before. Or rather that morning. I pulled an all-nighter. Well, I’ll go let everyone know what’s up.”

Clark left him to make the changes to the assignments. It wasn’t until half an hour later that Mark realized she’d never answered his question about the tip.

Clark called Ross in from his patrol and then got on the phone to Debbie. She knew the woman wouldn’t be happy about coming in on one of her off days, but Clark wanted Debbie on her team and they had to go in now.

“Hello?” came the sleepy voice on the other end of the line.

“Hey. It’s Clark. I need you for a raid today.”

“Clark? Shit, it’s fucking six in the morning. This is the only day I get to sleep in, goddamn it,” Deborah whined into the phone. She knew as soon as she’d heard Clark’s voice she would do whatever the woman asked of her, but she wasn’t going to make it easy.

“I know, but you know you’ll get double pay for coming in and it’s a full lair; seven vampires and their slaves. We gotta move today, though.”

Clark wasn’t sure why she was in such a hurry, she just had a feeling that she shouldn’t wait even one more day and she’d learned to trust her gut instincts.

“Alright. Fine. Give me an hour and I’ll be there. Who else is going?” she asked as she pushed back her covers and went to her closet to pull out appropriate clothing for an assault.

“I’ve got Dale and I need to call Jason Albright to see if he can put off what he’s working on right now to join us.”

Debbie nodded at the names. They were good in a fight and always watched the backs of those they worked with. A lot of Hunters went into a raid with something akin to ‘no guts, no glory’ on their minds, trying to make a name for themselves. They usually got cut down pretty quick, but she’d been unlucky enough to work with a few that had managed to survive their hunting adolescences and tried to avoid future partnerships with them as much as possible. Clark was always very picky about who she teamed up with, so Debbie wasn’t too worried.

“Sounds good. I’ll see you in a bit.”

Clark hung up the phone and then dialed for Jason’s cell phone. Hopefully, with the early hour, he hadn’t started on anything yet.

“Albright,” came the clear voice.

“Hey. It’s Clark. Wanna go hunting?” she asked with a grin.

“Love to, but I got some things I gotta finish up on the James murders.”

“Graves said you could put that stuff off for a day if you wanted to be on my team. I’ve got seven vampires just waiting for you to take a crack at them.”

“Alright then. I’ll call Graves and confirm. See you in a few.”

Clark smiled to herself. Jason was a good Hunter. He didn’t have the tracking sense that most Hunters used to find vampires and their hideouts, but he did have an uncanny ability to know when things weren’t right. He’d kept the teams he was on from walking into traps on many occasions. He was considered a good luck charm.

Clark pulled out her map and located the general area that Gabrielle had told her the lair was. Then she got in her car and drove out there. She made sure to leave orders for her team members to give them something to do while she was out checking the lay of the land.

The warehouse was exactly where Gabrielle had said it would be. She could sense the vampires within and saw movement behind the dark and dirty windows. Servants. They were probably just having breakfast after tucking their masters in for the day.

Clark started her car and turned around to go 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 in the station again, she commandeered one of the planning rooms and drew a basic map of the area with red and blue markers on the whiteboard so the others could see what they were up against.

“So, the servants are on the bottom floor, vamps in the basement. You said the basement’s been dug out to make it bigger?” Dale asked.

“Yeah.” Clark looked at her team. “We’ll all go in at the same time and clear out the slaves first. Once we’re done with the slaves, you two,” she pointed at Dale and Debbie, “can back us up with the vamps. 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 deep 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 would connect with the sewer system under the city and if the demons made it to that point, they’d lose them. They’d all worked with Clark before and knew it was their job to keep the vampires from escaping long enough for Clark to kill them all. They could make kills themselves, but if forcing a kill meant letting another get away, Clark would stake them instead of the vampires.

“When do we leave?” asked Jason. He hadn’t been on a raid in a couple months and he was itching for some action.

Clark looked at her watch. “You’ve got one hour to get your gear together. Then we leave. We’ll hit the warehouse at twelve twenty.”

Clark was famous for her odd timing of things. From past experience, the team knew this particular timing was to hopefully catch the servants at the end of their lunch, not only taking them by surprise, but also on heavy stomachs.

“Alright, get to work.”

Clark wiped the board clean while her team members filed out of the small room. She sat down at the table to think for a few minutes. It wasn’t unheard of for her to take on five vampires at once and come out on top. So why had she decided she needed a team on this one?

She tried to remember if she’d gotten any strange vibes from Gabrielle. Well, other than the normally strange vibes she got from all vampires and the strangeness she got in particular because of her age.

Nope, nothing.

She tried not to dwell on the fact that not a minute had gone by since talking to Gabrielle that she hadn’t thought about her. Clark 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.

Clark 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 Clark 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 stake from her hands, but that had been more to prove a point than to amaze Clark with her ability.

Clark shook her head. She was having a hard time keeping in mind that Gabrielle was a vampire, an evil demon spawn from Hell, and not just another human like herself. Clark slammed down on her next thoughts. Sure, Gabrielle was intelligent, beautiful, even had a bit of a wry sense of humor, but damn it, she was a vampire.

“Just don’t go there, Clark,” she mumbled to herself and left to sort out what equipment she’d be taking on the raid.













Chapter 3

 





Clark watched the windows through her binoculars. She’d counted at least ten servants within the building, but there was no way to know if there were more out of sight in the basement. She could feel the sleeping vampires were very close. She put her binoculars away and then prepared herself. She clicked on her shoulder mike.

“Get ready,” she whispered.

Another minute went by as she waited for only she knew what. It was just this sense that ‘now’ was the right time. A figure walked past one of the windows and she knew it was now or never.

“Go,” she hissed.

She jumped up and over the waist-high fence she’d been crouched behind and ran for the building even as she gave the command, her feet pounding hard on the dry packed dirt. Dale was coming in from her left, Debbie on her right, and she knew Jason would be running in from the other side of the warehouse, though she couldn’t see him because her line of sight was blocked by the building itself.

A few feet from the window and she could see the suddenly alarmed faces of the servants beginning to scramble. She ducked her head and threw her body, shoulder first, into the window. She rolled as she landed and came up shooting.

She tried to aim for legs and shoulders. Servants were only humans after all and some of them could be rehabilitated after serving a nice long prison sentence. But when they started returning fire on her and her teammates, all bets were off.

A quick recount showed her that there were actually a total of fifteen slaves in the expansive room. She’d taken down three in the first five seconds after her entrance and her team members had taken out a combined total of eight a few moments later. Now it was down to four servants and they were hunkered down behind a couch and firing at her exposed teammates.

“Take cover!” she yelled at them. She’d thrown herself behind a metal cabinet after her initial attack and was sending intermittent shots at the group behind the couch to try to keep their heads down while her people found shelter.

Jason crawled behind the upended furniture to sidle up to her behind the cabinet.

“Are we having fun yet?” he grinned.

“Oh, yeah, lovin’ every minute of it,” Clark drawled. “Think you can get over to that table and cover me while I take ’em out from the right?”

“I’ll get D ‘n’ D to cover us and take left.” He crawled away before she could argue. On second thought, she realized it was a better plan.

Clark waited until she saw Dale and Deb take their places behind the round wooden table that had gotten knocked over during the first part of the fight. She got a nod from Deb and then held up her fist so that Jason could see it. Clark nodded back to Debbie and she and Dale began firing at the couch. Clark dropped her fist and jerked her index finger twice in the direction of the couch to indicate they were on.

Jason half stood and then rolled from behind his sheltering furniture just as Clark jumped up from her own cover and fired into the huddled group of servants. It was all over in a matter of seconds.

“Alright, find the basement.”

They started a search of the room and finally found a trapdoor that lead down into the cellar. Clark went first, then Jason, then Deb, and finally Dale. Clark lit one of her torches. Most Hunters used flashlights, and Clark did keep one with her for emergencies, but she’d found there were many uses a flaming torch could provide that a flashlight just couldn’t.

The cellar was huge. It easily ran for several building lengths beyond the warehouse’s boundaries on all sides. The others had all pulled out their high-powered flashlights and Clark looked around at her team members. She could feel the strange thrill that went through her body when she was so close to so many vampires.

“Jason, take the left side, I’ll take the right. Dale, you back up Jase, and Deb you cover me. If you find a tunnel, mine it. And remember, if it moves, it dies. No questions asked.”

Jason nodded and turned and walked out of the perimeter of Clark’s torchlight, Dale following him a few steps behind. Clark put away her guns and pulled out a long wooden spike. Her torch in her left hand and her stake in her right, she started off to find a vampire to kill. Deb stayed several feet behind and off to Clark’s left to keep her own line of sight clear in case she had to shoot down an attacker.

They moved slowly through the cellar, taking their circle of light with them and leaving darkness behind. Then, Clark saw it, the beginning of the catacombs. The first body length hole was at about waist height and it was empty. Clark studied the dirt in the light given off by her torch and then sniffed at it. There hadn’t been a vampire in that tomb for several months.

She moved on to the next one and it was empty, too. The third one, however, was quite full. There was enough room for one person, or demon of Hell, to crawl into the space and get comfortable, but there was no way she’d have enough room to drive her stake through the creature’s heart. She would have to pull the thing out by its ankles first and then kill it.

She laid her torch on the ground. The new shadows that were cast from the change in lighting were rather creepy, but Clark hardly noticed. She put the spike into one of the custom made loops on her ‘hunting’ belt and then grasped the boots around the ankles of the sleeping vampire.

Clark pulled powerfully and quickly and, in just a couple of seconds, had the surprised vampire thumping onto the ground. Faster than was really humanly possible, Clark pulled the stake from her belt and slammed it home into the creature’s heart. He didn’t make a sound.

Clark pulled out several more stakes from her backpack and slipped them into her belt loops. She picked up the torch again and continued forward after checking behind her to make sure Debbie was still with her. She got a nod and the two went to the next alcove.

Jason had just finished with his own kill when he came across a slight dip in the dirt wall’s surface. A little scraping with the butt of his fresh stake revealed a metal door. He pushed it open and shined his flashlight down the narrow passageway.

“Looks like an escape tunnel to me,” Dale commented.

Jason nodded. He motioned for Dale to turn around and unzipped his pack. He pulled out two grenades and a length of fishing wire. A few minutes later and the passageway was booby-trapped. The two men continued on their way.

Clark pulled out her third victim and slammed her stake down onto its chest while it tried to get away. The wooden stake hit something solid and glanced off to the side. The vampire managed to roll away and stood up to face her attacker.

She opened her shirt and pulled out a square piece of metal and threw it on the ground at Clark’s feet.

“Bet you weren’t expecting that, huh?” she taunted.

Clark grinned. The idiot had just given up her only means of protection against Clark’s stakes. She turned her head slightly and spoke to Deb over her left shoulder.

“Cover me, but don’t interfere. I wanna have some fun.”

Then she leveled her predator’s grin at the vampire and tossed her torch a few feet to her left. “Bring it on,” she snarled at the vampire.

The vampire was a little put off by the ease with which this woman regarded her. There was cockiness and then there was confidence. This woman exuded confidence. But she was a vampire and no mere mortal was going to get the best of her.

She used her supernatural abilities to move quickly into the woman’s space, but somehow the woman was ready for her and blocked her lunge. She jumped back to give herself room to move and time to think.

“You’ll have to do better than that, hellspawn,” Clark taunted her.

Then Clark went on the offensive and moved her considerable bulk much faster than the vampire was expecting. She whipped the butt of her spike across the vampire’s jaw and then spun around to give her crescent kick more power, landing the heel of her right boot in the same place her spike had been moments before.

Clark danced back and waited. The surprised look on the vampire’s face almost made her laugh out loud.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“The name’s Dana Clark. Maybe you’ve heard of me?”

Normally, Clark was very humble. She hated the way everyone tried to make her into some kind of hero. She didn’t feel like a hero and was very uncomfortable with the praise she received from her fellow Hunters and the general public. But when she was on the job, she thoroughly enjoyed making her kills aware of exactly who was about to end their reign of terror.

Clark saw the look of fear pass over the vampire’s face and grinned even wider. The vampire was about to bolt, but Clark got in her way and took the opening that was given her during the brief distraction. She plunged the stake into the vampire’s chest and felt the warm blood spill over her fingers and arms as the creature fell to the ground, taking Clark with her.

Clark rolled the inanimate corpse off her body and got to her feet. She was covered in gore, but didn’t pay attention to it. She picked up the torch and reached to her belt and pulled out another spike. Debbie just shook her head and followed the incredible woman.

There were a few more empty alcoves and then they came to the end of the wall. They turned to follow the new wall in front of them and then Clark heard a masculine scream and took off running. Debbie was hot on her heels.

Jason was on the ground; his throat had been ripped out. Dale was backed up against the wall, the vampire feeding at his neck. Clark stopped and took in the scene lying before her. She threw down the torch and unconsciously fell into a fighting stance as she moved forward to attack the beast consuming her teammate’s blood.

The vampire stopped feeding when he realized he had an audience. He turned around and let Dale slide down the wall in a crumpled heap. His eyes were practically glowing with the power of fresh blood flowing through his veins.

As soon as Dale’s body was out of the way, Debbie pumped her full clip into the creature’s chest. The immediate loss of blood sent him to his knees and Clark took the opportunity to body slam him back into the ground. She tried to stab her weapon into his chest, but his hand came up and grabbed her wrist. She felt the bones in her wrist snap and the spike fell from her grasp.

He powered her up and over and landed on top of her. Another second and he would have his fangs sunk into her neck. Then she felt him stiffen and a strange look came over his face, half disbelief, half fear. He looked down and Clark looked down, too, to see the point of a stake sticking out of his chest.

Clark looked over his shoulder and saw Debbie with both hands still on the shaft of the stake. She pushed it down hard again and it sunk another inch. The vampire twitched once and then fell to the side.

Clark pried the dead vampire’s fingers off her broken wrist and got unsteadily to her feet. She looked at Debbie. The woman appeared calm, but Clark knew she was in shock by the way she kept staring at Jason’s body.

“Hey. Thanks for saving my life.”

“No problem,” Debbie said emotionlessly.

Clark shuffled over to Dale’s body and checked for a pulse with her good hand. There was nothing. She looked up at Debbie who was still staring at Jason’s body. She stood up and ambled over to the young woman.

“Come on. Let’s go radio for cleanup.”

She nudged Debbie and gestured for her to start walking. She picked up the barely burning torch and caught up to her side. They walked back to their cars in silence. Clark called for a cleanup crew and then leaned against the hood of her car next to Debbie, holding her broken wrist and staring at the building they’d just trashed.

“At least they went in the line of duty. I think that’s how both of them wanted it to be,” Clark offered.

Debbie looked over at her. “I think I need to find a new line of work,” she said tiredly.

Clark’s eyes widened in alarm. “You should give it a few days before making that kind of decision. You’re still in shock.”

“No, I’m thinking pretty clearly,” Deb argued.

“Oh yeah? Then why haven’t you asked me why I’m holding my wrist?” she grinned.

Debbie’s eyes finally seemed to focus and she looked down at the way Clark was cradling her right wrist in her left hand.

“Oh, shit, are you okay? What happened?”

“Bastard grabbed my wrist,” Clark spoke through the pain that she was becoming more and more aware of.

“Shit, you should have said something,” Deb admonished her.

“Nothing you can do about it. Once cleanup gets here, I’ll go to the hospital and get it set. Hurts like a bitch, though,” Clark said.

“I’ll bet.”

A few minutes later, the cleanup crew arrived and took over the oddly peaceful scene. Debbie promised to hang around and make sure everything was taken care of while Clark went to the ER.

Clark’s wrist was set and cast after several hours of waiting in the aptly named waiting room and she went home with another prescription for Tylenol with codeine. She called into the precinct to make sure they knew what was going on and then settled back into her couch to do a little reading.

She tended towards historical documentaries on vampirism and the walking dead, along with folktales concerning the same. After blazing through the latest Vampire Journal, she got up and went to her computer. She needed to write up what she’d learned from Gabrielle and send it to the VHA’s Learning Center. The information would be added to the growing database of knowledge controlled by the VHA.

However, she decided it could wait. If she sent the information now, her alliance with the leader of the vampires would be discovered. Instead, she uploaded the document to one of her storage sites and set it up to send the document as e-mail to the VHA in one week. She would make sure to log on again before the deadline and change the send date. If she were killed, then the information would still get to the VHA.

With that done, she looked at the clock. It was after eight and she realized she was starving. She needed to eat anyway to take the Tylenol with codeine. Taking that stuff on an empty stomach was not a good idea.

Clark shut down her computer and fixed herself a meal of steak and a baked potato. She scooped out the potato, a real hassle with only one good hand to work with, and added cheese, salt, pepper, a little butter, and chives and then stuffed it all back into the potato skin and let it cook for a little while longer. Ever since she’d had her first twice-baked potato, she’d decided there was simply no other way to eat the things.

She sat down and flipped on her TV. There really wasn’t anything good on, but she needed something to occupy her mind while she ate. A half hour later, she was done with her meal and flicked off the TV with the remote. She’d downed two Tylenol halfway through her dinner and was now waiting for the things to take effect.

She let her head fall back against the top of the couch. Her mind was drifting when she felt the sudden presence of a vampire near. She opened her eyes and looked around at the deathly silent living room. Her eyes landed on Gabrielle sitting in the leather recliner on her right, her black cloak folded around her body so that only her head was uncovered.

“You’re hurt,” Gabrielle said.

“How the hell did you get in here?” Clark ignored the statement.

“The usual way; through the front door. You forgot to lock it when you came in. I guess you were a little distracted from the pain.”

“Get out,” Clark grunted and let her head fall back again.

For some reason, she was taking perverse pleasure in taunting this particular vampire. She knew exposing her neck like that was like offering a steak to a dog. It was basically irresistible. And yet, she was sure Gabrielle wouldn’t hurt her, wouldn’t even try. Clark tried not to analyze that thought beyond the idea that Gabrielle needed her to kill the other vampires.

Gabrielle felt herself leaning forward and her fangs grew to their full length before she was able to get control of herself. She could almost feel Clark’s skin parting for her, releasing its life-giving blood to her, her lips catching and sucking it into her throat.

This was completely different from what she usually felt when presented with taking the life of her prey. When she went on the hunt, it was all business. She didn’t relish the kill the way others of her kind seemed to. When she took a life, she was simply feeding her need to live. She chose prey that were abusive and vile in their lives to ease her conscience. She’d been doing that since after her first kill with only a few exceptions. She’d had several thousand years to analyze her behavior and didn’t try to deny it anymore.

“I’m sorry for the loss of your friends. They were good people,” Gabrielle offered quietly.

“What would you know about good people? Fucking vampire,” Clark mumbled the words as a curse.

“I know the pain my kind has caused you is... unforgivable. I wish you could see me as just me, instead of as part of a single group. I really don’t appreciate the stereotype, though I do understand it,” she said calmly.

“Are you trying to say you want to be friends?” Clark asked incredulously, finally lifting her head to stare at the vampire.

Gabrielle smiled. No, that would be way too much to ask at this point, Gabrielle thought to herself. “I’m saying I’d like for you to stop blaming me personally for what happened to your family.”

Clark let her eyes close and rested her head back again. “I’ll think about it,” she mumbled.

Gabrielle’s eyes glazed over as she stared at the re-exposed neck. There were things she wanted to do that had nothing to do with being a vampire and everything to do with being a woman. She continued to sit there and closed her eyes as fantasies played out in her mind’s eye.

Several minutes later, Clark raised her head again and turned to look at the vampire sitting in her recliner in her living room in her house. It was unreal. In any other circumstance, she would be engaged in a life or death struggle with the monster, but then, she couldn’t really think of Gabrielle as a monster.

She studied the vampire’s face while it was unaware of her examination. Gabrielle’s short hair was a light blonde, but Clark could see reddish highlights that she knew would shine spectacularly in the sun. Of course, if Gabrielle ever stood in the sun, she’d burst into flames and writhe around on the ground in agonizing pain until she died.

Clark stared at the creamy white complexion and bright red full lips of the vampire. Gabrielle was quite simply beautiful. She knew the brightness of her lips was probably due to Gabrielle having fed before coming for her visit. She realized the idea didn’t make her nauseous the way it usually did when she was faced with other recently fed vampires. In fact, knowing Gabrielle’s choices for dinner, she actually felt a sense of relief that another rapist was permanently off the streets.

Clark shook her head. She couldn’t afford to have those kinds of thoughts about a vampire. The other thoughts were even worse. Like wondering what it would be like to kiss those lips. She tried to think about the fact that those lips had tasted blood not very long ago and that helped to bring her degree of disgust up to a respectable level again.

“Why did you come here?” Clark asked.

Gabrielle opened her eyes and focused on Clark. “You were hurt. I wanted to make sure you were okay.” The words were out before she could stop them. She could see the anger and disbelief flare across Clark’s features and hurried to fix her mistake. “How will you be able to hunt with a broken wrist?” She hoped that was enough. It seemed to be, as Clark’s features resettled themselves into their natural smugness.

“I won’t. I’m going to have to take a few weeks off, mandatory leave of absence, until my wrist heals. It’ll be at least three weeks before they let me go back to work.”

“Oh,” Gabrielle said.

Three weeks normally wasn’t a very long time to her. It was a blink of an eye compared to the length of her life, but things were coming to a head and she needed to move as quickly as possible. She had let things go too far and time was not on her side anymore.

“So, I’ll see you in three weeks,” Clark told her. It was a not so subtle hint to leave.

“I don’t suppose you’d let me heal you,” Gabrielle commented.

Clark’s head snapped around and she pinned Gabrielle with her eyes. “Heal me? What are you talking about?”

“I could heal your wrist, if you let me. You would have to pretend it was still broken and remain on your leave of absence, but you would then be able to continue hunting. You’d just have to work alone.”

Clark stared at her in disbelief. There was nothing in the records of the VHA to suggest that vampires had any kind of special healing abilities. At least, not any that could be used on someone other than themselves. Vampires were famous for being nearly indestructible, save their weaknesses for a stake through the heart, sunlight, and fire, and could heal themselves of serious wounds in a matter of hours. Even cutting off their heads had no lasting effects; they simply grew another one while the old one disintegrated into a fine dust.

“How?” Clark asked warily.

“Don’t worry, it doesn’t involve you drinking my blood or anything like that. I just have to concentrate on the cells of the bones and put them back the way they’re supposed to be. Your scientists would liken it to a combination of telekinesis and genetic manipulation. It will hurt a little, but nothing much above the dull ache you’re feeling right now.”

Clark thought it over. She didn’t like the idea of having to lie to her boss or anyone else. But she also knew that she didn’t want to be laid up for three weeks. There were vampires that needed to be killed. That settled it.

“Alright, what do I have to do?” she asked.

Gabrielle smiled slightly. “Just sit there and try not to move too much.”

Gabrielle stood gracefully and moved to sit next to her. Clark’s first instinct was to bolt, but she checked herself and made her body remain on the couch. Gabrielle held out her hand from within her cloak and Clark warily placed her casted arm in Gabrielle’s grasp.

Gabrielle closed her eyes and Clark watched as Gabrielle’s fangs grew to their full length. They easily extended an inch past her lower lip, pressing into the skin covering her chin. It was fascinating to watch. As Gabrielle concentrated, the fangs retracted and extended in a strange rhythm that only Gabrielle could hear.

Clark felt a soft tingling sensation in her wrist and looked down. She couldn’t see anything, of course. She was tired from the long day and went back to her resting position with her head against the back of the couch.

The next thing she knew, Clark felt tugging on her cast. Clark opened her eyes and looked down to see what Gabrielle was trying to do. Gabrielle had an extended fingernail cutting through the plaster and cotton lining of the cast. A few more inches and she had completely cut through one side of the cast. She pried the cast apart slightly and slid it off Clark’s arm. Clark tentatively flexed her fingers and then rolled her wrist.

“How does it feel?”

“Fine.”

Clark decided it wasn’t necessary to mention that her wrist felt better than it had since she was twenty and had broken it the first time during a similar altercation with a vampire who had taken offense at her attempt to stake him.

“Good. I healed the previous breaks while I was at it. If you give me a little time to recover, I can do the same for your other old injuries.”

“No, that’s alright. I’m fine.”

Gabrielle decided a different tactic was necessary.

“You need to be in top condition if you’re going to be flying solo for the next few weeks. The vampires you’ll be hunting are old. Not nearly as old as me, but old enough to cause you problems if you’re not at peak performance.”

Clark glowered at her. She really didn’t like the idea of Gabrielle tinkering with her body, but she knew the vampire was right. She needed to be at her best. She nodded and resigned herself to her fate.

Gabrielle stood. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

She walked slowly out of the room and Clark heard the front door open and close. She knew where Gabrielle was going. She was replenishing herself. No, she’s going to go brutally murder someone, stop using euphemisms, Clark admonished herself.

She got up and flexed her hand again. It felt really good. She picked up the ceremonial silver stake that rested on a crystal stand above the fireplace.

It was easy to tell that Clark rarely used the fireplace by the position of the furniture. The couch faced the TV/entertainment center. There was a low wooden coffee table in front of the couch and a black leather recliner sat to the right of the couch. The fireplace was set into the wall to the left of the couch and looked like an afterthought in the room’s design.

Clark twirled the silver stake through her fingers, then flipped it into the air and caught it with her left hand. She twirled it again and transferred it, still twirling, back to her right hand. She brought her hands behind her back and continued the twirling, transferring it once again to her left hand, then tossed it into the air and caught it behind her back with her right hand. She ended the little performance with the stake in an overhand stabbing position.

She put the silver stake back on its stand. Graves had given it to her when she’d reached a decade with the VHA. Now, she was finishing up her twelfth year. It was hard to believe how drastically her life had changed after her family had been murdered.

She’d been eighteen. In a few months, she would have packed off to go to college. Instead, she’d woken up to hear her mother screaming and her fourteen-year-old brother running down the hall to see what was going on. Her father had already been dead by that point. Her mother’s screams had abruptly stopped and then her brother’s had started. She’d rushed down the hall and found her brother being consumed by a vampire.

She could still remember the look in her brother’s eyes as he felt his life’s blood draining out of him. She’d screamed a war cry and charged the large beast, slamming into his body. She’d bounced off of him as they hit the floor. It was sheer luck that she found the broken chair her brother had attempted to use to get the creature off their mother. When she’d turned around with the broken chair leg in her hands, the vampire had charged her and impaled himself on the makeshift stake.

She didn’t really remember much after that. The police had arrived to find her standing outside with the bodies of her parents and brother lined up on the front lawn and the dead vampire off to the side. She’d held another leg from the broken chair and the house was on fire. The officers had chalked it up to shock. She had apparently set the fire and then had attempted to save her family by dragging them outside.

The psychologists she’d been sent to had had a field day with that and the fact that she had also dragged the dead vampire out, supposedly signifying a subconscious guilt and feelings of remorse. That was the last session she’d gone to. She’d then gotten certified with the VHA so that she could legally kill all the vampires she came across.

Clark wiped at her eyes. They were moist, but no tears had fallen over her family for a very long time. She turned away from the mantle and ran into a pair of startling eyes. They were green and blue with flecks of brown and even a little orange.

Gabrielle seemed to take a step back even though she didn’t move. Clark got a grip on her emotions and just stood there. There was no way in hell she was going to back down from her convictions when it came to vampires. They all deserved to die. She was just using Gabrielle until she stopped providing her with the information she needed to kill other vampires.

Gabrielle tried to pull herself back to give the woman some emotional space. Whatever she’d been thinking about, and Gabrielle had a few guesses, had caused her to lose her precious control. Gabrielle felt an overwhelming desire to hold the tall woman, but she didn’t give in to it. She knew it wouldn’t be appreciated.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Gabrielle said, wondering if Clark picked up on her double meaning.

Clark nodded and sat down on the couch. Gabrielle took her place next to her and closed her eyes to feel through the woman’s body for imperfections, injuries that had healed as well as they possibly could, but had still left scars to mark their place.

There were a lot. Gabrielle took her time with each one, feeling the genetic code and pushing the cells into their naturally pristine condition. She noticed a tiny abnormality in a few cells in Clark’s left breast and quickly repaired the tissue. She moved on to Clark’s torso and reknitted the bones of her ribs. She’d broken every single one at various points in her life.

It was nearly four hours later when Gabrielle finished with the last of the old injuries. Clark had fallen asleep and Gabrielle reached up to stroke away some of the long dark tresses that had fallen across her face. Clark’s breathing remained regular and Gabrielle watched the sleeping woman for another minute.

“I hope one day you will see me and not the demon,” she whispered.

Gabrielle eased herself off the couch and turned off the lights, then left through the front door. She locked the door behind her with a gentle push from her mind on the tumblers in the door and headed out into the night.

Clark opened her eyes. A single tear traveled down her right cheek.













Chapter 4

 





Clark woke in the middle of the day. She hopped out of bed and did a cartwheel down the hallway. Her body felt incredible. She’d never felt so perfectly... alive. She jogged into her workout room and began her normal routine. She had to up the weight on everything by at least fifteen pounds. Running through her usual forms, she felt a fluidity to her movements that she had never been able to attain before.

It started to unnerve her. Gabrielle had done something to her. It was like she was high with none of the usual side effects. Clark was once again reminded of her personal motto: If it seems too good to be true, it probably is.

Clark made lunch for herself, though it was her first meal of the day and it was actually closer to dinnertime. She ate her sandwich on her back porch and watched the sun make its descent. She was lucky enough to have a home somewhat away from the main city. The thick trees around her property helped to give the illusion that she was in the middle of nowhere.

She finished the last bite of her sandwich and downed the last drops of her soda, but remained outside. Twilight was coming on and it was nice and peaceful. Finally, she turned back into her house. She went into the kitchen and washed her dishes and put them on the rack to dry.

Coming back into the living room, she stopped dead in her tracks. Gabrielle sat on her couch, her large cloak covering her body from head to foot, the collar turned up so that Clark could just make out her eyes.

“How in the hell...” Clark trailed off as her gaze went to the windows and saw that it was still somewhat light out. Vampires were not supposed to be able to move around in the daylight.

“I wanted to get an early start today. We have very little time,” Gabrielle told her.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Clark growled.

“Well, you didn’t really ask it,” Gabrielle replied and Clark could see the smirk in the shadows of the collar.

“Fine. How in the hell did you get here when it’s still light outside?”

“I moved very quickly and kept myself covered. I am temporarily blind, however. It will take a few hours for my eyes to repair themselves.”

Clark looked at her in wide-eyed shock. She had basically admitted to Clark, the notorious vampire killer, that she, the leader of the vampires, was in a very vulnerable position. It was light outside, so she couldn’t run, and she was blind, so she wouldn’t be able to see if Clark was about to plunge a stake through her heart, though Clark was sure her other senses would tell her if something like that was about to happen. Still.

“Are you insane?” was the only response Clark could come up with.

“Maybe. Please, we need to get to work.”

“What the hell could be so important you’d let yourself be blinded? You couldn’t have waited another hour for the sun to go down?”

Clark tried to figure out why she was so angry that Gabrielle had been injured. She was just a vampire. Apparently, a very stupid vampire.

“A group within the Third Order has decided to attack the VHA directly. They intend to go after the Hunters individually. I had hoped they would continue to deliberate for another few months, but some of the younger ones in the Fourth and Fifth Orders pushed for immediate action and the rest agreed. I’ve run out of time,” Gabrielle spoke quickly.

“Wait, wait. Third Order? Fifth Order? What’s that?” She’d read about the Vampire Order, but it was always assumed that it was like a fraternity that all vampires belonged to simply because they were vampires.

“The Order of the Vampires refers to their proximity to my father. I’m the only surviving member of the First Order, those born directly from a union between my father and a mortal mother. The Second Order consisted of those who were born from unions between my siblings and other mortals and from conversions by blood invitation. There are none left from those ranks. The Third Order continues with those born from unions or blood conversions from the Second Order. There are nineteen of them still alive. Eleven of them have chosen to exterminate the VHA one Hunter at a time. We have to get to them first.”

“We? I thought I was your hired gun, or should I say stake?”

“No, there’s no time for you to take them out by yourself. I’m going to have to go with you and hope my presence isn’t discovered. As long as none of them get away to report that I was there, my secret should be safe for a little while longer.”

“Why are you doing this? Besides being afraid that they’re going to turn on you, though that’s certainly a worthy reason.”

“You wouldn’t believe me.”

“If you say it’s because you care about humans, then you’re right, I won’t believe you.”

Clark waited. Gabrielle remained silent. Clark laughed.

“You’re too much. Fine, how do you wanna do this?”

“You’re the Hunter. I’ll tell you what you need to know and then you come up with a plan.”

“Start talking.”

Gabrielle described the eleven members of the Third Order and their usual feeding habits. She told Clark how to get to their lairs and gave detailed descriptions of the layouts of their homes, including the escape tunnels that would allow the vampires to get away at the first sign of trouble. There were alarms rigged throughout the various dwellings. The upper echelon of the Vampire Order guarded themselves much better than the vampires Clark normally came across.

“That’s because the vampires you usually go after don’t even have a rank within the Order; it’s too distant and convoluted to calculate. A rough count would be something along the lines of forty. You yourself would probably fall somewhere around three hundred, but that’s just a guess on my part.”

Clark stiffened at the mention that she might have vampires in her ancestry. Gabrielle felt the silence and turned her head to look away even though she still couldn’t see yet.

“I’m sorry. I was just trying to explain... It doesn’t matter. You just need to understand that the vampires you’re about to go up against are stronger than any others you’ve ever come across. Well, except for me. They have about a third of my strength. Their strengths are also very different from mine. None of them can move the way I can, so you don’t have to worry about facing that kind of speed, but they will still be faster than you. You’re going to have to anticipate and move before they do.”

“There’s no way we can take out all eleven vampires in eleven different locations before the sun rises tomorrow.”

“We’re not going to. I can remain awake during the day; I just can’t be in direct sunlight. We’ll continue through the day. You’ll have to help me though.”

Clark looked away from the unseeing eyes. “You’d trust me not to just leave you out in the sun?” she asked quietly.

“Yes. You gave me your word.”

“And I’ll need your help to defeat these vampires,” Clark added what she thought was the unspoken part of Gabrielle’s internal reasoning.

“Yeah.”

“Well, the sun’s been down for an hour. We should probably get ready to go. We’ll hit Victor’s place first. With a name like that, he’s just begging me to kick his ass.”

Gabrielle laughed. Victor had always been a pompous ass and getting to watch Clark kick it would be truly amusing. She felt Clark rise from the couch and concentrated on trying to see the movement. There was nothing but darkness.

She hadn’t fed after healing Clark of her old injuries the night before and now her body was seriously depleted of its own recuperative powers. She needed blood. Her fangs unconsciously grew at the thought and Clark watched her.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, I’m just a little hungry. Don’t worry, you’re not dinner,” Gabrielle wryly told her.

Clark snorted. “I’d like to see you try,” she said.

An instant later, Gabrielle was next to her. An iron grip held her head to the side and exposed her neck. Gabrielle made no move to lower her face, but Clark could see the struggle she made to keep herself from doing so.

“Please don’t make challenges like that when I’m in need.” Gabrielle stepped back and released her chin. “I’m sorry. I’m starving. I need to leave.” Gabrielle let her left leg brush against the coffee table and backed away, using its edge to guide her.

“You can’t hunt blind,” Clark reasoned, though she had no idea why she was arguing. In fact, she was trying to understand why she wasn’t angry with Gabrielle for the pseudo-attempt on her life. Instead, all she felt was a low-grade worry and an even stranger need to want to help Gabrielle.

“Well, what do you suggest? I need blood and you happen to be the only one within range and I won’t kill you.” The pain Clark heard in Gabrielle’s voice was surprising. She couldn’t decide whether it was from hunger or the thought of killing her.

“Well, could you take just a little, enough to heal your eyes so you could see well enough to hunt?” Clark couldn’t believe she’d just offered her precious blood to keep a vampire alive.

“I’ve never.. I’ve never let any of them live. The ones I’ve fed on, I mean.”

“Conversion only takes place when the victim takes in the blood of his or her attacker,” Clark quoted from the textbook she’d had to learn in order to pass the VHA’s certification test.

“I know, but.. Y-You don’t understand...” she trailed off.

“What?”

“The feeling is.. It will change you forever. I won’t do that to you.”

“It’s my choice. You need to heal and help me kill the vampires that intend to kill my friends.”

“I will heal, but I won’t use you to do it. It’ll take us an hour to drive to Victor’s. By then, I should be better. Both of us together can handle Victor and his servants and I can feed on them and Victor to heal completely.”

Clark couldn’t argue with Gabrielle’s logic and felt a strange sadness at knowing she wouldn’t be on the menu tonight. She suddenly realized she wanted to be the one to help Gabrielle. She also wanted... Shit, don’t go there, Clark told herself.

“Let’s go.”

Gabrielle nodded and used the couch to guide her towards the front door. Clark stood in front of her and waited for Gabrielle to reach her so she could lead her out of the living room.

Gabrielle felt Clark’s upper arm and a thrill ran through her at the feel of hard muscle and soft skin. If she could have given in to her first impulse, she would have melted into Clark’s arms and then kissed her with everything she was. Instead, all she could do was stand there and wait for Clark to guide her to the front door and then to Clark’s car.

By the time they arrived on the road that would lead to Victor’s mansion, Gabrielle was able to make out the halos of streetlights. She assured Clark that once they were inside Victor’s lighted home, she would be able to see well enough.

Clark parked the car at the end of the long driveway that led to Victor’s house. Clark had decided to take advantage of having the leader of the vampires with her and use the direct approach. They would simply go up and knock on the door. Clark’s long trench coat hid the massive armament she carried on her body.

Gabrielle reached out and rung the doorbell that would summon one of Victor’s servants to answer the door. When the door opened and the servant saw who it was, he bowed.

“Mistress, please come in. I don’t believe my Master knew you were coming.”

They stepped inside and Clark remained behind Gabrielle. She kept her head down. She was a famous name, not a famous face, but she had to assume that those higher up in the Vampire Order knew what she looked like, though she had no idea about their servants.

The servant noticed Gabrielle’s edgy look and immediately knew what was wrong.

“Mistress, please. Take what you need,” and he offered his neck to her.

Gabrielle was at the end of her resistance. Her fangs extended, trying to reach the flesh beneath them before Gabrielle could bow her head. She lowered her head and sunk her teeth into the taut flesh. The blood rush was instantaneous and Gabrielle pulled with all her strength. The servant was dead before he realized what was happening.

Gabrielle let the lifeless body slide to the floor. She concentrated for a few moments and focused completely on her eyes. A minute passed and then she opened her eyes. Her sight wasn’t as clear as it could have been, but she could see quite well. She ran her tongue over her chin to clean off the few drops that had spilled over her lips. She turned to look at Clark. She couldn’t read the expression she found there. It wasn’t disgust, as she’d feared, more like curiosity.

“Come on. Victor’s probably in the study. That was Mario. If he’s answering the door, then Julia must be upstairs. Grace is probably in the kitchen, judging by the smells. Dinner for the servants would normally be in about half an hour,” Gabrielle explained.

“Right, you keep Victor occupied and I’ll take care of the slaves, then come help you.”

“Alright. I’m sure Victor can already sense my presence, but that’s a good thing. It should mask yours. I need to hurry or he’ll wonder what’s keeping me. See you in a few.”

Clark didn’t even blink when Gabrielle disappeared. She just headed off in the direction of the stairs to find Julia.

She found her tidying up one of the massive bedrooms. Clark pulled out her pistol with the silencer already attached and fired the gun into the back of the woman’s head. Julia dropped to the carpeted floor, which muffled the thud of her weight hitting the hard surface. Clark turned and headed back down the stairs to find Grace.

Gabrielle stopped in the doorway of the study and found Victor sitting on a long couch, a cigar in one hand and a book in the other.

“Those things stink,” Gabrielle told him.

“I don’t smoke them for you,” Victor replied. He closed his book and set it aside. “What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to talk to you.”

“About?”

“About this decision to attack the VHA directly. There’s no reason to declare war on the humans.”

“They’ve already declared war on us.”

“But that’s because you and the others kill them indiscriminately. You kill innocents and take criminals as servants. It’s no wonder they want to see us all burned to ashes.”

“You’ve always defended them. You’re weak, just like they are. The only reason anyone in the Order listens to you is because you were First Born. We should be ruling over the humans, not hiding from them.”

“No, we should be living with them.”

“Give it up, Gabrielle. You lost on this one. The others agreed that it’s time to teach the humans once and for all who their true masters are.”

“No. I don’t think so.”

Gabrielle moved incredibly fast and Victor was totally unprepared for this side of the diminutive blond. She tore at his throat and held Victor’s wrists in an ironlike grip. He tried in vain to free himself from her grasp, but he couldn’t move. She sucked in his blood with a desperate hunger. It had been millennia since she’d tasted the blood of one of her own kind.

She sucked him dry. But even without the blood lubricating his body, Gabrielle knew he was still alive. She looked up to find Clark watching her. She held out her hand and Clark tossed the stake to her. She turned around and regarded the near corpse laid out on the couch. She’d never actually staked anyone before. She’d always burned them to ashes. It seemed cleaner somehow.

“I’ll do it,” Clark said near her left ear.

“No. I think I need to do it.”

Gabrielle gripped the stake tightly, though it was a fraction of her true strength. She could have crushed the wood into pulp without even straining herself. She held the stake above her head for a moment and then slammed it down, punching through the bones and muscle tissue of Victor’s ribcage and piercing him through the heart.

Victor’s dry and lifeless eyes stared at her in their last expression; disbelief. She released the stake and stood back up from her bent position over his body. She gave him one last look and then turned to Clark.

“Next,” she smirked.

“Raymond,” Clark announced.

It was a ten-minute drive to Raymond’s and they went through the same routine of parking and then walking up to the door. They were let in and Gabrielle took care of the servant that answered the buzzer. She was getting quite full.

Raymond had only the one servant, so they both went to search for the man. He was in the backyard swimming laps in his Olympic size swimming pool. He finished the lap he was working on and then climbed out of the pool, wrapping a small white towel over his shoulders.

“Ah, Gabrielle. To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit? And who’s your friend? You finally decided to take a servant?”

“No, you know I’ll never take a servant. I’m here to ask you to reconsider your decision to eradicate the VHA,” she said evenly.

“Ah, you know I can’t do that. It’s time we fight back. The humans have been maligning us for millennia. We can’t just sit back and let it continue. You must see that.”

Gabrielle shook her head. She’d tried. She glanced to Clark and nodded her head once. Clark shifted forward. The stake appearing in her right hand was batted aside, but the one in her left found its mark. Raymond crashed to the ground, twitched once, and then was still.

Clark grabbed at her right wrist. “Goddamn it!” she swore. Twice in as many days.

Gabrielle reached out and focused on the new breaks in the radius and ulna of Clark’s right arm. It took a quarter of an hour for the breaks to be completely healed and then they were back on the road and heading for the next vampire on Clark’s list.

At the end of four hours, they’d exterminated five more on the list of vampires Gabrielle had deemed renegades. They’d gotten lucky on the fourth house call, finding one of the others on the list visiting.

“It’s almost two AM. You said they’ll be out hunting by now,” Clark commented.

“Yeah. They probably won’t be home until late. Who do you want to wait for? The others you’ll have to take during the day and that could pose problems with me helping you.”

“Well, having you will give me instant access to all of their lairs. I can just pretend to be your servant, delivering you for a surprise visit. It’ll be strange, but by the time they question it, I’ll be in. Which of them do you think I’ll need the most help with?”

“Blake. He’s the strongest of the Third Order. His Master let him drink before he died.”

Clark tried to think of circumstances that could cause a vampire to die slowly enough that he could consent to giving his blood, the one thing that would give him enough strength to heal himself. Finally, she decided to just ask.

“How did he die?”

“There are poisons that can affect the healing abilities of my kind. If enough damage is inflicted after the poison has been administered, our bodies become unable to heal themselves and die the way a mortal would under similar conditions.”

“But you healed me. Why couldn’t someone have healed him until he was able to heal himself?”

“I’m the only one of my kind who knows that our healing abilities can be focused outward. None of the others have ever been interested in doing such a thing.”

Clark mulled this new information over.

“How did you learn about it? That you could heal others.”

“I spent a long time in seclusion at one point in my life. I found a wounded animal. I.. was saddened by its pain and wanted to help it. I did it without thinking. Later, I did it on purpose to heal dying animals I came across while in the wilderness. I felt it was payment for the lives of the animals I took to survive.”

“Wait, so you can live on animal blood? Why do you kill humans then?” Clark was suddenly angry. She felt like she’d been lied to.

“I can survive, not live. My body was shutting down when I finally came out of my solitude. I think I was insane for a while. I.. I did things I would normally not have done in an attempt to quench my thirst. I also think it was only because I was so old that I was able to survive at all. I don’t believe any of the others could live for any length of time on animal blood.”

“What did you do?”

“I’d rather not talk about it.”

“I want to know.”

“I.. I massacred an entire village.”

“The whole village?”

“Yes. And please don’t ask, I don’t want to answer that question any more directly than I already have.”

She killed women and children, too, Clark filled in the answer to the question she’d been asking in her mind. For someone who professed to not be able to read her mind, she sure had an uncanny knack for doing so.

“You feel guilty,” Clark said, a little surprised to realize Gabrielle was remorseful for the heinous acts.

“Of course I feel guilty. They were innocent people. They didn’t deserve that kind of death.”

Gabrielle felt thick tears forming at her eyes. She tried to hold them back, but they fell anyway. Clark looked over at her and then back to the road before what she saw registered on her brain. She did a double take and pulled over to the side of the road.

Bright red tears were tracking down Gabrielle’s cheeks. Gabrielle turned her face away from Clark’s inspection, but Clark reached out and grabbed her chin. She turned Gabrielle back to face her. She touched one of the tears with her other hand and brought the finger to her lips. Gabrielle grabbed her hand before she could touch it to her lips.

“Don’t. It’s just as potent as the blood in my veins. You’d be powerless to resist it.”

She wiped the blood tear from Clark’s fingers as she slid her fingers away from the woman’s. Clark still held Gabrielle’s chin with her other hand.

“I’ve never seen a vampire cry.”

“It’s not something we do very often.”

Gabrielle looked down, not wanting to make eye contact with the woman.

“I don’t know what to think about you. You don’t act like any vampire I’ve ever met.”

“Maybe you’ve just been meeting the wrong ones,” Gabrielle tried to joke, but when her eyes met Clark’s she sobered instantly. She caught her breath and spoke as evenly as she could. “I can’t be this close to you, Clark. Please.”

“Why not,” Clark breathed. She was having a hard time concentrating.

“Please, Clark, let go of me,” she whispered.

“Tell me why,” Clark insisted.

“Because I’m about to kiss you and I have no idea what will happen after that, but it will probably involve things you don’t want. I can’t think clearly much longer if...” she stopped in mid-sentence.

“Promise you won’t bite me and won’t make me drink from you,” Clark asked her. She added, for her own safety, “No matter how much I beg you to.”

Gabrielle melted. She lunged forward and latched on to Clark’s lips. Their tongues met and caressed each other, their lips slid over each others’ and Clark’s hand slipped around to grasp the back of Gabrielle’s neck.

The kiss was deep and lasted for quite a long time. Clark wanted to explore every single square millimeter of Gabrielle’s mouth and was well on her way to doing so. Gabrielle stroked Clark’s tongue with her own and invited her to go deeper. She sucked slightly on Clark’s tongue, but not enough to alarm her. It took considerable will power not to graze Clark’s lips with her fangs. She wanted to taste Clark’s blood. She also wanted to taste the other essence that was Clark, but she knew that would be a little difficult in the car.

Finally, they parted. They were both breathing heavily and Clark was entranced with Gabrielle’s fangs, which were extending and retracting in time with the rhythm of her breaths. I just kissed a vampire, Clark thought suddenly. No, I kissed Gabrielle, she amended. She grinned.

“I can see you,” she said. Gabrielle looked at her quizzically. “You said you hoped I would see you and not the demon. I can see you, Gabrielle,” she repeated.

Gabrielle smiled and it was the first genuinely happy expression Clark had ever seen on her face. More blood tears ran down Gabrielle’s cheeks, but Clark knew these were from happiness.

“You know, you’re bleeding all over my car,” she joked.

Gabrielle looked down, but all her tears had fallen on her own clothing. She laughed and wiped at her cheeks. “I don’t normally cry like this. I mean, it’s a waste of blood and it’s too easy for someone to get a taste. I don’t know what’s gotten into me.”

“What would have happened to me if I’d tasted that tear?”

Clark was curious. She’d brought the liquid to her lips without thinking about it. She’d wanted to make sure that she really was seeing Gabrielle cry blood.

“I think you would have become one of us. I can’t be sure, but I know it only takes a thimbleful from one of the Third Order to cause a conversion. I’m much more powerful, especially now with all the recent kills, vampire kills at that. Even if it hadn’t triggered the change, you would have begged for more. Those that don’t get enough to change become addicted to the blood. Some of the others enjoy torturing their slaves with a few drops of their blood and then refuse to give them any more. As far as we know, there’s no cure. The cravings continue until either the person is given more or they kill themselves.”

“I’ll be careful.”

She leaned in again and kissed Gabrielle. She ran her tongue lightly over Gabrielle’s fangs and felt them extend. The eroticism went straight to Clark’s groin. She pulled back and opened her eyes again. Gabrielle’s vision was glazed over and Clark pulled back another inch to give her some space. Gabrielle shook her head slightly.

“We really need to be careful. There are things I want to do to you...” She let the sentence hang. “We should get back on the road.” She glanced at the clock set in the dashboard. “It’s nearly three. Come on.”

Gabrielle moved back to her own side of the car and Clark started up the engine again and pulled out onto the deserted highway. There was only another ten minutes left to their journey and Clark pulled all the way up Blake’s driveway and parked off to the side. She decided it was less conspicuous than if Blake passed their abandoned car on his way home. She knew he’d be able to feel Gabrielle’s presence anyway, so there was no point in trying to hide their transportation.

They sat in the car for a short while and planned what would happen once the sun came up. They’d brought an opaque body bag, one that had a Velcro flap over the zipper, so not even the smallest amount of light could seep through the chinks. It was standard transportation fare for vampires. Very few still used coffins while traveling, preferring to alter the standard issue body bags of the police.

Gabrielle’s was made of a sturdy weave, the kind army-issue duffel bags were made of, dyed black and covered, both inside and out, with embroidered black silk. Clark studied the embroidered designs on the silk. It looked like a total mishmash at first, but after awhile she was able to make out different symbols in the chaos. Some were familiar to her, but most were foreign. She resolved to ask Gabrielle to explain them when they had time to talk.

Gabrielle glanced up. “He’s near.”

Clark nodded and set the bag aside. They got out of the car simultaneously and headed for the house. Clark rung the doorbell this time and a minute later, one of Blake’s servants answered the door.

“Mistress. It is an honor. Please come in.” They were lead into the front room. “My Master is not back from the hunt yet. Is there anything I can do for you while you wait?”

The servant tilted her head to the side and looked expectantly at Gabrielle. Clark wasn’t prepared for the insane jealousy that flared in her heart now that she had acknowledged that she felt something for Gabrielle. She didn’t want Gabrielle to touch the woman, let alone drink from her. But she knew Gabrielle was hungry. She’d had to heal Clark of three broken ribs and a broken leg after the last confrontation with the two Third Order vampires.

Gabrielle stepped forward. She was very hungry and restraining herself with Clark was almost more tiring than the healing she’d had to perform several hours earlier. She sunk her fangs into the woman’s neck without hesitation. She drank her fill and let the dead woman fall from her arms. She turned around to see Clark’s angry expression.

“I can’t explain it, but I want to feed you like that. I don’t want you drinking from others, but I know you have to,” Clark told her.

“We’ll talk about it later,” Gabrielle promised.

Clark nodded and then moved to drag the body out of the room. A few minutes later, she returned to wait with Gabrielle for Blake to arrive.
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