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Synopsis
 
We Are Legion is the sequel to the novella Vampire.
In the dark woods of Eastern Europe, an ancient evil returns in a modern form.
Alan is confused. He doesn’t understand what has happened to his wife. After a decade of marriage, she is suddenly detached and indifferent to him, attacking him in the night. If he is going to find answers, he is going to have to follow her to the ends of the Earth and unravel the mysteries of a small Eastern European village in the remote regions of Transylvania. 
 
 



Chapter 2:01 — Home Sweet Home
 
“Just here, thanks,” I say as the driver pulls up outside my apartment complex.
“That’ll be twenty-seven bucks,” he says, more out of habit than anything else, as the fare has already been paid and money exchanged at an electronic level as soon as his fingers touched the meter to close out the ride.
“Sure,” I reply, not really listening. I’m already getting out of the warm car and into the bitter cold evening. Snowflakes swirl around me, falling lazily to the deep snow smothering the lawn. I close the car door gently, only in the still of the evening it sounds as though I’ve slammed it.
Streetlights illuminate the night, making the falling snow appear like stars drifting elegantly to Earth. My shoes crunch through a crisp layer of snow on the sidewalk. Even though the snow’s been shoveled earlier in the day, there’s still a couple of inches hiding the concrete, and I am careful not to slip on any hidden ice.
Most of the apartments have their lights on, but not ours. Dark windows and a darkened doorway greet me as I arrive home. The front door is slightly ajar. It should be shut, I locked it this morning. I know I did. 
My heart races. 
As I creep toward the open door, I spot fresh paw prints in the snow beside the path. Most of the shoe prints from this morning have been buried beneath the fresh snow fall, leaving only a faint outline or subtle indentation in the snow, but the paw prints leading to the apartment are crisp and sharply defined. 
There’s a faint glow coming from inside the apartment.
“Jane?” I ask, not understanding why she didn’t pick me up from the hospital, or at least meet me at my folks’ place. 
A low growl comes from the shadows within the apartment. My legs shake. I can see the outline of a wolf in the darkness. I can’t move. I want to turn and run, and yet I know that would be a mistake, the savage creature would be on me in seconds. 
Slowly, the massive animal paces toward me, baring its teeth and snarling from the shadows. The wind whips around my legs, causing the snow to swirl about me. 
“Alan?” a familiar voice says, and a light turns on inside the apartment, blinding me for a second. 
Jane stands roughly where I thought I saw a wolf moments before, but my eyes must be deceiving me, as with the light on I can see through the lounge and into the kitchen.
“Jane,” I cry, rushing forward and throwing my arms around her. 
Jane smiles warmly, but her face is pale. Her skin is cold and her lips are blue. She looks like a cadaver. I shake such a morbid thought from my mind. 
“Alan, you scared me.”
“Me? You scared me. I—I thought…”
“You thought what?” she asks, leading me into the apartment. The door has been open for some time, and a fine coating of snow covers the furniture near the entrance. 
“Nothing,” I say, feeling immense relief. “It’s just, after this morning, I thought…”
Jane has lit a few candles and placed them around the kitchen. 
“Why was the door open?” I ask. “Why were the lights off?” 
“I just got in,” Jane says, but there’s something unusual in her reply. Although what she’s said is entirely plausible, she rushes her response, leaving me wondering about her sincerity. 
She goes on to say, “Fuses must have blown. I had to reset the switches.”
“Oh,” I reply, seeing a slab of raw steak defrosting on a plate beside the kitchen sink. A bloody puddle has formed beneath the meat. The steak has been bitten, or perhaps chewed would be a better description. There’s an open bottle of red wine and a wineglass beside the steak. Drops of scarlet red wine have dripped onto the white marble counter. This is unlike Jane. She’s normally overprotective of the counter as getting stains out takes considerable effort.
“What’s the matter, honey?” she asks.
“When—when you came to the door,” I say, trying to lighten the mood with a little humor. “The shadows. For a moment, I thought I saw a wolf.”
Jane laughs, smiling a little, and I can see tiny bits of raw meat stuck in her teeth. 
Jane always had slightly long incisors, and when we began dating, she used to joke about her teeth being long enough to draw blood. My wife, the vampire. Seemed funny back then. Right now, I feel unsettled by her strange behavior. She seems to realize something’s wrong and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. Behind me, I hear the distinct sound of a dog padding on the carpet. I turn, catching a shadow disappearing out the door.
“Did you see that?” I ask, turning away from her, my heart pounding in my throat. 
“See what?” Jane asks, stepping behind me and slipping her hand under my arm and around the front of my chest as she hugs me. She pulls gently at the zipper on my jacket before sliding her hand in beneath my shirt. Icy cold fingers claw at my skin as my heart thumps inside my chest, exploding with life. I can’t help but jump at her touch.
“What’s wrong?” she asks. 
Everything, I want to say, but I can’t bring myself to be honest.
“Nothing.”
I close the front door and turn on the central heating, adjusting the thermostat and firing up the gas furnace. Light, I’ve got to have light. On an impulse, I march through the apartment turning on lights. It’s as though light will drive away the darkness I feel looming over us, and I cannot be content until all the lights are on, even in the spare bedroom and the guest bathroom. 
“You’re acting really strange,” Jane says, following me with her glass of red wine in hand, sipping softly as she watches my manic behavior. 
“Me?” I say, tempted to look in every cupboard and under the bed for... For what? The boogeyman? “It’s been a crazy day.”
Already, the apartment is beginning to warm. To banish the cold is as effective as turning on the lights, helping me to relax a little more, and I breathe deeply, trying to calm my nerves.
Jane watches me with curiosity as I take off my tie and hang it on a rack in our walk-in closet. She knocks back her wine, drinking it as though it were orange juice. A thin strand of red wine runs from the corner of her lips, rolling down her chin and onto her neck as though it were a drop of blood.
“You’ll get stains on your clothes,” I say, reaching out and wiping the wine with my thumb. I’m curious. I lick my thumb. Pinot. 
“Hungry?” she asks, taking her jacket off now warmth is radiating through the apartment. 
“No, I ate at the hospital.”
“Oh, I wasn’t talking about food,” Jane says, biting softly at her lip and looking at me with what can only be described as wild eyes. 
“What happened?” I ask, ignoring her. “We were supposed to meet at my parents’ place.”
Jane doesn’t answer. She turns her back to me, pulling off her sweater in a slow, provocative motion.
“I was worried about you,” I say.
“Me?” she replies, peering over one shoulder. “I’m fine. Never felt better.”
She takes off her shoes and jeans. 
Standing before me in her bra and panties, Jane looks hot, and yet there's something different about her. We’ve been married for over a decade. Our sex life is as regimented and predictable as our professional lives, while her underwear is neither lacy nor frilly, being more functional than sexy. Practical is how I’d describe her underwear, as it's a drab flesh tone, lacking any color or excitement, and yet my heart races at the sight of her sensuous body. There’s something unusual about her posture, the poise of her hips, the way she rests her slender hands by her side, toying with the skin on her thighs with just the lightest touch of her fingernails. 
“You shouldn’t worry,” she says, grabbing playfully at my belt buckle and dragging me over toward the bed. 
“I thought all this freaked you out,” I say, gesturing to our ransacked home with scratch marks lining the walls, torn sheets on the floor, overturned furniture and a half broken bathroom door.
“This morning, maybe,” she says, unbuttoning my shirt. “But the night is ours.”
As unsettled as I feel, her soft hands stir something primal within me, melting my defenses. Like Jane, I want to put this nightmare behind me. Perhaps it’s the stress of the moment, but I want her. I want to ignore the madness, the chaos of our home, and lose myself in her love. I unbuckle my trousers as she tosses my shirt to one side. 
“Doesn’t that feel good?” she asks, unzipping my trousers and slipping her hand down the inside of my thigh, playing with the hair on my leg. 
“It’s been a long day,” I say, kicking off my shoes, and finally feeling as though something is going right.
“It’s going to be a long night,” Jane says, teasing me. This kind of aggressive sexual behavior is unlike Jane. In the deep recesses of my mind, I’m aware something’s wrong, but I feel overwhelmed by a desire to escape from the insanity around us. 
Jane reaches out and turns off the light, plunging the bedroom into darkness, and I feel my heart pounding in my chest. Her fingers claw at the hairs on my chest immediately over my heart, and we collapse onto the bed, kissing passionately.
There’s a gap in the curtains, and the streetlight casts a soft glow through the room. As my eyes adjust to the dark, Jane transforms from the woman I married into a foreboding silhouette. My adrenaline surges in response to both fear and desire. For a moment, I could swear there’s a glow in her eyes, but it’s just the light reflecting off her pupils. 
I reach around behind her back, unhooking her bra, and she pulls a hair tie from her ponytail, allowing her hair to fall freely to her shoulders. We roll over on the mattress, madly pulling off our underwear and tossing them onto the messy floor. Jane and I giggle like children. 
Normally, I’d rise on top of her, but with a burst of strength, she flings me back into the mattress, straddling my hips. 
Jane claws at my chest, scratching so deep with her fingernails I have to tell her to stop. My mouth opens, but no sounds come out. She’s being too rough. I want to tell her that, but words fail me. I am overwhelmed in the passion of the moment as she kisses my chest, biting at my nipples. My body trembles beneath her touch.
Jane runs her tongue across my lips. I want to kiss her, but I’m paralyzed. It’s not that I can’t move, but that I don’t, and I can’t explain why except to say that I'm scared. One wrong move, and as crazy as it seems, I fear she will devour me. 
Waves of passion roll over me. Jane grinds her hips against mine. In the darkness, I feel her lips brush against my neck, and she licks softly at my skin. Slowly, we rock back and forth on the mattress, building in intensity. 
Jane nibbles at my earlobe, moaning. 
A sharp pain stabs at my ear.
“Ouch!” I cry, grabbing at my earlobe and feeling warm, sticky blood on my fingers. 
Jane sits back, riding up and down on me as blood trickles from her mouth. I want to say something, I want to protest, I want to get her off me, but I can’t. I’m too weak, and I find myself swept away in the moment. My head seems to fracture with pleasure, and I black out, catching one last glimpse of Jane’s naked body writhing on top of me as the darkness washes over me. 
Sunday dawns, but without an alarm, as we normally sleep in. There’s daylight outside when I wake, which means it must be after ten in the morning. I crawl out of bed feeling weak and sore. Every muscle in my body aches. I feel sick.
“Jane?” I ask, suddenly realizing I’m alone in the bedroom. 
I walk into the bathroom with my bladder bursting. After relieving myself, I take a look in the mirror. Red scratches line my chest, running at a variety of angles. It’s as though I’ve been mauled by a bear. My right ear throbs with pain. Dried blood clings to what remains of my mauled, mutilated earlobe. 
“Oh, Jane,” I say, knowing something is terribly wrong. I thought we were reacting to the pressure of all that has happened and a desire to comfort each other, but last night was agony. What could have set Jane on such a wild path? I know she’s been under a tremendous amount of stress over the past few days. Has she snapped? Was this a once-off overreaction? Where is she?
“Jane?”
I get dressed and walk into the hallway. 
The front door is open, but only slightly, just enough to allow a draft to chill the air. I push the door shut, hearing the lock click in place. 
“Jane, honey?” I say to an eerie, empty apartment. 
Several drawers in the living room and kitchen are open. Someone’s rummaged through the contents. Jane’s cell phone and handbag are gone. 
I dial her cell number. After ringing a few times, the call switches to voice mail so I leave a message.
“Jane? It’s Alan,” I say, unsure why I’m clarifying my identity to a woman I’ve known for almost fifteen years. “Listen. I don’t know what’s wrong, but I’m—I’m confused. What happened last night? Between us, I mean. I—I… We need to talk.”
There’s a knock at the door and I jump at the sound as though the soft rap were gun shots going off in rapid succession. Cautiously, I open the door, peering out through a thin crack.
“Dr. Langford?”
“Yes.”
“Jimmy Davis. From the garage.” 
A teenager in a thick coat holds out the keys to my car, ready to drop them into my hand. I put my hand out and the key chain falls like a lead weight into my palm.
“Are you all right?” he asks, and I see my car parked behind him. A second car out on the road has another mechanic in it, eagerly waiting for Jimmy.
“Fine,” I say, realizing his silence demands a reply. 
“Well, the problem was your alternator. I replaced it, charged your battery overnight and flushed your radiator, replacing your antifreeze.”
“Great, thanks,” I say in a deadpan tone of voice. 
“Mitch said you can settle the account online.”
“Good. Good.”
Jimmy is still standing there. I don’t know what he’s waiting for. A tip? I’m not sure, but I can’t talk any more. My stomach churns. My head is spinning. 
“Sorry,” I say, closing the door.
“If there’s anything else,” he calls out, but I’m already rushing to the kitchen, clutching at my stomach. I vomit into the sink. My stomach muscles convulse and I find myself clinging to the bench, barely able to stand as projectile vomit splashes around in the stainless steel sink. 
My stomach is empty, and within minutes, I’m dry-heaving. Frustrated, I pound on the edge of the counter, desperately trying to bring my body under control. I’m dizzy, on the verge of fainting. Being a doctor, I understand what’s happening. My body has picked up some kind of bacterial infection or a virus, and being so weak, I’m struggling to remain conscious. With no food or water in over twelve hours, my blood sugar is dangerously low and I’m slightly dehydrated, accentuating my distress.
I stagger to the fridge, clutching at my stomach. I need fluids, simple sugars, something carbonated to settle my stomach. There’s a bottle of ginger ale. It’s all I can do to slump on the floor against the pantry and unscrew the lid. Sipping at the fluid, I slowly fight the cramps. I’m not sure how long I sit there, probably for several hours, but I feel as though I’m on the verge of dying. A cold sweat breaks out on my forehead. I can barely think beyond the pain wracking my body. Slowly, I gain the upper hand. I’ve got to get to the hospital.
My fingers tremble as I dial my phone.
“9-1-1. What is the nature of your emergency?”
My mouth opens, but no sound comes out, not the slightest croak. I try, but there’s nothing beyond my soft wheezy breath. Spasms of pain rip through my body, forcing me into a fetal position. I curl up on the floor with the cell phone to my ear. My breathing is labored.
“Are you in distress?” the female dispatcher asks in a soft petite voice. “I can hear you breathing. You’re not choking. Unless you state otherwise, I am going to assume you are suffering a heart attack and dispatch paramedics to your location. If you cannot talk, tap the phone. I would like some kind of acknowledgement from you to make sure this is not a phantom call. I need to know this is a genuine call and not a prank. Do you understand me?”
I try. My lips mouth the words that fail to emanate from my throat. 
“I will stay on the line and talk to you until the paramedics get there. Can you respond to me in any way?”
Two beeps signal the battery on my phone dying.
I claw at the floor, dragging myself forward with the phone still by my ear. My breathing is heavy, as though I have a chest cold. 
“Is this some kind of joke?” she asks. 
My throat is constricted. Wheezing, I try to speak, but all that comes out is a deep moan.
“I need to warn you that your call is being recorded. Prank calls to 9-1-1 are classified as a misdemeanor and are punishable with a fine of up to five thousand dollars. Do you understand?” 
I try to reply, but I can’t.
The call cuts out.
I can’t wait. Grabbing hold of the kitchen chair, I drag myself to me feet and make my way to the door, stumbling out into the snow and collapsing in my car. 
The drive to the hospital is erratic. I drive through stop signs, swerve onto the wrong side of the road, clip the snow-covered curb several times, and flatten a yield sign before colliding with a parked car in the hospital parking lot. Doubled over, I make my way to the emergency entrance. One of the paramedics sees me and hoists my arm over his shoulder, helping me through the doors.
“Alan?” the duty doctor says as I’m bundled onto a stretcher and wheeled into the triage station.
“Hey, Joe,” I manage, trying to smile against yet another crippling cramp forcing me into a fetal position. 
“Talk to me, Alan,” he cries, flicking a flashlight in each eye and checking my pupil response. “What have you been exposed to? Food? Drink? Drugs?”
I shake my head, unable to answer. Foam dribbles from my mouth. I must look like I’m overdosing. 
A nurse standing next to him says, “He’s running a fever of 105. Pulse is erratic. Blood pressure is one thirty over forty. He’s about to go into cardiac arrest.”
I vomit, bringing up bile.
Joe says, “Get him on an IV and antiemetics. I want bloods run. We need to know what we’re dealing with.”
He turns to me, resting his gloved hand on my forehead and saying, “Hang in there, buddy.”
I’m shaking violently. A nurse runs Velcro straps around my arms and legs, and I flex, trying to tear them from the steel railing on the stretcher as another seizure rips through my body. 
“Hold him down,” Joe says, administering what I’m guessing is a sedative.
Darkness is a relief, sparing me from more pain, and reality blurs as the lights and noises around me fade. 
When the light returns, I’m lying in a private hospital room adjacent to intensive care. Every muscle aches. Although it feels as though only moments have passed since I was in the ER, I’m aware considerable time has transpired as I can feel a thick mat of facial hair on my cheeks and around my mouth. My neck is itchy.
I recognize this room. I’ve cared for patients in here. A nurse peers through a glass window and sees I’m awake. She places a quick call and then comes in to talk with me.
“How are you feeling?” she asks. 
I try to speak, but my throat is dry. 
She pours a glass of water and holds it to my lips. I sip at the water. Although I want to drink the whole glass, moderation is needed. 
“Thank you,” I manage. “Feeling… better.”
“Good,” she says, making notes on an electronic pad. 
My friend and professional associate Joe Marring comes rushing in, slightly out of breath. 
“Hey,” I manage, trying to raise my arm, but it feels as though weights drag my feeble fingers back to the mattress. I am a mannequin, clipped of his puppet strings.
A drip runs into a vein on the back of my hand.
Joe smiles. 
“Welcome back,” he says.
“How long?” I ask, struggling against a dry throat. 
“Six or seven days,” he replies. “I’d have to check.”
I try to sit up, but my head spins.
“Hey, take it easy,” he says. 
“What?”
“What happened?” Joe asks, looking to interpret my one word question. “Buddy, you flatlined twice. And your blood. I’ve never seen anything like your lab report. White cell count was almost nonexistent. Red cells rupturing all over the place. McCarthy thought you might have some form of hemorrhagic virus. We pumped twelve pints of blood into you on the first day alone. The CDC heard about the possibility of a tropical outbreak in snowbound Boise and wanted blood samples. They put Boise on alert for any subsequent infections at surrounding hospitals, but it looks like it was just you, Bud. We pumped you full of antibiotics and antivirals, and waited.”
“Jane?” I ask. Although it might seem as though I’m asking to see her, I’m not. I think she was the source. I need to know where she is.
“No one’s seen her.”
A tear comes to my eye.
“The scratches on your chest?” Joe asks. “Were they caused by an animal?”
I shake my head. Looking down at the loose fitting hospital gown, I catch a glimpse of my chest. Faint red scratches still line my skin, but they’re healing. Scabs have formed.
“Have you come in contact with any wild bats?”
“Bats?” I reply, surprised by the notion.
“Your bloods came back with traces of histoplasmosis and half a dozen other nasty bacterial infections, along with East Venezuelan mammalian virus and rabies strand-C. The only known carriers in the North America are bats, but how the hell you came across a bat in the middle of an Idaho winter is lost on me.”
“Not a bat,” I manage as my head sinks into the pillow.
“Well, rest up, buddy. You’re lucky to be alive.”
 



Chapter 2:02 — Finding Jane
 
It’s another two days before I’m discharged from the hospital. My mom and dad have visited every day, and I’ve had their anxiety to deal with on top of my own. They have lots of questions about Jane, but I have no answers.
“You sure made a mess of that car,” Dad says, making light of my mad dash to the hospital as we sit outside a patient interview room adjacent to ER. “Good thing you’ve got that fancy doctor’s insurance. The mechanic will have it back to you tomorrow.”
I nod.
Mom tries not to look nervous. She’s silent, fidgeting with her hands. She’s worried about me, worried about Jane.
Sheriff Cann walks over while we’re waiting for the final paperwork to be signed. 
“Alan,” he says, pulling his Stetson from his head with seasoned practice. He slips the hat under his arm and reaches out and shakes my hand. We met at Jane’s Christmas work party. 
“Sheriff.”
“How are you feeling?” he asks, sitting beside me and gesturing a quick hello to my folks with a wave of his hand. 
“Fine, I guess. Still playing catch up.”
“Doc Marring says you had it pretty rough.”
“Yeah.”
“What do you remember?” the sheriff asks, and I know what he means. He’s not talking about the past few days in the hospital. He’s asking about Jane.
“She was strange,” I say. “Different. I—I know it sounds crazy, but her behavior was out of character. She was… She wasn’t herself.”
The sheriff nods, pursing his lips before asking, “Have you heard from her?”
“No.”
He goes to get up, when I grab his arm, asking him, “What happened to my wife, Sheriff?”
“I don’t know,” he says. “I was hoping you might be able to tell me.”
When he says he doesn’t know, there’s an implicit understanding between us. I can see it in his eyes. He cares for her beyond his professional capacity. They were friends.
My heart sinks.
“We found her car at the airport. She bought a ticket to Chicago, but that’s as far as I can trace her. There’s no sign of foul play, so the FBI isn’t interested in taking the investigation further.” 
“Chicago?” I say, lost in thought.
“Did she know anyone in Chicago?” the sheriff asks.
“No. Jane’s from a small town in northern Minnesota, about an hour from Duluth. She studied in Portland and hated it. Portland was too big for her. We met in Salt Lake City at a conference. Getting away from the city and seeing the salt flats was all she could talk about. She’s always been a mountain girl—loved the outdoors. I can’t imagine her in the smog of a big city like Chicago.”
And a knot forms in my throat. She loved the outdoors? Why the past tense? Why not, she loves the outdoors? My slip of the tongue goes unnoticed by the sheriff, but I feel her loss. Deep down, I fear she’s dead.
“Did she mention Martin Ellison to you?” the sheriff asks with my parents listening intently to every word.
I think for a moment, racking my brains before shaking my head softly and saying, “No.”
“He’s a prisoner over at the federal penitentiary. Jane took a book from him. Does that mean anything to you?”
“A book? What kind of book?”
“I don’t know, but Ellison is freaking out about it, demanding it back.”
“She didn’t mention it to me,” I say.
“Doesn’t matter,” the sheriff says. “Probably nothing. Warden says Ellison’s crazy. Says he’s been unhinged ever since her visit.”
I’m silent. 
“If you think of anything,” he says, handing me his card. “Just call. Any time. Night or day.”
“What did she do?” my mom asks. I know her well enough to detect a slight hint of panic in her voice.
“You don’t know?”
“No.”
“She’s a hero. She killed a murderer, shot her in self-defense. Jasmine Halter slit the throats of her husband and kids. I don’t know how Jane knew, but she did. She confronted Halter. Halter rushed at her with a knife and Jane shot her dead.”
Like my folks, I’m stunned. None of this makes any sense. I shake my head with disbelief. This doesn’t sound like my wife. And after what happened between us that night, I can’t fathom how her personality could change so radically in such a short period of time. 
“Why would she run?” my dad asks, beating me to the question.
“Maybe she thought she was in trouble? But given the evidence in that home, she’s got nothing to fear. No jury would convict. Hell, I doubt the state prosecutor will bring charges. He’s liable to recommend her for a medal instead.”
My mind’s blank. 
“Listen,” the sheriff says, facing me. “If she reaches out to you, tell her everything’s going to be fine. Justifiable homicide. She’s got nothing to worry about. Tell her to come home.”
“I will,” I say as he gets up. The sheriff nods, puts his hat on and walks away. 
Joe’s been listening. I’m not sure how long he’s been standing in the doorway, but he hands me a few insurance forms, saying, “I hope you find her.”
“Hey, thanks,” I say, getting to my feet and taking the forms from him. Although my recollection of Jane is skewed by our last night together, I don’t think she’s running from anything. I think she’s running toward something, and wherever she is, she’s had a week to disappear. 
“Let’s get you home,” Mom says, picking up her handbag.
“I’m heading out that way,” Joe says, glancing at me with a knowing look. “I can drop you off, if you like.”
“That would be great,” I say before either Mom or Dad can respond. I don’t mean to be rude, but having them fuss over me is a little overwhelming, and Mom is going to freak out when she sees the apartment. 
“You don’t want us to come by and help out?” Dad says, being as intuitively aware of polite social constructs as ever. Like Mom, I guess he's confused by what's happened. Mom looks a little upset at the prospect of being sidelined, but Dad understands, and his words are more for her than me. He’s already figured out my preference and is trying to let Mom down easily. He rests a friendly hand on my shoulder.
“I’m fine, really,” I say, giving him a hug.
“You call us every day,” Mom says as I kiss her on the cheek. 
“I will. I promise.” 
Joe and I walk off. 
“You looked a little cramped there,” Joe says once we’re out of earshot, knowing he’s rescued me from a million well-intended but prying questions.
I laugh softly. 
“Yeah, they want to help, but at the moment I need some time to get my head together.”
Outside, it’s a beautiful winter day. Not a cloud in the sky. The streets are clear of snow and ice. Although the air is crisp, I feel warm in my thick jacket. Spring is coming.
“Are you going to go after her?” Joe asks as we pull out of the parking lot in his Audi Quattro. I’m an American muscle car lover, but Joe likes the European styling, and I must admit, the Audi is plush. 
“Yep,” I say, nodding, although I’m not trying to win her back. Jane almost killed me. I want to know why. She ran out on me. I want answers.
Joe turns on the car radio to break the awkward silence between us. 
“Listen,” he says as an old Eagles song begins to play. “I know it’s a cliché and all, but if you need to talk, you know I’m always here for you, right?”
“Thanks,” I reply, taking my eyes from the snow covered fields for a moment and acknowledging him. 
“It’s good to see you bouncing back,” he says, trying not to take his eyes off the road. “You had me worried.”
After a few miles, we pull into my apartment complex. There’s a light on inside the apartment. 
Joe brings the car to a slow stop, putting the transmission in park and asking, “Do you want me to come in?”
“No,” I say, knowing the apartment looks like a drug den. I hate to think what the cost will be to replace our furniture and repair the walls and doors, but that’s the least of my problems at the moment. 
“Okay,” he says, nodding his head slowly. “Listen, I’m going to wait here until you’re inside. Just stick your head through the curtains and give me a wave or something, will you? Let me know you’re all right.”
“Jesus, Joe,” I say, not sure whether to laugh or feel horrified. “You’re freaking me out.”
“You know what I mean,” he says. “Everyone heard about the wolf and stuff. And with Jane and all. I just want to be sure you’re okay.”
“I’ll be fine,” I say. 
The warning bell on the dash beeps as I unbuckle my seatbelt, recognizing that the engine is still running and someone’s unrestrained in the passenger’s seat. I’m not sure who’s more overcautious, Joe or his Audi. 
I open the door and step onto the sidewalk, feeling stiff and sore.
“Thanks.”
“No problem,” Joe replies, waving as he calls out, “If you need anything. Anything.” And for a moment, I’m envious of him. Joe can drive away. For him, this bizarre sideshow ends as soon as he rounds the corner. I shut the car door and hobble down the pathway. The caretaker’s been busy. The snow has been cleared away from the sidewalk and a little salt has been sprinkled to melt the ice. The snow on the lawn is deep, crisp and pristine. There’s no sign of footprints or paw prints or whatever the hell I thought I saw the other night, which is a relief.
I reach the front door and fumble with my keys. I can hear Joe’s Audi purring behind me. He’s not going anywhere until he’s sure I’m safely inside. 
The door opens and I gag at the stench of decay hanging in the air. Covering my mouth with the collar of my jacket, I step inside the apartment, calling out, “Jane?” 
Please don’t answer. Please. Don’t. 
I leave the door open wide, not only so Joe can see me but so the intensity of the smell is drawn away into the cold air. Fungus grows from a plate on the kitchen bench, covering what was once a raw steak. Most of the vomit has dried, but there are bacterial colonies sprouting around the sink. Life springs forth from death. I’m surprised by how much vomit there is on the counter and how much dripped down the cupboards before being smeared across the floor as I rolled around in agony. 
The light is from the kitchen. I must have left it on last week. Feeling somewhat paranoid, I walk cautiously through the apartment, checking the spare room, the bedroom and bathroom. It’s strange how the utter chaos is familiar. To say nothing’s out of place is bizarre as clothing lies strewn over the floor, dried blood has soaked into the mattress, torn sheets lie draped over upturned chairs, but everything is as I remember it. No one’s been here in a week, which is, in a perverse way, comforting. 
I walk back to the open door and put on a brave smile, waving at Joe. He waves back and drives off slowly. I shut the door, wondering where the hell I should start with the cleanup. 
Jane would want to burn this place to the ground rather than deal with the mess. There are cleaning supplies beneath the sink. I grab a dust mask and a pair of gloves from the cupboard and begin working methodically through the kitchen. It’s therapeutic to have some music playing softly in the background as I scrape away the growth and wipe down the counter. 
While cleaning the legs of the table and wondering how I managed to project vomit some fifteen feet from the kitchen onto the carpet in the dining room, I see a paperback novel lying on the floor by the couch. Curious, and remembering the sheriff’s comments, I turn over the tatty novel.
 
Dracula
Bram Stoker


I stop cleaning and lean against the wall, flipping through the book. There are a variety of underlined sections and notes written in the margin, but they’re meaningless to me. I cannot imagine why anyone would take a work of fiction so seriously, and I wonder if this was originally a study copy, perhaps from a high school assignment. Is this what Martin Ellison is so worked up about? I can’t imagine there’s anything other than sentimental value in these worn pages, but I decide to give the book to the sheriff. I’m not sure it will help.
Dinner is a tube of Pringles and a can of soda, which leaves me hungry. I find a frozen pizza in the freezer and cook it in the microwave. I’m not sure it’s any healthier than my first course, but it’s more substantial. For a moment, I can pretend normalcy is returning, but without Jane, there’s an emptiness in my heart. Running the microwave interferes with my internet reception, so I turn off the music and a calm silence descends on the apartment, broken only by the soft whirl of the microwave and a ding as the timer reaches zero.
With a slice of pizza in hand, I turn on my laptop and open my email. There are 867 unread emails, and I spend ten minutes checking boxes and deleting most of it without bothering to open it. If there’s anything important in there, someone will call, I hope. 
One email in particular catches my eye.
 
YourCloud—95% Warning: Your cloud storage is at...
 
Both of our phones are set to backup automatically to our internet cloud provider whenever they’re connected to a Wi-Fi network. Jane’s phone must have uploaded a large file, as last I remember, we were around the 60% mark and had plenty of space to spare. As our phones sync with my computer, I can see exactly which file has been uploaded.
 
soundbite.wav audio backup. Length 60:00
 
Although I’m curious about the file, it’s an hour long so I figure I’ll listen to it later. There’s another email that strikes me as out of the ordinary.
 
American Phone Company—Global Roaming Activated: Your request to…
 
Jane has activated the international travel plan for our cell phones.
I open an application called Find My Phone, and watch as a virtual globe of the world rotates before me, shifting the point of view from somewhere high above the USA to Eastern Europe. A red flag sticks out of a lush green mountain range a couple of hundred miles above Greece, with the Black Sea immediately to the east. As a tiled map appears, the name of the country becomes apparent. Romania. 
A small pop up message beside the flag reads: Last known location. 3 days ago.
Either her battery’s flat, or she no longer has a use for a phone and has switched it off, or she’s switched to a new phone. But why run to Europe?
I zoom in on the rugged mountains, watching as various towns and villages appear in the satellite imagery. The nearest major city is Sibiu, but dozens of small villages dot the landscape. From what I can tell, there’s a single freeway winding through a vast, sprawling mountain region. Valcea County. As I zoom closer a name appears that causes my blood to run cold. 
Transylvania. 
“NO!”
And I slam the lid shut, pushing the laptop away from me as though it were cursed.
My heart races. Suddenly, I’m acutely aware of the noises around me. The howl of the wind outside. The hum of central heating coming from the floor vents. The creaks and groans of the apartment fighting off the cold of the coming night. Footsteps tread lightly on the carpet behind me, the soft rustle of clothing and the gentle pad of bare feet causes the hair on the back of my arms to stand on end. Sweat breaks out on my brow. My heart pounds like a drum. I turn, but there’s no one there. 
“I’m going mad,” I mumble to myself. “This is crazy. This is insane.”
Curiosity demands I continue looking into Jane's disappearance. I open the laptop and retrieve the audio file, pressing play as I talk to myself.
“This cannot be happening. This is fiction. Make-believe.”
My eyes settle on the worn novel lying on the table beside the laptop, and the temperature within the apartment seems to plummet. I grab a pad of paper and a pen, hurriedly making notes as the recording starts.
“What were you doing?” I ask Jane, listening to the audio file as it replays on my laptop. There’s a muffled sound. Fabric flexes as she moves. Then a knock on a door. I feel as though I’m blind, desperately wanting to see what Jane saw, wanting some kind of commentary from her. The creak of a door opening is followed by the soft, kind voice of a woman.
“Can I help you?”
“Jasmine Halter?” 
I jump at the sound of Jane’s voice, and instantly, I know. This is my Jane. I don’t know who I made love to the other night, but it wasn’t her. This is my wife.
I jot down the name Jasmine Halter along with the timestamp so I can easily refer to it later if needed. Being methodical has to have some benefits beyond being borderline obsessive-compulsive. 
“My name is Jane Langford. I’m working with the police, investigating the death of your neighbor.”
“I thought it was suicide,” the other woman says, sounding distinctly insincere to my ear.
“Oh, it was,” Jane replies, and I catch a pause so characteristic of her as she scrambles for a response. “Tragic. And yet even in heartbreaking circumstances like these, there’s a standard process we follow, gathering background information from associates for statistical purposes in the hope we can recognize trigger events and prevent future tragedies.”
Liar. I know my wife well enough to recognize when she's nervous and covering her insecurities with too many words.
I hurriedly scrawl a note on the pad—Did Jasmine know at this point? Had she already seen through Jane’s bluff? 
I’m confused. Jane killed Jasmine. And it strikes me that what I’m listening to is evidence that needs to be surrendered to the police, and yet what does it prove? Nothing beyond what is already known. The sheriff already knows precisely what happened. Jasmine killed her family at some point before Jane confronted her and shot her dead.
Jane says, “Paperwork and procedure—they’re tedious, but that’s police work for you.”
“So young,” Jasmine says in reply, and I hear a chain being removed from a door lock followed by boots on wooden floorboards. “And with such a young family.”
A door closes.
“Yes,” Jane replies, and I find myself walking inside a nondescript suburban home in my mind, mentally retracing her steps. I wonder about Jasmine. What drives someone to murder their entire family? I know it’s a stereotype, but it seems out of character for a mother and a wife to kill both her husband and her kids. I wonder, what could have driven Jasmine to such extremes?
“Thank you for meeting with me,” Jane says. Her voice is soft, almost apologetic. “So, what are you and your family doing on this chilly Saturday afternoon?”
“Oh,” Jasmine says. “Bill and the kids are at the mall shopping for Christmas presents... Coffee?”
“Sure,” Jane replies. The conversation is calm and civil, and yet Jane knew something was up or she wouldn’t have thought to record the discussion beforehand.
The sound muffles slightly, and I get the impression Jane’s putting her hands in her jacket pockets. There’s a soft but sharp click, one that occurs close to the microphone. I’ve heard that noise before, but it takes me a second to realize it’s a safety switch being depressed on the side of a handgun.
“Well,” Jasmine says in a polite, considerate tone of voice. “This isn’t standard police procedure, now is it?”
“These aren’t your everyday murders,” Jane says and I pause the playback. 
I’m frustrated, but I note the time of the comment and the exact wording used, desperately trying to understand what’s happening. There’s something at work beyond what I’m hearing superficially, that much is clear.
“How did you know?” I ask her rhetorically. “Jane, you’ve got to give me more to work with. How did you figure this out?”
I wish she was here. I know Jane could explain herself with just a few simple words, but the explanation of what’s happening escapes me. I press play again, ready to pause the audio file as needed. I don’t want to miss any details. 
“And how are you going to explain this?” Jasmine asks. “Are you willing to go to jail for twenty years for killing me in cold blood?”
Pause.
“Why are you doing this?” I ask Jane, desperately trying to piece together this jigsaw puzzle. They both know precisely what’s happening. “Come on, Jane. Talk to me, not to her. Remember, honey. Remember you’ve got a phone in your pocket recording all of this.”
Play.
Jane says, “I’m counting on there being bodies in the upstairs bedroom.” 
And a shiver runs down my spine. How did she know? What tipped her off?
Jasmine laughs, she doesn’t even try to deny what’s happened. 
“Who are you?” Jane asks, and I pause the audio, mumbling to myself as I jot down another note.
“But she knows who she is—she’s Jasmine Halter, a suburban housewife.”
My index finger clicks the play button and I hold my breath, waiting for the reply.
“Who am I?” Jasmine Halter says. “My name is legion, for we are many.”
And I pause the playback again, stunned by what I’m hearing. I’m not sure if Jane realizes this, but I recognize those words. They’re from the Gospels. I get up and grab a Bible from the bookshelf. In the back of the Bible, there’s an index. I scan through it until I find the reference I’m looking for: The insane man dwelling among the tombs. Mark 5:2-12. 
I read through this section of scripture twice, highlighting two phrases with my pen.
 
And when Jesus was come out of the boat, straightway there met him out of the tombs a man with an unclean spirit, who had his dwelling in the tombs: and no man could any more bind him, no, not with a chain… 
And always, night and day, in the tombs and in the mountains, he was crying out, and cutting himself with stones. 
…and crying out with a loud voice, he saith, What have I to do with thee, Jesus, thou Son of the Most High God? I adjure thee by God, torment me not. 
…And Jesus asked him, What is thy name? And he saith unto him, My name is Legion; for we are many… 
Now there was on the mountain side a great herd of swine feeding… 
And the unclean spirits came out, and entered into the swine: and the herd rushed down the steep into the sea, in number about two thousand; and they were drowned in the sea. 
 
“What the hell is going on, Jane?” I ask, sitting down at the table again and noting the scripture reference and the time on my paper pad.
Play.
“Stay back,” Jane cries aloud, but her voice wavers. She’s nervous. “Put it down.” 
“What?” I cry, pleading with her as though she could somehow respond. “Put what down?”
“This?” Jasmine replies in a voice so calm my skin crawls. “Don’t worry about this. I’m not going to kill you with a knife. No, that would be too easy. I think I’ll use that gun you’re holding instead.”
Jasmine’s tormenting her, threatening her, but I already know how this ends. Did Jasmine want to die? 
“This is just a little insurance. Evidence.”
“It’s over,” Jane says. “Take one more step and I’ll fire.”
“Oh, I’m counting on you pulling that trigger,” Jasmine replies. “You didn’t really think a mere handgun would kill me, did you?” 
And gunfire erupts. Although the shots are rapid, they’re staggered, coming in waves of two, three or four shots at a time, and I quickly lose track of how many shots have been fired. I’m stunned. One shot is enough to kill someone, especially at close range. Emptying an entire magazine into a woman at point blank is massive overkill. 
The firing stops and the silence is eerie. I scrawl notes on my pad, capturing the time and the final comments of Jasmine Halter.
Jasmine’s dead, I understand that, and yet somehow it feels as though I lost Jane in that violent exchange. Sirens sound on the recording, coming from outside the house. 
“Jane?” someone says, breaking down the front door. “Are you okay?”
I’m expecting Jane to respond, but the voice that speaks has a slight quiver, and it takes a few words before I recognize the reply.
“Yeah, I’m fine, Liz.”
That’s Jane’s voice, but the pacing is wrong. There’s a slight inflection that sounds unusual, almost as though someone’s mimicking her accent. It’s subtle, and I suspect I would have missed this if I’d seen this incident unfold live, but being limited to only one sense, and having heard the conversation before the gunfire, the difference is magnified. This isn't my wife. But that’s crazy. Impossible. And I dismiss the thought, although in the back of my mind I’m aware I was struck by the same impression when I arrived home to find Jane drinking wine in the kitchen.
I let the recording run and I can hear cops moving through the house, radios squawk and there’s more conversation with Jane, but everything beyond this point seems redundant. I stop the recording, trying to absorb what I’ve heard. 
Tomorrow, I’ll listen to the rest of the audio file, but as the recording is exactly an hour long, I suspect it simply runs on until it reaches the maximum file size. It’s almost as though Jane doesn’t realize she recorded herself, which is confusing. 
 



Chapter 2:03 — Transylvania 
 
“Hey, Joe,” I say, talking into my cell phone. 
“Alan,” he replies, and I can hear he’s half asleep. I look at the time on the bottom right hand corner of my laptop—1:22AM. “What’s up?”
“Listen,” I say, still on edge after hours of trawling the internet trying to make sense of what’s happened here in lazy Boise, Idaho. “Remember you said you’d do anything to help.”
“Anything,” is the groggy reply.
“I’ve found Jane.”
“Hey, that’s great news,” Joe says. 
“I need you to come with me to get her.”
“Sure. No problem.”
“Have you got a passport?” I ask.
Joe replies, “I know I’m going to regret admitting this, but yes.”
“She’s in Europe.”
“What? Are you serious?”
“Romania,” I say.
“You want to go to Europe?” Joe asks, looking for confirmation and probably thinking I’m a little crazy. 
“Yes.”
“Oh, man. I’ve got to say. When I said, I’d do anything to help, I was kinda thinking anything within the Continental US of A.”
I laugh. From the tone of his voice, I know he’s having a bitch and a moan, but he’s not discarding the idea. 
Joe says, “When you asked about a passport, I was thinking Canada.”
“I know. Madness, huh?” I reply.
“O’Connor is going to freak out. He’s going to demand I keep with the roster.”
I say, “Tell him I’m mentally unstable and you’re worried about me.”
Joe replies, “You are mentally unstable, and I am worried about you.”
Again, I laugh. If only he knew how wild and crazy my thinking is, and I’m half wondering if I’m delirious from a lack of sleep. In the cold light of a bitter, winter’s day, I doubt I’d be this adventurous, but with the warmth of the central heating dulling my senses, I feel I need to go after Jane. My wife tried to kill me, I think. Why? I have no idea. My parents are deeply religious. If they knew what had happened, they’d say she was possessed, and after reading that section in the Bible, I’m half wondering if there may be some merit to that notion, but no. I have a rational mind. I can’t go there. Something in the confrontation with Jasmine Halter drove Jane over the edge, leading to what I can only describe as a mental breakdown.
And as for the ragged copy of Dracula and comments about legion? None of that makes any sense. There’s been nothing even remotely similar to the contents of that novel, at least as I remember it, although my thinking is probably skewed by too many poorly made Hollywood movies. And as if on cue, my left earlobe aches, reminding me the lower portion has been ripped off. The vision of Jane towering over me with blood dripping from her mouth is eerily reminiscent of a horror movie, but no. There must be some other explanation. 
“You’re serious?” Joe asks.
“I just booked tickets, switching us to business class for the leg from Chicago to Berlin.”
“Oh, now you’re talking.”
In the background, I can hear Joe’s wife complaining about the noise he’s making talking with me. Joe says something about Europe, and from the sound of it, I think she hit him with a pillow and told him to go back to sleep.
“Say hi to Helen for me.”
There’s muffled, muted talking, and Joe replies, “She says, goodnight. Well, at least, that's the polite version.”
“First leg is an eleven AM flight to Chicago, buddy. Pick me up around eight.”
“Done,” Joe replies and I hang up. Joe always was the more adventurous of the two of us, and talking him into going with me was easier than I thought. I wonder if he'd be so accommodating if I told him we were heading to Transylvania. 
Sitting in the apartment with all the lights on, I can’t help but mentally replay the recording between Jane and Jasmine. The conversation was so calm and yet so wrong, it’s as though they both knew from the start what was really going on, but each was waiting for the other to make a move. As soon as Jane pulled the gun on Jasmine, there was only ever going to be one outcome. Someone was going to die. I want to ask Jane about it, to understand her motives going into what she clearly knew was going to be a lethal confrontation. Why didn’t she wait for the police?
And I don’t understand how Jasmine could be so dismissive of a gun being pointed at her. She was shot down in a hail of bullets. Perhaps Jane’s reacting to the trauma of inflicting such a brutal, highly personal and fatal act on someone she would normally identify with. Maybe Jane’s bizarre behavior is a reaction to the pressure she was under in those critical few seconds, and she's suffering from post-traumatic stress. But even that doesn’t explain the scratches on my chest where she tore through my skin, or why she ripped off part of my ear with her teeth. 
I close the laptop and curl up on the couch. I can’t sleep in our bedroom. We have a spare bed, but the couch is closer to the door. I’d rather not be trapped at the back of the apartment. I’m being paranoid, and I don’t care. Paranoia is my right. To my mind, having a wolf trash my home justifies a little fear. And looking at the damage, I wonder if it was a lone wolf or a pack of wolves? Such thoughts aren’t helping me relax so I put them out of my mind. I fluff a pillow, leaving the lights on as I drift off to sleep.
There’s a knock at the door and I roll to one side, sliding off the couch, still very much caught in a deep sleep. Feeling groggy, I wander to the door and peer through the peep hole. 
“Joe,” I say, opening the door.
Joe walks into the apartment saying, “Eight AM. It’s—what the hell?”
“Oh,” I reply, shutting the door behind him and scratching at my ruffled hair. “If you think this is messed up, check out the bedroom.”
Joe takes me literally and walks somewhat cautiously to the rear of the apartment, stepping over torn magazines and ripped cushions as though they were land mines. 
“Jesus,” he says, standing at the door and surveying the devastation in the bedroom. Torn curtains, broken lampshades, an overturned desk chair, scratches on the walls, a blood soaked mattress, ripped sheets, splintered wood coming away from the bathroom door—the place is a dump. A grenade would have caused less damage. 
“Yeah,” I say, pushing past him into the bedroom. “Some fucked up shit, huh?”
I’m not normally vulgar in my choice of words, but a little profanity seems appropriate given the circumstances. 
“Did someone die in here?” he asks, and I can tell from his tone of voice, he’s serious.
“Oh, that?” I reply, pointing to the bed. “That’s my blood.”
Joe shakes his head. It’s a lot to take in. 
“Listen,” I say, checking the time on my phone. “I’m going to grab a shower and pack a bag. Why don’t you make a pot of coffee?”
Reluctantly, Joe leaves me to shave and shower. The warm water is soothing, and I’m tempted to linger under the shower, but we’ve got a flight to catch. 
After getting dressed, I stuff clothing and a solar powered phone charger into a duffel bag and walk back into the kitchen.
“You really want to do this?” Joe asks, handing me a cup of coffee in a plastic thermal mug. 
“Don’t you?” I ask, knowing his mind must have been racing a million miles an hour while I was in the shower. “I mean, look at this place. It’s like a hurricane hit the apartment, or looters. Don’t you want answers?”
Joe nods. 
Neither of us talk much during the drive to the airport. It’s another beautiful day, but I feel as though dark clouds are gathering. The flight to Chicago is brief. We have a two hour wait for our international flight, so we grab lunch at a bar inside the airport. People bustle around us, dragging bags on wheels and rushing along the marble concourse to get to various flights. The world is normal. Same as it was yesterday. But for me, it feels as though the world will never be the same again. There’s been a seismic shift. 
“So?” Joe asks, chewing on a piece of garlic bread, something I find mildly amusing given what I’ve been reading. “Are you going to tell me what this is really about?”
“Honestly,” I say, pulling the ragged copy of Dracula from my back pocket. “I have no idea. I have my suspicions, but nothing makes sense.”
I place the book in front of him as though it were an exhibit in a court case. 
“All I know is everything changed when Jane began investigating the violent murder of Mavis Harrison in a gas station.”
Joe is silent. 
“From there, the needle on the weirdometer goes hard to the right—beyond insane. I mean, I hardly believe this myself. My home was ravaged by a wolf.”
I plant my index finger in the center of the book, adding, “I don’t believe what I’m reading here, but I have no explanation for what happened to my apartment or my wife. She bit off part of my ear, scratched my chest like a wild animal, and infected me with god-knows-what.”
“Yeah,” Joe says. “That’s pretty messed up.”
I nod, saying, “There are notes scrawled in the margins of this book and underlined sections that, honestly, leave me doubting my sanity. Sitting here in broad daylight, in the middle of one of the world’s busiest airports, it's easy to pretend nothing happened, but I’m scared of what we're going to find over there.”
“What did she underline?” Joe asks in a serious tone.
I pick up the novel and thumb through the pages, reading aloud from various sections.
“A demon in her shape… that foul thing that has taken Lucy’s shape without her soul… I cannot let this happen… Oh, and this one is in Jane’s handwriting. Has evil passed unnoticed through the centuries?”
Joe says, “And you think this is for real?”
“Someone thought it was real,” I say. “Me? I don’t know. But I know my wife unloaded eleven rounds at point blank range into some crazy bitch with a self-declared multiple personality disorder. And then my wife assaults me before fleeing to Transylvania.”
“Transylvania? You’re kidding, right?” Joe says, looking around to see if we’re being watched. I guess he thinks this is some kind of elaborate prank to expose him as gullible. No one pays any attention to us. We’re just two guys sitting on barstools overlooking the walkway. There are no cameras, no reporters rushing up to us, no bartenders or waiters who are in on the prank. 
“I need answers,” I say, putting the book back in my pocket. 
Joe shakes his head. He can’t make eye contact. I feel for him. I’ve put him in an impossible situation. His best friend has gone crazy. 
Joe rests his hand on my shoulder. I half expect him to say, “I’m out.” And if he did, I wouldn’t blame him. I want no part of this, but I feel compelled to get some kind of resolution. Ten years of marriage shouldn’t end like this. I can’t give up on Jane. I don’t know what has happened to her, but I have to go after her, if only to get closure. With all that’s happened, I still love her.
“You’ve got to promise me,” Joe says, squeezing my shoulder. “If my house is ever broken into by wolves, you’ve got to be there for me, okay?”
He laughs, slapping me on the back. 
I laugh, although my laugh is fake.
“Sure thing,” I say as a boarding announcement for our flight sounds through the speakers set into the ceiling above us.
We make our way to the flight and go through the routine of handing over passports and tickets in what to me feels like a dream. Business class on an international flight gives me the opportunity to sleep. I still feel drained after a week in the hospital, and any exertion is exhausting. After we take off, I push a tiny button and my seat straightens, dropping and turning into a flat bed. I pull a thin blanket over me and drift off to sleep as Joe activates the back massager built into his seat. He’s already watching a movie. 
I’m surprised when I’m woken by a flight attendant letting me know we’re about to land, and I wonder how many hours have passed. Yawning, I sit up. Joe doesn’t look like he’s moved. I swear, he’s still watching the same movie. Headphones on. Eyes forward. He doesn't seem to care that we’re about to land on another continent on the far side of the planet.
Outside the tiny oval window, a suburban landscape rolls beneath us. Tightly packed houses and aging apartment blocks suddenly give way to green fields and a concrete runway. Our plane touches down with barely a bump.
Once we clear customs, Joe asks, “Where to now, van Helsing?”
“Cute,” I say, looking at a map on my phone. “From here, we take the train to Bucharest.” 
There’s a train station adjacent to the airport. We walk through the terminal, across a footbridge and into a gothic train station, with its high steel arches, ornate lattice work, and a stained glass ceiling. Dark clouds hang low over the city, painting the world in hues of grey. 
While waiting for the train, I look at the route. Berlin to Dresden, and then on to Brno in the Czech Republic. 
Joe traces the route with me, only now realizing we’re barely halfway to Transylvania. From the Czech Republic, the train continues on to Vienna in Austria, Bratislava in Slovakia, Budapest in Hungary, and along a winding stretch passing through various towns and villages in Romania, heading toward Bucharest, over the mountains and down onto the plains leading to the Black Sea. Ours is the second to last stop—a quiet village in the Carpathian Mountains called Păscoaia. 
A train conductor signals for us to board. He’s wearing a tiny black porter’s cap and a traditional burgundy colored suit made out of the finest velvet, although to me his suit appears blood red—not the brilliant, bright red of a cut finger, but the dark, violent red of a severed artery. 
The train is old. Although it’s electric, it’s grimy and looks neglected. Paint peels slowly from the sheet metal as rust takes hold on the carriage frame.
We make our way up a set of fold-away stairs and through a narrow door into the fourth carriage. I’m forced sideways as I work my way down the hallway lining the far side of the carriage, passing by numerous private compartments.
Our compartment is 32A. The window on the sliding door is covered by a frilly lace curtain that has seen better days. The door is stiff, grating rather than sliding on a metal rail as I pull it to one side. There are two bench seats facing each other in a cabin smaller than my walk-in closet back in Boise.
“Well,” Joe says, sitting opposite me and putting his feet up on the seat beside me. “Isn’t this quaint?”
The train gets underway with the grace of a teenager popping the clutch in a stick shift while learning to drive, and we pull out of the train yard, passing by other more modern trains, with sleek lines and crisp, modern styling. 
Our train gathers speed, passing under old wrought-iron bridges, past aging brickwork walls and an industrial zone within Berlin that looks as though it wasn’t rebuilt following the fall of communism. 
The European countryside is unlike anything I’ve seen in America. Clouds hide the mountaintops. Lush fir trees crowd the hills, blocking out what little light seeps through the cloud cover, and smothering the land in darkness. A low fog weaves itself through the trees, hiding the ground from view.
“Creepy, huh?” I say.
Joe says, “When we get back to the USA, I’m sending you the bill for my therapist.” 
I smile.
The train is noisy, clacking with a rhythmic knock as we race over aging railway sleepers laid almost two hundred years ago, following an old, largely unused railway line through the countryside. Our carriage has a steady sway, rocking back and forth as I stare out at the fields and farmhouses on the open plains. Everything about Eastern Europe feels old. I feel as though we are not only traveling across this vast continent but that we are journeying back in time. 
A horse-drawn cart trundles along a distant hedgerow with hay piled high on its rear wooden flatbed. Dogs chase along behind the cart. And as quickly as it came, it’s gone, disappearing behind us. We round a bend and disappear into the dark of a tunnel hidden on the mountainside. I expect the lights to come on automatically within our cabin, but they don’t. There’s ambient light from the compartments on either side of us, but our tiny seats are soaked in darkness. And suddenly, we’re back out into the gloomy grey again.
“Are we there yet?” Joe quips. 
“Eighteen hours,” I say, and he scrunches up his coat and uses it as a pillow, lying sideways on the bench seat. Within a few minutes, he’s snoring, and I don't blame him as the sudden time zone switch is playing havoc with our internal body clocks.
I open Bram Stoker’s Dracula and begin reading, wanting to follow the story from the start. 


3 May. Bistritz.—Left Munich at 8:35 P. M., on 1st May, arriving at Vienna early next morning; should have arrived at 6:46, but the train was an hour late. Buda-Pesth seems a wonderful place, from the glimpse which I got of it from the train and the little I could walk through the streets.
 
And I cannot but smile at the similarities in our journey, marveling at how close this work of fiction aligns with reality. Over the next few hours, I read about vampires that live for centuries, about sensuous women who disappear into the moonlight, hysterical peasants seeking lost children, howling wolves and unnatural storms.
 
“Ordog”—Satan, “pokol”—hell, “stregoica”—witch, “vrolok” and “vlkoslak”—both of which mean the same thing, one being Slovak and the other a Servian term for vampire.
 
And I’m curious as to whether these superstitions persist today, or whether they have become normalized as part of the cultural mythos, the legend surrounding Dracula. I suspect the concept of vampires has been commercialized to exploit tourism and inflame speculation. Deep down, I hope there are castle ruins to explore, although I doubt they’ll date from the time of Vlad the Impaler, who if memory serves me correctly, reigned in the fourteen hundreds. With that thought, Jane’s words come back to haunt me—what if evil has passed unnoticed through the centuries?
The gentle rocking of the train lulls me to sleep, but my sleep is restless, tormenting me with visions of Jane. Blood drips from her mouth. She beckons me closer, calling to me, enticing me to join her. Her body is cold and yet there is a fire in her eyes. She begs me to approach, telling me I have nothing to fear, and I find myself longing for her touch, wanting to feel her soft embrace again.
I wake with the sun breaking through the clouds, heralding the dawn of a new day.
The door to the compartment slides open and Joe walks in with a tray. There are two plates covered with stainless steel bowls to keep their contents warm. Steam rises from two disposable cups of coffee.
“Hungry?” he asks.
“Famished,” I reply, wiping the sleep from my eyes. 
“Bacon and eggs on toast,” Joe says. “Minus the bacon.”
He lifts the lid and I see a sloppy, yellowish mush covering burnt toast.
“Minus the eggs,” I reply, wondering how anyone can get scrambled eggs so horribly wrong. 
The coffee is burnt, the eggs are tasteless, and the bread is stale, but I’m too hungry to care.
Between bites, Joe says, “The conductor told me we’re about an hour away from Păscoaia. He said it’s a mail stop, not a regular stop, so we need to be ready to get off as they swap mail bags and keep on rolling.”
The train slows as it reaches a steep incline, winding its way through the mountains. Beyond the train tracks, a jagged cliff falls away, leading down into a valley hundreds, perhaps thousands of feet below. 
“Do you know what I haven’t seen?” Joe asks.
“What?” I ask in reply, thinking of dozens of things we haven’t seen since we left Berlin. No advertising billboards. No buses or trucks. Very few buildings over two stories. And there’s a distinct lack of fifty foot high signs proclaiming the golden arches or the numerous other fast food restaurant chains that have become ubiquitous in America.
“Planes.”
I look to the sky and he’s right. We must be outside the main flight corridor. In the American Midwest, contrails crisscross the sky like the tracks of an ice-skater on a frozen pond. 
With clear blue skies above, the countryside looks enchanted. A river meanders through the valley. Small villages appear at regular intervals with a patchwork of rooftops. We pass through a tunnel and a sign signals our approach to Păscoaia. 
A grumpy old conductor knocks on our door, rattling the loose window and shaking his hand as he mumbles something that’s presumably Romanian for, “Next stop.” We grab our bags and follow him to the front of the carriage. He opens the door and the wind whistles past. Huts come into view, followed by houses with darkened windows and little or no glass, something I find perplexing, and then, suddenly the platform races past beneath us.
“Du-te! Du-te!” he cries, pushing on my shoulder and urging me off the train. 
“What?” I cry. The train slows, but to no less than fifteen miles an hour by my reckoning.
“Come on,” Joe cries from behind me, pushing me on. “It’s part of the adventure.”
I lean out of the train. The platform is empty, and rapidly coming to an end. I jump, throwing my bag ahead of me and trying to roll gracefully, but the reality is, my legs are whipped out from beneath me and I crash heavily on one shoulder before flipping onto my back and rolling over onto my chest with my arms sprawling about me. I must look like a rag doll. 
Joe lands with the precision of a gymnast, touching with his feet, shifting onto his shoulder, and then rolling back up onto his feet again as he breaks into a gentle lope. 
“Show off,” I say, still lying on the concrete platform with gravel embedded in my palms. 
The train disappears around a bend. 
“Okay, that is officially the most fun I’ve had in years,” Joe says, reaching out and offering me his hand to help me up. I accept. “Seriously, this is the stuff legends are made of. I mean, look at this village. Look at how old and decrepit it is. Hollywood can’t make this shit up.”
And I smile. Joe has a way of making vulgar statements sound impressive. 
“No, they can’t,” I reply, looking at the thatched roof of the train station. Although station is too strong a word for the tiny, open hut we walk through. There’s no plywood or particle board here in the old world. At a guess, these walls have been made by mixing some kind of concrete slush with straw and bits of brick and stone. Cobblestones line the ground. We walk out into the sunshine as a horse-drawn cart ambles past. Chickens squawk from crates stacked beside the path. Pigs run across the muddy track like dogs playing in the street, oinking and squealing as they’re chased by kids.
“Where to from here?” Joe asks, embracing the spirit of our quest far more than I expected. That there’s probably no running water or electricity doesn’t seem to bother him. For Joe, there’s a sense of nostalgia and novelty to emerging in such a remote rural village.
I look down at a scrap of paper with our itinerary printed on it, saying, “Ah, from here I prepaid for a coach to take us to the village of Armista, about twelve miles into the hills. That’s as far as I could track Jane’s phone. There’s supposed to be a bus waiting for us by the station.”
Joe looks at the scrap of paper, pointing at a Romanian name with more commas, circumflexes and breves appearing above and below the various letters than I’ve ever seen in my life. I hate to think how complex the laws of pronunciation are in Romania, but I imagine some spittle is involved.
“I think I’ve found your coach,” Joe says, pointing to a horse and buggy parked further down the road. The buggy is completely black, being an open top carriage set on an old spring leaf suspension above large wooden wheels.
“No way,” I say, crossing the muddy track to speak to the driver. 
“This just keeps getting better,” Joe says, and I wish he was being sarcastic, but he’s not. 
I pull out my phone and open the translation app, saying, “Is this the coach for Langford going to Armista.” 
A few seconds later, the phone says something garbled in Romanian and the old man smiles, revealing two widely separated front teeth. He nods enthusiastically, saying, “Da. Da.” Which I always thought was stereotypical Russian for yes, but I guess the two languages are closely related. 
We climb up into the buggy and the old man whips his horse, spurring the mare to action. 
Joe is grinning like a kid at the fairground. I must admit, I didn’t know places like this existed anymore. I just assumed the whole world was racing into the modern age. 
We trundle past stone walls separating pastures, sheep grazing on spring grass, cows sauntering in the warm sunlight, and birds flitting between the trees. As we cross a stone bridge that looks like something out of The Hobbit. I can’t help myself—I start snapping photos like the tourist I am. I hope there’s somewhere that sells souvenirs, although they’ve probably never heard of MasterCard or Visa. For a moment, I can forget about the madness that has dragged us half way around the world. 
“What do you think she’s doing out here?” Joe asks, shaking me out of tourist mode. “I mean, she’s flipped out, or something, right? And we’re dealing with a mental breakdown. Do you think she’s acting out some wild fantasy? How are we going to talk her down?”
“I don’t know,” I say. “I’m hoping that just seeing us, talking with us, will help her come around.”
“So classic intervention,” Joe says. “We confront her, challenging her to accept reality.”
“I guess,” is all I can say in reply. I really don’t know. 
As we climb higher up the mountainside, weaving in and out of thick pockets of forest and wild meadows, the temperature drops. The sun is still warm, but the air has a vicious chill. It’s late afternoon before we reach the village of Armista. 
As we approach a steep slope leading up to the village, the horse becomes unsettled. Foam forms around its mouth. Salt sweat stains its hide, although I thought that was from the exertion of pulling us up the track. The horse gets jumpy, rearing and pulling away from the track.
“Pe, la naiba te. Pe,” the old man cries, standing as he grips the reins with one hand, whipping the horse repeatedly with the other, but the poor animal is terrified, refusing to move forward. The mare rears, tipping the buggy to one side as she stamps her feet. In the North America, horses react like this to snakes, but in the bitter cold of Eastern Europe, I doubt that’s what has upset the animal.
“It’s all right,” I cry out as the driver thrashes his horse in what can only be described as bitter anger. “We can walk from here.”
Joe and I jump from the buggy, much to the disgust of the driver pleading with both us and the horse to continue on. 
“It’s fine, really,” I say, forgetting his English is limited. I'm more concerned about him beating his horse to death. The village is less than a hundred yards away up the slope. “We’re fine.”
By repeating the same word, and gesturing with outstretched hands, I hope he realizes we’re not upset with him or his horse. 
I sling my bag over my shoulder and start up the hill. The driver turns the buggy around, but struggles to control the horse as it tries to bolt down the hill. 
Joe looks at me. I look at him. Nothing’s said, but we both feel a sense of foreboding in the air. The sun sits low in the sky. We’re not going to have much time to recharge our phones with our solar panels. 
Joe looks at his phone, saying, “I think I know why the trail stops here.”
He holds the phone up so I can see the screen—No Signal.
“So much for Google Translate,” I say, realizing we are cut off from the outside world.
We trudge up the hill, fighting against the soft mud sticking to our shoes, and walk into the village of Armista. 
Thatched rooftops and stone walls leave me with the impression we’ve been transported back in time to the fifteenth century. There can’t be more than twenty homes in the village, but there’s a shop at the heart of the tiny hamlet, next to a hut with a sign for Poliția, the police. Directly across the road from the police station is a building with a ubiquitous red cross and the English word, Doctor.
“I’ll talk to the police,” I say. “They can't get too many tourists up here. Maybe they’ve seen her.”
“I’ll go talk to the doctor,” Joe says.
I walk into the police station, which is a one room hut connected to the shop next door by an internal wooden door. There’s a holding cell in the back corner of the station, but it looks more like an animal cage from a traveling circus than a jail cell, not being part of the structure of the building. I ring an old fashioned bell sitting on a desk beside a Bakelite phone from the 1950s, and the shopkeeper from next door comes through wearing an apron.
“You have a crime to report?” he asks, taking his apron off and dumping it on the desk. I presume he’s speaking in English on account of my clothing. He’s roughly my age, but his hair is unkempt and dirty. His face is pitted, scarred by some form of pox or measles, probably occurring in early adulthood from what I can tell. In America, this was once common, but for the past sixty years, vaccinations have spared people such disfigurement, making his face all the more hideous to behold as he seems out of touch with my generation. 
“Ah,” I say, pulling my wallet out and showing him a picture of Jane. “I’m looking for my wife, an American woman traveling through here about a week ago.”
“Haven’t seen jåån,” he says, gathering his apron.
“Wait,” I cry, saying, “But you know her name, Jane.”
“Jåån,” he says. “Woman.” And my heart sinks. 
“She came through here,” I insist. “Last week.”
“You should leave,” he replies. “Before sundown. It is not safe for you to stay. Many robbers. I cannot guarantee your safety.”
“I need to find my wife.”
“You will not find her if she does not want to be found,” the man says. 
“You have seen her,” I say. 
“No good will come from this,” he says, ignoring my accusation. “It is best that you leave.”
“Where did she go?”
He pauses by the internal door, with his fingers already gripping the handle, half turning the lock. He looks at me, looking down at my clothing and then back to my face. Without any emotion, he says, “You cannot help her.”
“Please,” I say. “I need to see her.”
He breathes deeply, and I can see he’s fighting regret. He doesn’t want to tell me, but he will, I can see it in his eyes. There’s a glimmer of compassion behind his stony expression. 
“Goat herders spoke of a woman by the ruins, but you must respect the old ways, the traditions of the past. They said she was vrolok—one that feeds on the living.”
“But you don’t believe that,” I say.
He shrugs his shoulders, saying, “What I believe makes no difference. If she is your wife, she is no more. She is beyond help.”
He opens the door and leaves, calling out to someone in the shop next door. 
I wander out onto the muddy track running through the village.
Joe comes jogging over. 
“Well, you’re never going to guess what I found out,” he says. 
“What?” I ask, not in the mood for games. 
“I spoke to the doctor. She’s been here for eighteen months and has seen more infectious disease than I have in fifteen years. Hepatitis A and B, measles, encephalitis, typhoid fever, yellow fever, and get this. Polio. Goddamn fucking polio.”
He pauses, waiting to see if I’m going to respond, before saying, “We should have had shots before we left the USA.”
“Well,” I say. “So long as you don’t sleep with her, you won’t get hep B.”
“Haha,” he cries, slapping me on the shoulder. “Yep, there’s at least one disease I won’t take back stateside.”
“Well, the cop is useless. He moonlights as the storekeeper.”
“So what’s next?” Joe asks. 
“I’m going to scout around, show Jane’s picture to a few of the locals and see if anyone recognizes her.”
“Okay,” Joe says. “I’m going to stick with the doctor. She’s treating a few locals with bite marks from wild animals that may have rabies.”
“I’ll meet you back here at sunset,” I say, feeling we need some kind of plan.
“Sounds good,” Joe says, taking my bag from me. “Oh, and don’t eat anything. Nothing. And boil the fuck out of any water. If you do eat something, make sure it’s been cooked to an indistinguishable pulp. I don’t want to drag your sorry ass back to America with hepatitis.”
I nod, and we part ways. Joe jogs back into the clinic, while I walk up the track. 
In the distance, high above the village, I see a broken stone wall hidden among the trees.
 



Chapter 2:04 — Castle Dracula
 
What looked like a couple of hundred feet turns into an hour long slog through thick forest. Pockets of snow line the ground in the shade. The track weaves between fir trees with low hanging boughs blocking the path. At points, I can hear the sound of goat bells drifting on the breeze, but I don’t see them or their herders. The sun sits dangerously low in the sky, threatening to plummet below the horizon, but I push on, determined to reach the ruins. 
A wolf howls in the distance, but it’s the sight of fresh paw prints in the soft mud that sends a chill through my bones. I can distinguish several footprints on the muddy track, but they’re distinctly different from my boots. Instead of regular tread marks, they’re broad and flat, as though they were made by business shoes rather than hiking boots. From what I can tell, they’ve been made today, as they’re crisp and well defined. The sight of paw prints crossing over the top of them is unnerving. Large pads, with a clear imprint of claws, along with the occasional tuft of fur caught on a low-lying branch have me second guessing myself. I should go back. I should come here early tomorrow with Joe. Perhaps we could find a guide in the village. 
Suddenly, a series of broad stone steps emerge from the forest, and I realize I’ve arrived at the ruins. Moss clings to the steps, growing in clumps and smothering the stones. As I walk up the steps, a clearing opens out before me, sparsely populated with young trees and uneven cobblestones. The cobblestones have been lifted by tree roots over the centuries, leaving some of them overturned.
Through the trees I can see the ruins of a castle wall. Crumbling stones line the edge of the clifftop overlooking the valley. In the distance, I can make out the village in the dying rays of sunlight. Weeds and sapling trees grow out of the cracks in the paving stones, springing to life following a harsh winter. Burnt wood lies to one side, marking what looks like a vast hall near the entrance. Large wooden beams lie scattered like bowling pins even though moving just one of them would require a dozen men. 
“Hello?” I call out, unable to shake the thought I’m being watched. “Jane? Are you there?”
Broken ramparts give way to the castle proper, with the fortifications hidden from view, nestled against a cliff reaching up to the mountain top. From what I can tell, this castle must have acted as a gateway through some kind of alpine pass. Its location seems more strategic than regal, and yet the coat of arms on the keystone above the archway is proud, almost defiant. Etched into the stonework is the image of wolves overlaid on a black shield with swords crisscrossed beneath. 
The wind howls around me. Stones cover the forecourt, having been torn from the walls and strewn like boulders after an avalanche. 
Several archways stand where once stone walls must have housed kings and queens as they travelled the land, and I wonder what this castle looked like when it teemed with life. 
As I walk on, several crows take flight. Their dark wings are as resplendent as they are menacing. The birds call to each other. Their shrill voices echo off the jagged cliff, setting me on edge. 
The layout of the castle is such that a courtyard dominates the entrance. Stone buildings are set to the rear, out of sight from the village easily a mile away in the distance. Most of the buildings have been laid waste, but a few still stand, with burnt-out rooftops leaving them exposed to the elements. I catch a glimpse of a pale lady staring out of a window in one of the towers looking across the valley. 
“Jane?” I utter under my breath. 
If she sees me, she doesn’t respond. She’s wearing a cotton nightgown, something far too flimsy and thin for this cold weather. I want to call out to her, but getting her attention feels wrong, it feels as though I would be making a grievous mistake. Instead, I hide from sight, crouching beside a low stone wall. I watch as she walks away from the window, disappearing into the ruins. I have to find her. I have to reach her. 
Dark clouds rumble overhead. Flashes of lightning announce a coming storm, but I will not be deterred. I’m so close. And yet I have no idea what I’ll do when I catch up to her. What should I say? I need to know what happened in Boise. I need to understand what happened to her in that house with Jasmine. Why did she attack me? Why did she run to Europe?
I creep forward, trying to figure out how to reach Jane. Picking my way through the burnt-out ruins, I’m shocked to see human bones lying beneath a collapsed section of roof. White bleached bones form a rib cage and spine, but there’s no sign of a skull or hip, arm or leg bones. Dating a dead body left exposed to the elements isn’t easy, as such a corpse would probably have been ravaged by wild animals after death, and has certainly been exposed to insects and bacteria, but the lack of any skin or scraps of withered flesh clinging to the bones has me thinking centuries rather than decades have passed. These bones are as white as marble, dispelling the notion they ever harbored life. The ribs have been crushed on one side, immediately next to the sternum, leaving a gaping hole over where the heart once lay. Whether these are the remains of a man or a woman, I know not, but whoever this was, they met a violent, bloody death. And I shudder, confronted by my own mortality.
I want to turn back. And yet I feel compelled to go on. I am giddy, with a sense of vertigo not unlike what I've felt when standing on a building rooftop without a safety rail. The fall calls to me, luring me closer to the edge, daring me to look down, and I snap my mind back to reality, creeping alongside a collapsed stone wall.
The wind groans, swirling among the fir trees and moving the upper branches.
A light rain begins to fall as I climb a set of stone stairs that originally must have ascended within the great hall toward the living quarters at the rear of the castle. 
I am drawn on as though I'm caught in a tide, with my legs simply giving way to the current as it surges around me, urging me on.
Lightning breaks overhead, followed immediately by the crash of thunder, shaking my bones. 
Daylight is replaced with darkness as clouds blot out the setting sun. My hands are shaking, but I have to see her. I have to talk reason to Jane. I’ve come so far. I can’t go back when she’s so close. I refuse to believe in such silly fables as vampires and werewolves. There must be some other rational explanation for all that has happened, and I am sure talking with Jane will provide me with answers.
I reach a stone balcony overlooking the courtyard, immediately below the window where Jane appeared. Moss clings to the marble balustrades. The remains of a sword lie beside the skeleton of a severed hand. The last of the snow clings to the dark corners of the wall.
A vast doorway leads into darkness, opening out into what once must have been the throne room. Rusted hinges reveal where thick wooden doors must have barred the entrance in ancient days. Slowly, I creep into the shadows. The slightest noise—the howl of the wind, the rustle of the trees, and the haunting call of crows, has me jumping in fright. I’m struggling to hold my nerve. 
A large bat takes flight, sweeping past me with its leathery wings grasping at the air. Claws stretch out from within the dark membrane of its wing, and the creature turns its head, facing me with its hideous, bloody mouth open. The bat snarls at the fool intruding on its haunt. And then the winged creature is gone as quickly as it came, leaving me shivering in the cold.
“Don’t freak out,” I whisper to myself. “Nothing to fear. Nothing but silly superstitions.” As logical and rational as that thought is, I can’t convince myself to believe it.
Lightning ripples through the clouds, followed by the low rumble of thunder, and in the brief flash I see a row of stone coffins arranged in front of me in the darkened interior of the castle. They’ve been set as though in a mausoleum, with stone vases and dead flowers arranged before them. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end.
I creep forward with my heart pounding in my ears like war drums. Run, you idiot. But no, once I got back to the village, I know I'd feel stupid for panicking in fright. Back there, my reactions here would seem foolish. 
As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I can see the stone lids have been carved with the likeness of men and women lying in state. They’re content, with their legs outstretched, their arms folded across their chests, and eyes that stare blindly at the ceiling, depicting a peace they surely could never have known in life. 
Each of the stone coffins is sealed, all but one. The stone lid on the coffin closest to the far window has been pried off and has fallen to the floor, breaking in half. At a guess, the lid weighs four or five hundred pounds, and I wonder who could have shifted such a weight. Perhaps there was a team of grave robbers at work, but their determination is surprising given the other coffins remain untouched and intact. 
I inch closer, astonished by what I am seeing. The underside of the broken lid has scratch marks digging into the stone. It is as though some wild beast was trapped inside and died trying to claw its way out. 
I am drawn on as if in a trance. The danger around me seems incorporeal, nothing more than a dream. I could awake to escape—I’m sure of it. 
I have to see inside the open vault. Is there a second, normal sized coffin inside this large stone vault? One made of wood? Is it still sealed? Is there a body inside? A skeleton or a fresh corpse? Is this morbid curiosity on my part? Perhaps, but I have to know.
In the cold air, sweat beads on my forehead, and my muscles feel as though I have run a marathon. Cautiously, I reach out, touching at the rim of the stone vault as I step up on a lip around the base, wanting to see within. To my surprise, the vault is full of dirt.
The wall beyond the vault moves. 
Shadows dance along the stonework.
At first, I’m confused, and I question my sense of sight. Am I imagining the darkness coming to life? But then I see them. Two men step forward on either side of the stone coffin. 
I back away, holding my hands out in front of me and gesturing for calm. 
“Easy now,” I say, as though I were trying to placate a panicked horse.
The men pace toward me. They’re dressed like monks, with long flowing robes made from rough hessian sacking. Hoods cover their faces, hiding their features in the shadows. 
“Hey,” I say, mustering courage in spite of my trembling hands. “Just a tourist. Got lost in the woods. Trying to find somewhere dry out of the storm.”
The monks are carrying lengths of chain with a heavy block of stone attached at one end. Manacles hang from the other end of each chain. The monks swing their chains, whirling the metal links with a slow, menacing motion. They mean to capture me, that much is sure, but I don’t understand why. 
“Let's all just stay calm,” I say, and my voice waverers with doubt. I’m terrified of what is about to happen. My life is suddenly measured in seconds, not decades.
As I step backwards, I trip on either a fibula bone or a length of wood, I’m not sure which, as I don’t have time to look properly, but the thought of stumbling over human remains is horrifying. The monks seize their opportunity to charge at me, yelling incoherently as they swing their metal chains. 
I turn and run, bolting for the doorway, wanting to reach the outside balcony and escape down the stairs, fleeing to the forecourt of the ruins. Rain lashes my face as I fly out into the storm. There’s a third monk blocking the stairs. He holds a giant mallet in one hand—a wooden hammer with a neck like a broomstick and a head well over a foot in length. 
“Now, wait a minute,” I cry, backing against the railing of the balcony as the three monks close in on me. “Look, this is all a big misunderstanding.”
They rush at me, swinging their chains. I duck, and links of heavy chain slam into the marble railing, sending fragments of shattered stone flying through the air. 
I push the closest monk, only to be grabbed by another and thrown to the ground. Struggle as I may in the torrential rain, they easily overpower me. Irons are clamped on my wrists. In an instant, the stone anchors at the other end of each chain are pushed through the gaps in the railing, falling over the balcony. The chains go taut, stretching my arms out wide. I find myself pinned against the marble balustrades, unable to raise my arms more than a few inches. 
The monks yell at each other in Romanian. I can’t see their faces. They’re wearing leather masks hiding all but their eyes. Gloved hands tear open my jacket, and my heart races as I see one of the monks brandishing a large wooden stake. Rather than the small, theatrical stake so often depicted in vampire movies, this looks like something designed to secure a circus elephant to the ground. The mallet has a handle almost five feet in length, designed to drive the stake deep into the earth with each blow. 
“No, no, no,” I cry. “This is a mistake.”
I struggle, trying to pull my hands from the iron clamps, but the weights keep my arms pinned back. I am fixed in place, as though on a crucifix, with my arms out wide in surrender. I strain against the combined weight of the chains and the stone blocks, but even with two arms, I'd struggle to pull one of these stones back up. My arm muscles spasm in pain, and I feel the pectoral muscles on my chest stretch as my biceps give in.
“Please, no,” I yell. “Don’t do this. I beg you.”
One of the monks positions the massive wooden stake over my madly beating heart while the other readies the mallet, swinging it back over his shoulder and preparing to strike a single, fatal blow. 
I piss myself. I can’t help it. It’s an involuntary reflex at the prospect of being murdered. Kneeling there with my arms outstretched, pulled taut against the balustrades, my bladder empties. 
With my jacket torn open, the third monk grabs at my shirt, ripping buttons away and pulling at the soaking wet cotton, exposing my bare chest. 
“This is a mistake,” I repeat as the rain comes down in sheets and lightning ripples through the dark clouds, urging these brute men to strike me down. “Please, I didn’t mean any harm.”
“Nahd,” the monk says in a whisper almost lost in the storm, “Marca de vampir.”
He steps back, pointing at my chest and dropping the wooden stake. The calm that descends in that instance is as dire as the threat of being impaled. I can see it in his eyes. I am cursed seemingly beyond redemption. The rain fades, softening to a drizzle.
All three men step away from me, leaving me pinned to the railing. One draws a sword, the other a handgun, while the third holds his mallet like an ax. They turn away from me, looking back at the ruins surrounding the crypt. They're expecting to be attacked, but by whom?
“What? What is happening?” I plead as they keep their backs to me.
“Vrolok a evadat,” one of the men says, pulling the mask from his face. Given how strong they are, I’m surprised to see a frail old man standing before me holding the mallet. His silver grey hair is wet, matted down by the rain. Wrinkles line his face. Dark rings hide his eyes. 
“These marks,” he says, pointing at the scratches lining my chest and speaking in broken English. “How did you get them?”
“My wife,” I say through tears streaming down my cheeks. “She did this to me.”
“And you lived?” he asks, even though the answer is apparent. 
“I almost died,” I say, begging for my life. “Please, you’ve got to let me go.”
“Elibereze,” the old man says, and one of the other monks unlocks the chains binding my wrists, allowing the stone weights to fall to the courtyard below. With my arms released, I curl into a ball, leaning against the railing, trying to get some blood back into my extremities and shivering in the cold.
“She hunts us, even as we hunt her,” the old man says, looking at the open window in the tower as he speaks. He grabs me by my torn jacket and hauls me to my feet. “The creature has fooled us, tricked us into revealing our snare.”
“I don’t understand,” I say as he rushes me toward the stairs.
“She used you as bait,” he cries over the angry sound of thunder rumbling overhead. “We thought you were one of them—Vrolok.”
Several bats take flight from somewhere deep inside the crypt, racing out through the broad stone entrance. Within seconds, there are hundreds, and then thousands of bats funneling through the vast open chamber, out through the doorway, and across the balcony.
“Do not let them scratch you,” the old man yells, throwing his hood over his head and bundling me down the stairs. Although my jacket has been torn open, I raise my arms, shielding my face as bats swirl around me. Leathery wings ruffle my hair, clipping my scalp, and I am forced to reach over my head with one arm, grabbing at the back of my neck as claws and teeth tear at the thick padding on my sleeves.
Thousands of wings thrash at the air around me. Bats screech and cry with shrill madness. The sound is overwhelming, like that of a freight train rushing past, and I stumble, tripping over rocks on the forecourt of the castle. The old man drags me to my feet, pushing me on. I cradle my head, peering down the length of my body and watching only the mud and weeds and rocks passing under foot as a vortex of bats envelops the two of us. My jacket has been shredded. Bits of white stuffing and torn thermal lining swirl around me on the wind, until suddenly I'm thrust into pitch black darkness.
I strike my knees on the rim of a door as I fall forward. I can feel the gentle rocking of a carriage as the suspension takes my weight. A door slams behind me. Reaching out with my hands, I feel a seat. My fingers trace the outline of the door, reaching for the curtains covering the windows. I pull back the dark lace to see bats clawing at the glass. Their hideous, dark faces and bloody mouths seem to mock me.
Flames light up the night. 
The monks have lit torches. Burning tar drips from tightly bound bundles at the end of each torch as the three monks wave off the bats. I can hear the monks yelling to each other, but I have no idea what they are saying. The cabin lurches, and the horse bolts, galloping as though it’s not harnessed to a carriage. I brace myself. With one hand on the roof, and the other on a handle by the door, I bounce around inside the carriage, colliding clumsily with the wooden frame every few seconds. 
Moonlight slips through the trees. The shadows are alive, I’m sure of it. 
On the horse charges. 
Looking out the other window, I see a drop of hundreds of feet. We’re following a track winding around the cliff. The horse gallops at a breakneck pace. Wooden wheels catch in the ruts of the track, kicking up loose gravel as we round a steep corner, and I feel the carriage tilt toward the drop. I shift to the far side of the cabin, trying to work against the roll of the carriage. One wheel lifts off the track. I can tell, because there’s no longer a jarring shudder coming through the frame on that side. The horse straightens out and the wheel lands with a thud, sending me careering into the back of the cabin. 
“Slow down, please,” I cry, but no one can hear me over the thundering hooves. If they can, I doubt they understand me. 
From what I can tell, peering through a narrow window behind the driver, only one monk made it. I don’t think it’s the old man, as the monk's muscular frame speaks of youth. A burning torch sits in a stand by his side, its flame fighting against the wind whipping by. 
Dense forest looms up on either side of the carriage, and the horse slows as we descend the mountain. 
The door to the cabin swings open, and the old man steps forward from the rear, climbing around and into the moving carriage. 
“Are you hurt?” he asks, waving his burning fiery torch in my face. The heat causes me to reel backwards. Black smoke wafts to the ceiling. 
With a determined hand, he pushes me back into the seat, flicking my torn jacket open and waving the torch inches from my skin. Heat radiates from the flames, threatening to burn me, and I try to push him away, but he will not be deterred. 
“One scratch. Just a nick,” he says, grabbing my jaw and turning my head one way and then the other. For someone that ten minutes ago was about to drive a wooden stake through my heart, his concern is contradictory. 
“She wants you alive,” he says, satisfied by his search. “She means only to scare you, to demonstrate her power over nature.”
Sitting back on the far side of the carriage, he asks. “This woman. This wife. You knew her well?”
“Fifteen years,” I reply, coughing against the smoke filling the cabin. “We were married for over a decade.”
“Hmm,” he says, opening the door and handing the torch to the third monk, who must be mounted on a seat at the rear of the carriage. 
“Who are you?” I ask. 
The old monk speaks with slow, deliberate enunciation as though he were recounting some ancient spell. Although his words are spoken in Romanian, there is no doubting their meaning. 
“Vladimir Gustavo, descendent al profesorului van Helsing.”
“Jesus,” I say. I’m not sure what Vladimir makes of my reply. I’m not even sure what I meant, beyond utter astonishment, but my worst nightmare has come true. 
 



Chapter 2:05 — van Helsing’s Diary
 
The carriage wheels are monotonous, crunching relentlessly on loose gravel. When the sound undergoes a distinct change, I realize we’re moving from the rough track onto the muddy cobblestones in the village. I peer out from behind the curtain and note we have returned to Armista. The streets are deserted. Wooden shutters bar the windows of the various cottages. 
The carriage comes to a halt, and Vladimir says, “We must be quick. They are stronger and faster at night.”
I don’t have to be told twice. The door opens and I follow Vladimir, leaping out of the carriage into the deathly quiet street. Thousands of bats soar through the sky high overhead, appearing as dark shadows blotting out the stars and the moon. Storm clouds roll down from the hills, but their motion is unnatural, smothering the forest instead of riding on the wind currents.
With a violent knock on a solid wooden door, Vladimir calls out, “Flori să înflorească în primăvara anului.”
From out of sight, a woman replies, saying, “și durează doar pentru un sezon.” She peers briefly through a narrow window beside the door, apparently sizing me up and determining whether I pose a threat.
I hear a heavy wooden beam being removed from behind the door.
“Memory,” the old man says, touching his temple. “It is all we have against the vampire. She may steal our body, but she cannot steal our memories.”
And intuitively, I understand. This is some kind of secret passphrase.
“It is a poem,” he says, clarifying his coded message as the door opens, “about flowers in spring. Each day, a different line. Each day, we establish trust with each other once again.”
“Alan,” Joe cries, seeing me from behind a woman standing in the doorway, and I’m overcome with emotion. I rush forward, hugging him as he stands to greet me.
“What the hell happened to you?” Joe asks, looking at the torn rags that were once an expensive winter coat. 
“Funny you should use the word, ‘hell.’ It’s disturbingly appropriate,” I reply, smiling, still reeling from the surprise of seeing him again. Joe is an anchor to reality, reminding me there is life beyond the madness, refreshing me with thoughts of home.
“My Tetea,” the woman says, using what I’m guessing is an endearing term for her grandfather. She hands us a pair of towels. “Are you all right?”
The towels are little more than small torn strips of sheet by Western reckoning, but a fire rages in the hearth, throwing out warmth, so they'll do nicely. 
The other two monks come through the door behind us, closing the door and barring it with a solid wooden beam. The woman talks with the three men in Romanian. A single kerosene lamp provides the only real light beyond the crackle of the fire. 
I dry my hair. Seeing my bag beside the fireplace, I grab a fresh shirt, some clean underwear and worn jeans. Huddling in the corner, half hidden by the shadows, I strip down, dry off and get dressed. Joe turns his back, politely positioning himself between me and the others. Once I’m dressed, I realize I haven’t properly answered Joe’s question. 
“So?” he asks, as I rub my hands by the fire, warding off both the cold and my shattered nerves. 
“I found her.”
“Jane?”
“Yes.”
“Well, that’s great news, right?” he asks.
“Not quite,” I say, gesturing to our hosts as they confer among themselves in the kitchen. I whisper, “I think the old man wants to kill my wife.”
Joe looks at me with a stern expression. His eyes narrow slightly before he breaks into a smile and slaps me on the shoulder, saying, “You are such a kidder. Damn. You almost had me there for a moment.”
I raise my eyebrows, screwing up my lips a little, trying to think of what to say to convince him I’m serious.
“You’re not kidding, are you?”
I shake my head softly.
“Fuck,” he says under his breath. “We have to get out of here.”
“Not tonight,” I say, as the storm reaches the village. 
Torrential rain begins to fall. Wind howls through the rafters. The door shakes. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear someone was trying to break in. The rattling must be due to the changing air pressure and the door shifting with the wind. But that doesn’t stop all eyes from watching as the door flexes against the wooden beam barring the entrance. The violent pounding continues for a few minutes before softening as the storm continues to rage outside. 
Vladimir introduces me to his granddaughter, Dr. Adriana Gustavo and her two older brothers Michael and Anton. Joe has spent the afternoon assisting Adriana in her clinic. Apparently, she’s an itinerant doctor, traveling from village to village, returning to Armista and her grandfather every few months. She can’t be more than thirty years old, and has probably only recently graduated from med school.
“Eat. Eat,” Vladimir says, gesturing for us to join them at the table for dinner. The house is plain, lacking any of the trappings I’d normally associate with a home, such as family pictures or sentimental items. There’s no television, which isn’t surprising given we’re dining by the light of a kerosene lantern. 
The table has a rustic feel that western stores try to imitate but can never match. Rough-hewn wood forms a knotted, uneven tabletop. Adriana dishes up bowls of soup and locally baked bread. Unlike our spongy Wonder Bread back home, with its soft crust and bleached white interior, this bread is as brown as the dusty floor. The bread is thick and dry. Like the others, I dip my bread in the soup and try to put thoughts of contracting hepatitis far from my mind. Joe doesn’t seem bothered, so I smile, determined to enjoy what I'm guessing is chicken soup. We chat, but we speak like old friends who have nothing in common any more, referring only to how nice the food is, and feeling awkward as the silence between comments extends from seconds to minutes.
After we’ve eaten, we retire to the couch by the fire. Michael and Anton clear away the dishes and wash the pots. 
“What do you know?” Vladimir asks as I sit opposite him on a stool by the fire. 
“Ah,” I say, running my hand through my hair and trying not to sound crazy, even though I know he’s already accepted what I’m struggling to believe. “My wife. She’s a psychologist working with the police. She was investigating a string of murders and suicides, and…”
“And,” Vladimir asks as Adriana sits down next to him, resting an aging shoebox in her lap. 
“And she attacked me.” There’s no other way to explain what happened beyond simple, brutal facts. “I ended up in the hospital. Joe saved my life. We followed her here.”
Vladimir nods softly before saying, “You know she is dead, and has been for some time.”
I hang my head. I’m not sure exactly what he means, but in my heart I know he’s right. Jane may be in those ruins, but that’s not the woman I married. A single tear runs down my cheek. Joe is silent.
Adriana opens the shoebox and rummages through an old book with aging, yellowed pages. She picks out a letter sealed in plastic to protect its contents, and hands it to me. 
“What is this?” I ask, accepting the letter and seeing it has been written in old fashioned cursive English. The writing is compact, written in old style cursive, with words running smoothly into each other. Although there are no lines drawn on the page, each line of writing is perfectly parallel with the next. The first letter at the start of each paragraph has a flourish, being slightly larger and more eccentric than the others. Writing in this age was an art.
“It is a copy of a letter sent from Professor van Helsing to Mina Harker.”
“From the novel?” I ask. “Dracula?”
“From after the events in the novel,” Vladimir clarifies. 
I read the letter with focused attention. Even with a cursory glance, I can tell the letter is being sent in response to a query from Mina. The professor is addressing concerns, quoting parts of Mina’s letter back to her. In my mind, I can hear an aging Dutch professor talking with a slightly clipped accent and genuine concern, responding to the emotional pleas of a young English woman with a soft voice. 
 
My dearest Mina, 
My heart springs with joy whenever I hear from you, but I must admit, the contents of your latest letter are deeply troubling. Our lives are bound by events both tragic and triumphant, but to hear you write of the toils of your wonderful husband Jonathan is a burden to my soul. 
As our correspondence takes weeks to transit the continent to England, I have taken the time to quote your letter so as to refresh your memory as I address your concerns.
 
“He is distant. He has never been the same, and I worry about him.”
 
Such an evil as we faced that day in the Carpathian Mountains takes its toll on a man, with those few months spent hunting that evil monster stealing years from all of our lives. And none was more afflicted than Jonathan, who faced this foul creature in his lair, who witnessed such horrors as we cannot imagine. He was imprisoned for months in that foul castle. You must understand the burden he bears, one that time alone cannot erase.
 
“Wolves ransacked our home. Wolves! I had no idea such beasts had made it to England from Europe, but Jonathan wasn't worried. He said they must have escaped from the zoo or some private reserve. They appeared for days on end, out on the fence line, by the forest. One day, I could have sworn I saw Jonathan out there with them, but his form was only barely visible through the shadow of the trees. When I asked him about it, he denied it, of course. Tell me, my dear Abraham, am I going mad? Have I become like poor Renfield?”
 
You are most certainly not mad, Madame Mina. There is much we do not know about the Count and his vampiric horde, but we know they possess power over the baser things, the lowly fox, the bat, the rat, and the wolf. Why you should receive such a strange visitation, I know not. As you were both bitten, you both have required much time to heal, but the wounds of the heart heal slowest of all. 
 
“At length, he will disappear for days on end, and I know not where he has gone. I ask him, but he’s evasive. He wonders why I attach such importance to something so trivial, and would no doubt scold me for troubling you—but to abandon a wife and child without notice—I fear for him. He says it is business, that I wouldn’t understand, but our business is in London, not Cardiff or the Cotswolds.”
 
If I did not know all you have endured together, I would dismiss such comments, thinking Jonathan is shielding you from something base, perhaps because he seeks to protect you. But there is no horror that could compare to those dark days in London when we first wrestled with the Count.
 
“Forgive me for presuming to discuss matters personal, but I have nowhere to turn, no one else I trust. Jonathan, he scratches me. When we are together as a husband and wife, he is as a wild animal. Sometimes, I am sick for days afterwards. I am forced to wear a high neck blouse to hide the wounds festering on my skin. I bathe them with iodine, but they are ruddy and sore, slow to heal.”
 
You must come to me, my dear Mina, both you and Jonathan, but without word to him as of why. It is nigh on seven years since we defeated the Count, and yet I fear his dark visage still casts a shadow across our lives. 
Tell Jonathan we should meet in Transylvania to celebrate our hard-won victory, to remember both our triumph and our fallen comrades. Perhaps in the ruins of that desolate castle, we will find answers to the questions that plague all our souls.
Be safe, Mina. 
Keep your thoughts to yourself.
And remember… 
 
I am forever yours,
Abraham van Helsing.
 
My hands are shaking. 
“How is this possible?” I ask, recognizing the parallels with what happened in my own life on that dark winter day little more than a week ago. 
I hand the letter to Joe. He skims through it, but from the look on his face, he catches the similarities as well. He shakes his head softly. 
Adriana says, “You are lucky to be alive.”
“Do not be fooled,” Vladimir says, taking the letter from Joe and handing it back to Adriana with the reverence of a priest conducting Holy Communion. “The myths of your childhood have a basis in reality.”
I look to Joe, hoping he’ll say something to dispel this nonsense, but even with his limited exposure, he’s solemn, taking this seriously.
“I don’t know what to tell you,” he says, raising his hands in a gesture that conveys frustration. “I don’t want to believe this stuff. But I’ve got to say, this letter reads like it was written about you and yet it’s over a hundred years old. I mean, wolves tearing up your apartment. Jane attacking you with a cocktail of bacteria and viruses only found in bats. Back in Boise, Idaho, there’s no way I’d believe anything like this was possible. But here? It’s like the old world and the new have collided.”
He looks at the floor, shaking his head in disbelief as he adds, “But this is Jane we’re talking about.”
“Not any more,” I say.
Vladimir says, “We live in an age where superstitions are banished, and the vampire uses that to hide. Doubts, rumors, disbelief—These are its allies.”
“But even if Dracula is true,” I say. “He died. They killed him, right? At the end of the book. Stake through the heart, and all that stuff.”
Adriana surprises me with her adamant reply.
“They destroyed the body, not the soul.”
She’s young, she’s intelligent, she’s educated, and she believes this, not that belief holds any credence on its own, but I can see that for her this is a harsh reality, a blight on her life. 
“None of us want to accept this,” she says in her soft-spoken, deep, feminine voice. “But that choice is not ours. Evil exists. It must be destroyed.”
My head is spinning. I don’t want to accept the existence of vampires, and yet there’s no other explanation. Fight as I may, acceptance offers answers—answers I don’t like, but answers nonetheless. 
“Okay,” I say, sitting forward and resting my elbows on my knees as I glare at Vladimir, looking for any gaps in his mental armor, anything to overthrow this medieval superstition. “So how does this work? You’re describing what is essentially a shadow life-form that has gone undetected on Earth for, what? Centuries?”
“Millennia,” he says without skipping a beat.
Adriana says, “Not undetected. Overlooked. Misunderstood.”
And I nod, appreciating the distinction she's making.
“Yes.”
“Fear has been the greatest weapon of the vampire,” Vladimir says as the door again rattles, shaking with the violence of someone pounding on the thick timber. The storm lashes the small cottage. Howls of anguish pierce the night, and I am hard pressed to attribute them to the wind. 
The two brothers sit on the table with their legs resting on chairs. They’re silent, listening to our conversation. One of them holds a rifle, the other a knife. And I struggle to dispel the notion they expect the door to come crashing in at any moment and so are ready to fight. 
“Ignorance has been our undoing,” Adriana says. 
“So what is it?” I ask, even though it feels unnatural to speak of my wife using a neutral pronoun.
Vladimir says, “The vampire is older than civilization, having haunted us through every age.”
“Now, I have a problem with that concept,” I say, not meaning to sound defiant, but picking up on what I think of as a flaw in the logic. “Like any epidemic, the prevalence of vampires would have to wax and wane.”
Turning to Joe, I say, “Think about polio or smallpox prior to vaccination, and how these diseases moved through population centers, culling the herd.”
“Exponential growth,” Joe says, picking up on my thinking. “Yes, he’s right. If there are vampires, they should go through cycles of boom and bust, just like any other disease. They couldn’t help but become exposed as they spread through a population. And once they exhaust local resources, they’ll slump, just like viral outbreaks.”
Vladimir smiles.
Being a doctor, Adriana understands what we’re describing. Using terminology and concepts we're familiar with, she says, “But this is not a disease that spreads unchecked like a virus. It is an intelligence. The vampire is not a contagion, passing from one person to the next and multiplying as it spreads, it is a predator, a creature of unspeakable terror.”
Footsteps pound on the roof, distracting me for a moment, and I glance up at the rafters, but these are not the steps of a human, there’s a pattern to them, a surge of motion characteristic of quadrupeds. Wolves. 
“Go on,” Joe says, gesturing for Adriana to continue. 
“A creature?” I ask, not meaning to interrupt, but wanting clarification. “Creature singular? So there’s just one of these things?”
Vladimir says, “Legend speaks of many. They are led by Nosferatu, lord of the vampires.”
“And Jane is now one of them? One of these vampires?” Joe asks, clarifying what I know is true but dare not confess myself.
“Yes,” Vladimir replies.
“How?” I ask. “Was she bitten?”
“All that is required is touch,” Vladimir says. “The vampire may bite, but it is not necessary. Any physical contact allows energy to flow.”
“Vampires are intelligent,” Adriana says. “They are not driven to multiply, but to survive, and so this creature in the ruins, she hides.”
“Hides?” I say, looking at Joe. “Why?”
Adriana shakes her head softly. Vladimir is quiet.
Joe asks a good question, “Maybe it's waiting for something?”
“Like what?” I ask. 
Vladimir says, “We know so little, and our ignorance only increases its strength. My forefathers have fought these monsters since the thirteen hundreds, passing on what they have learned from father to son.”
I rub the grit forming in the corners of my eyes, desperately wanting to develop a coherent understanding of what we’re dealing with. 
“And it can switch bodies?” I ask, still using the word “it” as a description of the vampire instead of “she,” or “he.” 
That this unholy creature can switch so easily between identities is unnerving. At any given time, it is impossible to tell where the vampire is beyond following a trail of dead bodies. 
“What?” Joe asks, surprised by the notion. “So vampires can swap bodies?”
“Yes. They steal bodies from both the living and the dead,” Adriana replies. 
I get up and grab my bag, pulling the ragged copy of Dracula from the side pouch along with the notes I made while listening to the recording Jane made when she confronted Jasmine Halter. 
“So all this,” I say, holding up the novel. 
Adriana completes my sentence, saying, “It is an attempt to expose the monster.”
Sitting down again, I unfold my notes, scanning them briefly. 
“Jane spoke to it,” I say, feeling a knot form in my throat. “She recorded her conversation. This was before—must have been before she… she died.”
Those words. 
Grief wells up in my heart, threatening to overwhelm me, but I push on. I have to. For Jane. 
Reading her last words aloud, I get a glimpse into the courage Jane had in facing such evil alone. She must have felt she had no other option. Who would believe her? I am ashamed to think I would have tried to talk her out of such nonsense. And yet now I’m proud of how brave she was. She refused to back down in the face of terror. 
Taking a deep breath, I say, “The vampire spoke of itself in the plural. Jane… my Jane asked a housewife, a normal goddamn housewife, Who are you?”
In that moment, the storm eases and a calm descends on the cottage. The rain still falls, but the fury of the storm abates. It is as though the creature is listening, waiting for the reply, and I cannot help but feel we are being watched.
Tears fall from my eyes as I continue, quoting from the recording. “Who am I? My name is legion, for we are many.”
“Many?” Joe says as thunder breaks overhead, shaking the cottage.
“It’s a quote,” I say, refusing to be intimidated by the storm. “From the Bible. From the New Testament. Christ confronts a man among the tombs. He’s possessed. And the demon says, My name is legion, for we are many.”
In a soft voice, Vladimir says, “Interesting.” And I can see he’s holding himself back from saying anything else, not wanting to cut me off. 
“Ah,” I say, pausing for a second as I gather my thoughts. “According to the scripture, the demon possessed two thousand pigs and drove them into a river or a lake or something, drowning them.”
“Two thousand?” Adriana asks, as surprised by the number as I was when I first read that section in the Gospel of Mark. 
“Do you think this is significant?” I ask of Vladimir.
Vladimir doesn’t rush to answer. He’s thinking, weighing all he knows against what I’ve just said. 
“We have seen the creature spread,” he finally says. “But never on that scale. Never more than four or five at a time. The masters keep them close.”
“Bodyguards,” Joe says.
“The sisters,” I say, pointing at my tattered copy of Dracula. “And Lucy.”
“Yes,” Vladimir replies, with that one lone word capturing generations of learning slowly accumulating within his family.
Adriana says, “Vampires need a host. They can revive the dead to gain an empty shell, but only within three days. A living host must be displaced.”
“Swapped,” I say, remembering Jane's cryptic notes about the chain of transmission she followed to Jasmine Halter.
“Yes,” Adriana replies.
“You said it hides,” Joe says, reviving an earlier point as he addresses Adriana. 
“Yes.”
“Risk mitigation,” I say, understanding what Joe is getting at. “If there are thousands of them, they could spread to thousands of people.”
“That would avoid the limitations of a single presence,” Joe says.
“But increases the risk of detection,” I say, completing his thought. “As that’s the sort of thing epidemiologists would pick up on in a heartbeat.”
“So the creature is balancing risk,” Joe replies. “Avoiding attention. Spreading only so long as it can remain hidden.”
“Yes,” Vladimir replies.
Thunder breaks overhead again, shaking not only the building but my bones. I cannot help but think the vampire is listening, raging against us, incensed by our reasoning. Rain pounds the roof, coming down in waves, surging as the storm rolls through the tiny village.
Joe doesn’t seem bothered by the weather. He says, “Living for thousands of years, such a creature would have plenty of opportunity to adapt its strategy to suit the times, fluctuating depending on cultural awareness.”
“Yes,” I say. “If there’s lots of fear and ignorance.”
“Spread wide,” Joe says, completing the thought. 
“Rational thought,” I say. 
“Consolidate,” he replies. Joe shakes his head, saying, “Damn. We’re fighting what amounts to an intelligent virus, one that can spread with ease but seeks to evade detection.”
Adriana says, “The creature comes out fighting only when cornered.”
“But why this strategy?” I ask, hoping this is the question on everyone’s mind. 
“Maybe it’s a parasite?” Joe replies. “Maybe it’s unable to exist outside of a host and so is threatened by us, knowing we would eradicate it.”
Adriana says, “Vampires know no pity.”
“We are vermin to them,” Vladimir says. “Nothing but rats. In their eyes, we are a plague on this world.”
“To them,” I say, agreeing with the old man. “We’re pests.”
Adriana puts it more bluntly. 
“We’re food.”
“So how do we kill it?” Joe asks. “I mean, should we be grabbing garlic and a crucifix?”
“Garlic, yes,” Adriana says. “It overwhelms the vampire’s acute sense of smell. But a crucifix? No. That is part of the myth.” 
Joe asks, “So they suffer from some kind of anaphylactic shock?”
“Garlic is nauseating to them, interrupting their sense of smell, which means they can’t track you.”
“How is that possible?” Joe asks. “How can the vampire heighten the senses of its host?”
“We know not,” Vladimir replies, “but we have observed that it does.” 
“What about daylight?” I ask.
“Again,” Adriana replies. “Effective as a distraction due to the creature's hypersensitivity, but not fatal.”
“So no crumbling to dust in the sunlight, or anything like that?” I ask.
“No. They simply put on sunglasses,” she says with a smile. “Nasty sunburn, yes. But not burnt to ashes.”
“Why come back here?” I ask. “I mean, Jane encountered this creature in America. Why has it returned to Europe?”
“Swapping many bodies weakens the vampire,” Vladimir says. “There is something in the soil, something about Transylvania, something not found anywhere else on Earth, and so it returns. Sometimes only once in a generation, but evil always comes home. Once it has gained its strength, it will seek to flee. As we know its form, it will abandon the body of your wife and seek another identity. And then it will set both time and space between us, fleeing to the far corners of Earth and waiting decades before arising. And yet it cannot resist the blood lust. It will kill again and again, but it will hide its tracks, avoiding detection.”
“So we kill it by driving a stake through its heart?” Joe asks. 
“Yes, but the body must be burned. You cannot risk touching the vampire. Even after death, the creature is dangerous. Whereas we die within a few minutes of being starved of oxygen, the vampire can lie dormant for days before death ensues.”
As much as it pains me to admit it, I say, “So tomorrow, we kill my wife?” 
“Yes,” Vladimir says. Adriana can’t maintain eye contact. She looks away. She must see the failing glimmer in my eyes, the realization that my wife is gone. My heart breaks, but I know what must be done. 
Vladimir rises from his seat, saying, “Sleep. We rise early to continue the hunt.”
I nod, exhausted after a long, torturous day, wondering what madness tomorrow holds. 
 



Chapter 2:06 — Alan
 
I’m not sure what time I wake, but it's dark. The house is deathly still. The storm has passed. Starlight creeps through cracks in the boarded up windows, catching specks of dust drifting in the air. 
Quietly, I step over Joe lying on the floor beside the fireplace. My bladder is bursting. There’s no running water and the outhouse is off-limits during the hours of darkness, but Vladimir left us a night bucket in the washroom. Feeling my way with my hands, I pass the couch, and then the kitchen table, and make my way to the washroom beside the main door. 
With no light, I dare not stand for fear of missing, and so I crouch with my hands perched on the sides of the plastic bucket, trying to avoid resting all my weight on the sides in case the plastic collapses. After relieving myself, I rinse my hands in the pool of water resting in the sink, trying not to think about sanitary issues and the ease of bacteria spreading. We have bigger problems than hygiene. 
The cottage is quiet. Too quiet. 
The doors to the bedrooms are open, something that culturally would never happen in North America, but I guess that’s normal for this part of Europe. I expect to hear snoring or the rustle of someone turning over in the night, but there’s nothing, not even the faint sound of breathing. It’s as though I’m in a crypt rather than a home.
I peer in one of the bedrooms, wanting to dispel the irrational fear welling up within, simply to assure myself there is life in this house, and not death. In the grainy half-light, I see someone curled up on a mattress on the floor. The mattress has been pushed up against the far wall to make space in the tiny room. I want to wake them, if only to convince myself I’m not alone. An unnatural sleep has fallen upon the house, and I feel the hair raising on the back of my neck in the eerie silence.
In the quiet, I can hear scratching like that of a raccoon or an opossum. Curious, I step slowly around the table, taking pains not to bump any of the chairs in the darkness. Floorboards creak as I tiptoe across the room.
The small window beside the main door is the only window not sealed by shutters. A long, thin sheet of glass is set into an aging wooden frame. Barely half a foot wide, the glass runs from waist height to the ceiling, affording a glimpse outside. 
The glass pane is old, distorting the view slightly and revealing the imperfections from when it was formed easily a hundred years ago. The scratching sound is the lever moving with the wind outside. Somehow, the window has become unhitched, and the lever is free to slide against the wooden sill as the wind shifts. 
A perfectly logical explanation is precisely what I need to set my mind at ease, and I slip the catch on the window, pinning the frame in place. 
As I turn to walk back to my crumpled pile of blankets lying on the floor beside the fireplace, a shadow passes over the window. My heart jumps. I cannot help but look.
My name floats as if whispered on a breeze. 
“Alan.”
My blood runs cold.
A low mist swirls across the ground, hiding the muddy track outside.
“Alannnnn.”
It’s the wind. 
The storm is returning. 
Clouds blot out the moon. 
“Alannnnnnnnn.”
I blink, rubbing my eyes, and Jane steps out of the shadows. Her hair is wet. Strands of loose hair stick to her cheeks, wrapping around the side of her neck. Her nightgown is soaked, clinging to her body. 
Jane is fastidious. My Jane couldn’t stand to be seen in public without at least brushing the knots out of her hair. She is businesslike, often keeping her hair back in a ponytail even on the weekends. This is not my Jane.
She walks slowly toward the window, reaching out her hand. Her fingers are relaxed, with a slight, natural curl that begs me to take her hand. 
“I—I…”
I want to yell for help, to wake the others, but my throat constricts and I can barely breathe. 
“Alllllannnnnn.”
“Jane, please,” I whisper, reaching out my hand and steadying myself against the window frame. 
“Let me in,” she says, with her voice sounding like the wind. 
“I can’t,” I say, but that’s the wrong term. I should have said, “I won’t.” I should be defiant, but even now I can feel my willpower fading. My arms are heavy, seemingly pinned to my side. My feet flex, but refuse to move. I should flee, but I’m held captive by some dark spell. 
“Alan, please. It’s me. Jane.”
My hands are shaking.
“I’m cold. I’m so very cold,” she says, approaching to within a foot of the window. 
“No,” I say, but that one word is not convincing, being spoken at barely more than a whisper. 
Jane reaches out and touches the window. Her fingers spread out, pressing lightly against the old glass pane. No, not Jane. My Jane never set foot out of the Continental USA. This monster, this foul thing that has stolen her body seeks to deceive me. 
“Honey, please,” she says. 
Could this be Jane? 
Could Jane have survived somewhere deep inside?
Perhaps Vladimir is wrong. Of course he’s wrong. There’s no such thing as vampires. Jane must be having an identity crisis, having suffered a mental breakdown following the shock of killing Jasmine Halter, but she’s still my wife. And I love her. 
But what if he’s right? And my mind casts doubts upon itself, remembering the night I almost died because of some hideous disease hidden beneath her fingernails. But she couldn’t have known about that. Could she? And my mind wrestles with the possibilities. 
What happened in the ruins? What really happened? Jane was there, but she never attacked me. Vladimir did. He and his sons, they rushed at me with chains. They were going to murder me. Even now, they’re manipulating me, stirring up primal fears, using me to act out their own fantasies.
“Alannnnnn.”
“Yes,” I say as our eyes meet. 
Jane has never looked more beautiful. She’s dressed in a white ball gown, with frills of lace and sequins that sparkle in the light. Her hair is set in meticulously crafted braids. Blush lights up her cheeks with a hint of color. She's wearing blood red lipstick. Staring into her eyes, I feel myself falling into a trance. 
We’re no longer in Romania. We’re back in Boise, Idaho, coming home after dinner at The Gaslamp. I open the door and we walk inside our apartment, but something is wrong. A putrid stench fills the air. Dark stains mar the carpet. The cushions have been disemboweled. Scratch marks line the walls. I shake my head and the dream dissipates, leaving Jane standing before me, drenched in her nightgown.
“No,” I say, and yet my hands betray me, fiddling with the latch. Jane’s fingers grip the edge of the window frame, pulling gently on the wood. I cannot resist her.
“Take my hand,” she says, reaching in through the window. 
I step back, knowing this will be the death of us all. 
“Hold me, Alan. Touch me,” she implores. Her words are hypnotic, commanding me to obey. Try as I may, I cannot fight her. 
Her fingers reach for me, coming within inches of my cheek before clutching softly at the air beside my neck. It’s not as though she means to hurt me, just to rest her fingers on my skin.
I have to warn the others. If only so they can pull me away.
“Joe?” I say, but my voice breaks, barely registering in the silence. 
Jane laughs softly, playfully. 
She entices me, luring me closer with her fingers, beckoning me to step up to the window.
The door is unlocked. The wooden beam barring the entrance has been removed and is leaning against the wall. Was that me? Did I do that? I don’t know what is real any more. Am I condemning us to die beneath her hands?
I am in a dream. And yet still Jane calls to me.
In a feeble attempt to warn the others, I whisper, “Run.” I am too weak. Jane knows she’s won, I can see that in her eyes. She smiles, but with satisfaction, not warmth. Her cheeks are as pale as those of a cadaver. 
My fingers are drawn to hers. I have to touch her. I have to know what is real. 
“I love you,” she says, with one arm outstretched, reaching inside the cottage. 
Although I know it’s wrong, I am spellbound. I have to touch her hand. Save me. Someone, please. But there is no one awake. I must save myself. And yet I can’t. 
Our fingers touch. 
Her hand is cold, and yet in a fraction of a second there’s a discharge of what feels like static electricity.
 
The transformation is complete. 
She’s disoriented. There’s confusion in her eyes. 
Now, it is I who am Alan and she is suddenly outside. 
Jane withdraws her arm, looking at her own hand as though something is horribly wrong. 
I smile.
Once again, I have defied the fragile form of humanity, passing seamlessly between these wretched creatures. Jane steps backward, looking at her pale, thin fingers with disbelief. She falls to her knees in the mud. 
I am inside the cottage. No one is the wiser. I will kill them in their sleep, starting with the old man, the vampire hunter. 
Jane sobs quietly. 
Creeping into the kitchen, I open the drawers slowly, searching for a knife. I am ready to react to any sudden movement from the shadows, although my default instinct is denial. To catch humans off-guard, to fool them is sweet. There’s no greater pleasure than watching them die betrayed by those they trust.
I pull out a butcher knife. The stainless steel blade reflects what little starlight seeps through from the thin window. I half expect Jane to start pounding on the door, trying to warn the others, but they will never believe her. And if they heard her, they would think she was lying, that her cries were a ruse. 
Coals glow in the fireplace. One of the hunters sleeps on the floor by the dying fire. I could kill him before he woke, but the old man—he is the threat I fear. He must be the first to feel this cold steel blade sliding up into his heart.
Quietly, I peer into each of the bedrooms, allowing my eyes to adjust to the darkness. Clothing lies scattered on the floor of the last room. I crouch, examining the old man’s jacket. I can smell him. 
Jane doesn’t disappoint me. She bangs on the wooden door, pounding madly, but she’s too late. All she will do is cause confusion, making my work easier. And I plunge my knife into the old man, slashing at his chest and driving the blade deep into his rib cage, striking him repeatedly. I am drunk, almost dizzy on the expectation of consuming his life force before moving on to the brothers. I will save the woman and the foreigner till last. They won’t understand and that will make their deaths easy. 
My blade slices through the bedclothes, sinking deep into the body, only there’s no movement beyond my frenzied strokes. There’s no blood, no life. 
Tearing away the blankets, I see farm produce. Pumpkins, squash, and sacks of potatoes arranged in the form of a sleeping body. With the blanket pulled back, the sickening smell of garlic shocks my nose, causing me to shake my head. They’re masking their scent.
With a burst of speed unlike anything these humans can naturally muster, I race into another bedroom. Beneath the bedding there is nothing but vegetables. 
The pounding continues on the door, or is it the window?
I’m confused. 
Jane is trying to raise the alarm and warn them, but they’re not here.
I can smell gasoline. 
Smoke drifts through the air. At first, I attribute that to the fireplace, but the crackle of fire comes from beneath the house. A red glow seeps through the cracks in the floorboards. 
A trap. 
I rush the door, pulling at the handle, but wooden planks have been nailed across the outside of the house. Peering between them, I see Jane standing in the moonlight with the old man. He has his arm around her shoulder comforting her. 
“Jane,” I call out, reaching my hand between the boards blocking the window. Hammers strike madly against nails, pounding them into wooden planks. They’re sealing the other windows. I run between the windows, desperate to escape. 
A fireball erupts outside. They’re fueling the flames with tanks full of gasoline, rolling them under the cottage. Smoke clogs the air. Heat surges through the floorboards. 
I try summon the elements, the clouds of the sky, the creatures of the night, but these take time. Coughing, I shield my mouth with the collar of my shirt, and grab a chair, smashing it against one of the windows, desperate to break the shutters open and escape into the darkness, but the smoke is pungent. I can’t breathe. Fire crackles around me, curling up the walls and wrapping around the beams. The heat is overwhelming, searing my skin.
“Noooo,” I scream, but my cries are met with more explosions as gas tanks are tossed into the fire. This cannot be happening. A journey spanning thousands of years cannot end so suddenly. I am a vampire. I am their lord. How dare they rise up against me? 
My clothing catches alight, and I fall to my knees. Pain surges through my body, crippling me. The smoke chokes my lungs, searing my throat, and I am starved of oxygen. With one last surge of strength, I break through the burning floorboards, falling to the smoldering ground beneath the raised cottage. Barely three feet of crawlspace separate the wooden floorboards and concrete supports from the dust and soil. If I can escape, I can abandon this body of pain and switch with someone, anyone. 
With fire searing my skin and burning my hair, I scramble toward the edge of the building. Just another ten feet. Already, I can feel the rush of cool air being drawn into the fire. I’m going to make it, I know I am, and then I shall have my revenge. I will flay the skin from their bones, just as I did of my enemies in the years of old. In my mind, I’ve already escaped. My hand reaches out, grabbing at the last of the support pillars when the burning floor above collapses, burying me in ash and flames. 
I scream, but no one can hear me over the roar of the fire, and the house collapses, crushing me in a funeral pyre. Through the pain of those last few seconds, I have nothing but hate for those that have hunted me. As I die, my last thought is the solemn assurance that Nosferatu will exact revenge. 
Ten thousand voices cry out in agony and then are no more. 
A legion has fallen.
 
The End
 



Epilogue 
 
I was bait. 
I don’t like that, but I accept that it had to be done. 
Vladimir intended to lure Jane inside the cottage. He unlocked the door and had Anton standing by to snatch me should the vampire enter, but I awoke to go to the bathroom. Crazy how such a banal act could change my life. The vampire waited in the darkness, switching identities to gain access to the home and kill us—only we destroyed the monster. We burned the house to the ground. The fire raged through the night and into the next day. And when we cleared away the ashes, we found his bones. My bones. No, not mine. Not anymore. 
My name is Dr. Jane Langford, and this is my story. 
I am on the run, hunted by Interpol for the murder of my husband in an act of arson, but you know otherwise. 
I've published my autobiography as best I understand it through so many different twists and turns. No one will believe this. At best, it will be seen as a fringe conspiracy, something clung to by fools. At worse, this tale will be consigned to the horror section of a dusty bookstore in the old quarter of town, but you know better. For you, there is no doubt. And now that you know what happened, you know why I'm coming for you, Nosferatu.
 
Afterword
 
I hope you’ve enjoyed revisiting Dracula in a modern setting. 
Dracula is iconic, but the majority of people are more aware of the remakes than the original. For most, it will come as a surprise to learn Count Dracula walked around in the sunlight while in London, but he certainly didn’t sparkle. 
As a novel, Dracula taps into our primal fears of death as a ruthless, unrelenting monster that can never be satiated. Dracula exploits the fear of the unknown, the sense of being vulnerable, the inability to act, and the necessity of banding together for strength. 
The story of Dracula isn’t simply the classic fight between good and evil. Bram Stoker draws the battle lines between ordinary, everyday people who are naive about the challenge they face, and an ancient, inhuman, calculating evil. The imagery is vivid, commoners challenging a powerful aristocracy. The stakes are the opportunity to live a normal life without succumbing to evil and preying on loved ones. And it is this grounding in the daily routines of life in the 19th century that makes Dracula resonate even today. Rather than flights of fantasy, Dracula seems to exist as a shadow in our own world. 
In Vampire and We Are Legion, I’ve deliberately avoided the regular blood sucking tropes, instead grounding the story in a quasi-plausible manner, reviving the realism that haunted the original. In the words of the Daily Mail, from 1897.
 
By ten o’clock the story had so fastened itself upon our attention that we could not pause even to light our pipe. At midnight the narrative had fairly got upon our nerves; a creepy terror had seized upon us, and when at length, in the early hours of the morning, we went upstairs to bed it was with the anticipation of nightmare. We listened anxiously for the sound of bats’ wings against the window; we even felt at our throat in dread least [sic] an actual vampire should have left there the two ghastly punctures which in Mr Stoker’s book attested to the hellish operations of Dracula.
 
—For more information on historical reviews of Dracula, see Dracula: A Documentary Volume (Dictionary of Literary Biography, vol 304), Elizabeth Miller.
 
If I too have kept you reading into the small hours of the morning, then I hope you will judge these stories a success. 
Please take the time to leave a review on Goodreads and Amazon, as it is you, the reader, who determines the fate of novellas such as these. 
Proof reading was provided by Pikko’s House out of Hawaii. 
I’d like to thank those that helped as beta readers and jumped in on the editing process. I won’t name everyone for fear of missing someone, but I would like to note Andrea Beatrice Reed who edited this story.
 
Other books by Peter Cawdron
 
Thank you for supporting independent science fiction. You might enjoy the following novels also written by Peter Cawdron.
 
WHAT WE LEFT BEHIND & ALL OUR TOMORROWS
Hazel is a regular teenager growing up in an irregular world overrun with zombies. She likes music, perfume, freshly baked muffins, and playing her Xbox—everything that no longer exists in the apocalypse. 
Raised in the safety of a commune, Hazel rarely sees Zee anymore, except on those occasions when the soldiers demonstrate the importance of a headshot to the kids. 
To her horror, circumstances beyond her control lead her outside the barbed wire fence and into a zombie-infested town.
“Five, Four, Three, Two—count your shots, Haze,” she says to herself, firing at the oncoming zombie horde. “Don’t forget to reload.”
 
ALIEN SPACE TENTACLE PORN
A 1950s hospital. Temporary amnesia. A naked man running through Central Park yelling something about alien space tentacles. Tinfoil, duct tape, and bananas. These are the ingredients for a spectacular romp through a world you never thought possible as aliens reach out and make contact with Earth.
 
MY SWEET SATAN
The crew of the Copernicus is sent to investigate Bestla, one of the remote moons of Saturn. Bestla has always been an oddball, orbiting Saturn in the wrong direction and at a distance of fifteen million miles, so far away that Saturn appears smaller than Earth’s moon in the night sky. Bestla hides a secret. When mapped by an unmanned probe, Bestla awakes and begins transmitting a message, only it’s a message no one wants to hear: “I want to live and die for you, Satan.”
 
SILO SAGA: SHADOWS
Shadows is fan fiction set in Hugh Howey’s Wool universe as part of the Kindle Worlds Silo Saga.
Life within the silos follows a well-worn pattern passed down through the generations from master to apprentice, caster to shadow. “Don’t ask! Don’t think! Don’t question! Just stay in the shadows.” But not everyone is content to follow the past.
 
THE WORLD OF KURT VONNEGUT: CHILDREN’S CRUSADE
Kurt Vonnegut’s masterpiece Slaughterhouse-Five: The Children’s Crusade explored the fictional life of Billy Pilgrim as he stumbled through the real world devastation of Dresden during World War II. Children’s Crusade picks up the story of Billy Pilgrim on the planet of Tralfamadore as Billy and his partner Montana Wildhack struggle to accept life in an alien zoo.
 
THE MAN WHO REMEMBERED TODAY
The Man Who Remembered Today is a novella originally appearing in From the Indie Side anthology, highlighting independent science fiction writers from around the world. You can pick up this story as a stand-alone novella or get twelve distinctly unique stories by purchasing From the Indie Side.
Kareem wakes with a headache. A bloody bandage wrapped around his head tells him this isn’t just another day in the Big Apple. The problem is, he can’t remember what happened to him. He can’t recall anything from yesterday. The only memories he has are from events that are about to unfold today, and today is no ordinary day.
 
ANOMALY
Anomaly examines the prospect of an alien intelligence discovering life on Earth.
Humanity’s first contact with an alien intelligence is far more radical than anyone has ever dared imagine. The technological gulf between humanity and the alien species is measured in terms of millions of years. The only way to communicate is by using science, but not everyone is so patient with the arrival of an alien spacecraft outside the gates of the United Nations in New York.
 
THE ROAD TO HELL
The Road to Hell is paved with good intentions.
How do you solve a murder when the victim comes back to life with no memory of recent events?
In the twenty-second century, America struggles to rebuild after the second civil war. Democracy has been suspended while the reconstruction effort lifts the country out of the ruins of conflict. America’s fate lies in the hands of a genetically engineered soldier with the ability to move through time.
The Road to Hell deals with a futuristic world and the advent of limited time travel. It explores social issues such as the nature of trust and the conflict between loyalty and honesty.
 
MONSTERS
Monsters is a dystopian novel exploring the importance of reading. Monsters is set against the backdrop of the collapse of civilization.
The fallout from a passing comet contains a biological pathogen, not a virus or a living organism, just a collection of amino acids. But these cause animals to revert to the age of the megafauna, when monsters roamed Earth.
Bruce Dobson is a reader. With the fall of civilization, reading has become outlawed. Superstitions prevail, and readers are persecuted like the witches and wizards of old. Bruce and his son James seek to overturn the prejudices of their day and restore the scientific knowledge central to their survival, but monsters lurk in the dark.
 
FEEDBACK
Twenty years ago, a UFO crashed into the Yellow Sea off the Korean Peninsula. The only survivor was a young English-speaking child, captured by the North Koreans. Two decades later, a physics student watches his girlfriend disappear before his eyes, abducted from the streets of New York by what appears to be the same UFO.
Feedback will carry you from the desolate, windswept coastline of North Korea to the bustling streets of New York and on into the depths of space as you journey to the outer edge of our solar system looking for answers.
 
GALACTIC EXPLORATION
Galactic Exploration is a compilation of four closely related science fiction stories following the exploration of the Milky Way by the spaceships Serengeti, Savannah, and The Rift Valley. These three generational starships are piloted by clones and form part of the ongoing search for intelligent extraterrestrial life. With the Serengeti heading out above the plane of the Milky Way, the Savannah exploring the outer reaches of the galaxy, and The Rift Valley investigating possible alien signals within the galactic core, this story examines the Rare Earth Hypothesis from a number of different angles.
This volume contains the novellas Serengeti, Trixie and Me, Savannah, and War.
 
XENOPHOBIA
Xenophobia examines the impact of first contact on the Third World.
Dr. Elizabeth Bower works at a field hospital in Malawi as a civil war smolders around her. With an alien spacecraft in orbit around Earth, the US withdraws its troops to deal with the growing unrest in America. Dr. Bower refuses to abandon her hospital. A troop of US Rangers accompanies Dr. Bower as she attempts to get her staff and patients to safety. Isolated and alone, cut off from contact with the West, they watch as the world descends into chaos with alien contact.
 
LITTLE GREEN MEN
Little Green Men is a tribute to the works of Philip K. Dick, hailing back to classic science fiction stories of the 1950s.
The crew of the Dei Gratia set down on a frozen planet and are attacked by little green men. Chief Science Officer David Michaels struggles with the impossible situation unfolding around him as the crew members are murdered one by one. With the engines offline and power fading, he races against time to understand this mysterious threat and escape the planet alive.
 
REVOLUTION
How do you hide state secrets when teenage hacktivists have as much quantum computing power as the government? Alexander Hopkins is about to find out on what should have been an uneventful red-eye flight from Russia. Nothing is what it seems in this heart-pounding short-story from international best selling author Peter Cawdron.
 
HELLO WORLD
Hello World is a short story set in the same fictional universe as Alien Space Tentacle Porn.
Professor Franco Corelli has noticed something unusual. The twitter account @QuestionsLots is harvesting hundreds of millions of tweets each day, but never posting anything. Outwardly, this account only follows one other twitter account—@RealScientists, but in reality it is trawling every post ever made by anyone on this planet. Could it be that @QuestionsLots is not from Earth?
 
In addition to these stand-alone stories, Peter Cawdron has short stories appearing in:
	The Telepath Chronicles

	The Alien Chronicles

	The A.I. Chronicles

	The Z Chronicles

	Tales of Tinfoil

 
Coming in 2016
 
THE COLONY
The colony on Mars is the first step in humanity’s long walk out of Africa and into the stars. Mars Alpha is heavily dependent on resupply from Earth. Where possible, colonists use 3D printing and locally grown food, but they still rely on Earth for complex medicines and electronics. The colonists are prepared for every eventuality but one. What happens on Mars when nuclear war breaks out on Earth?
 
WELCOME TO THE OCCUPIED STATES OF AMERICA
Seven years after the invasion of the grubs, 110 million Americans have been displaced by the war, with over 50 million dead. Ashley Kelly was crippled by a cluster bomb. While the world crumbled, she spent seven years learning to walk again, and she’ll be damned if she’s going to lie down for anyone, terrestrial or extraterrestrial. 
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