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Dedications

Special thanks to my wife Heather who keeps me grounded and to Merlin the Cat. We are his minions.


My name is Jack Dalton and I am a Monster Hunter.

Vampires. I don’t know all that much about them beyond what Anastasia’s told me, which makes me almost blind to this next assignment. The files I was equipped with describe them as one of the few truly immortal species. Barring the removal of the head, heart, and a massive exposure to sunlight, of course.

According to British intelligence, the apparent origin of the information, Vampires were ranked in a sort of caste system. Elders known as Ancients were the ultimate top of the Vampire rank system. It was their magical destruction that both ended the Great War and caused the event known as the Purge.

In 1914, war broke out in Europe. The governments of the world rushed to battle each other. Paranormals for the most part stayed far away from it, except in Germany and Austria. They wanted war, and they wanted power. What they wanted was control of a country and of an army. They coerced the Vampires to help them by using forbidden spells on them. The Vampires then attacked the allied troops at night, devastating them. How do you kill something that is already dead? The Witches used magic to control the skies by enchanting German planes and bringing forth minor Dragons from the nether realms.

Since the cat was out of the bag, so to speak, English paranormals then revealed themselves to governmental authorities and volunteered to help. The allied governments, once they got over their shock, begged the paranormals to do something about the Vampires. All they wanted was a solution to the Vampire problem; they  didn’t really care about the Witches. The British Paranormal Council decided to create a great spell. Other councils around the world warned them of the consequences and problems that could arise, but they pushed forward, anyway; they wanted to help their government. The leader of the London Vampire Coven volunteered to be a part of the spell. The goal of the Magickal folk of Britain was to separate the two races and shield the innocent Vampires from the Fleisch und Blut Witches. No deaths were intended at all. That was not the point. So the spell was triggered and something unexpected happened: the Vampires died. The paranormal races call the Great War “The Purge.” The Vampires that were being used to attack allied soldiers died along with every Vampire in a 5,000-mile radius surrounding Paris, France. The Generals and the Allied leaders were ecstatic and patted each other on the back. The British Council was devastated. Not a few hundred, not a few thousand, but tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, of Vampires were killed. The only Vampires to survive were those that lived on the far Western coasts of North America and those in Japan and parts of China. The Germanic Witches of Flesh and Blood were also wiped out completely. The British suspected it was by surviving Vampires, but even they deny doing it. The British Witches’ Council were put on trial on charges of genocide by a council made up of elders from all the races. Those directly responsible for creating the spell were punished.

Of all the information in my files about Vampires, the Purge was the most interesting. I found it fascinating that the FBI, with a Vampire resource in the main office, didn’t have reports of our own. Anastasia could’ve updated them from her perspective. She had to have been alive then, but there was nothing about her in them. To the FBI, she didn’t seem to exist as a Vampire.

<<<>>>

Washington had changed a bit since I was last here. Construction projects put on hold by the recent elections and political foibles were underway again. Scaffolding and large tents hid much of the Capitol building from sight. It was undergoing the first real restoration in more than a hundred years. Add it to all the highway work and tract housing going up and the whole town was a mess.

“Sorry I’m so late, there’s construction delays everywhere,” I explained as I walked into Anastasia’s small office. The FBI building was the still the same, but all the faces were different. I knew from my studies that many of the higher ups or department heads could change when a new president was sworn in, but this was the first time I witnessed it.

Anastasia glared at me before speaking. “Explain to me again why it was so important to you to disregard my orders and help those miners?”

On my way here, I’d had engine trouble mid-way across the country. Instead of catching a bus or asking for one of the local offices to pick me up, I’d stayed around the area, fighting monsters. It was my defined job to do so, but I’d ignored both Anastasia’s and the Director's orders to do so and as a result lost. The military was forced to step in.

“My job?” I started. “I understand that this is important, but you told me in the very beginning to make this job my own. To stand up to the Director if need be and prove him wrong. How can I do that if you are micromanaging me the entire time? Some cases I need to find on my own. Building up a network of informers and those I’ve helped is just part of it all,” I answered back. It was hard to hold her eyes without flinching. I’d knew that some Vampires were powerful but not that Ana was one of them!

Suddenly Ana was within inches of me. I could feel her breath on my face, her eyes peering into me. “Your job is what we say it is. Do you understand me?”

Raising my hands, I made to a motion to ward her off but froze. It was like my entire body was slowing down. Only my brain seemed active. Frozen in place, I could only watch as she examined me. Sniffing she moved in close to my neck.

<<<>>>

A sharp prick and nothing.

That was what the entry in my secret journal read. I’d made the entry the very moment I climbed into the van. Like watching a movie, I’d witnessed my boss and confidant suck the life out of me, literally. The very act of feeling my blood leave my body and her blood red eyes forcing me to forget everything I thought I knew was a betrayal I could never, ever, forget.

“Why do I remember everything then?” I muttered to myself. Ana’s instructions were to travel to the first murder site and take over the investigation. I was to forget everything about our meeting except that the Ripper case was paramount. Track down the rogue Vampire and arrest him. If I was able to track him to his lair, then I was to inform Ana immediately.

Closing my eyes, I tried to remember if this was the first time she’d done this to me, but I couldn’t remember. “What's different this time?” I murmured to myself. Shaking my head, I made a promise to figure it out later. Right or wrong, I still had a murderer and monster to catch.

Five murders in as many weeks. In each case, the victim was a part of the Washington political machine: senatorial aides, interns, or staffers. An equal opportunity killer, none of the deaths were along party lines so far. Washington police were stumped as to motive, according to the files Ana had given me.

<<<>>>

“Who are you again?” Chief Sylvester asked me. I went straight to the top before doing any investigating in Washington. A turf war between the locals, the bureau, Bureau, and any of the alphabet agencies that seemed to be everywhere in Washington these days wasn’t something I wanted. Too many elements of this case were hotter than hell already without adding more trouble to it.

“FBI Magical Division. We’re the ones you call for any and all Paranormal activity or crimes,” I answered, handing him my badge and credentials.

Squinting, the chief glanced from my badge to me a couple of times before handing them back. “Supervisory Special Agent. That’s a pretty big title for such a young man like yourself.”

“The Director himself recruited me for the job. He wanted someone with intimate contact with the Paras as well as the training for the job. So far, I’ve been a part of both the sea monster and rogue Werewolf investigations. I was dealing with some nasty demonic creatures when Director Hoover called me. These Ripper cases are priority now for us,” I replied, ignoring his comment about my age. Nothing I said to him was a lie, from a certain point of view. One thing I’d learned in this job was that if you were going to lie, you had to make some part of it the truth. Just that little bit would throw off truth verification or mind readers. The things you learn in this business.

“Did he now? You going to get in my officer’s way here son?” Sylvester asked.

“I can’t control the main office and the Director, but I myself will try to stay out of your way. All I want is closed cases and justice for the victims. I leave the politics to others,” I explained the best I could.

The chief snorted and shook his head as he tried not to laugh at me. “Everything is about politics around here. Just catch this monster and leave your boss to me. J. Edgar and I already have a unique relationship together.”

“He’s a hard man to warm up to.” I stated. Most local police didn’t care for the FBI, as we took credit that they thought was theirs for cases we assumed.

Chief Sylvester chuckled and pulled out a bakery box. “You have to use the right sort of leverage with him. Donut?”

Reaching in and pulling out a pastry, I thanked him. “I don’t know if donuts work on the Director.”

“If he ever walked a beat they might. It’s why we all love them so much,” Sylvester replied, motioning at the box with his donut with a hint of powdered sugar on his face.

“Come again?” I asked.

“It’s not a cliché, kid. The reason donuts and cops go hand-in-hand is that pastry shops and diners are the only places open late at night or early in the morning. After a long shift of walking the streets, sometimes you just want to sit down for a moment, understand? Why not have a donut if it’s just sitting there in front of you? Besides, after all that walking, it’s not like we’re going to gain any weight.” Sylvester laughed at the look on my face. Staring at the donut in my hand, I could see what he was saying was true.

<<<>>>

There’d actually been seven murders, but only bodies for five of them. Deaths six and seven were technically still considered missing persons. Looking over the official files, I could agree with the assumption that they were dead. Nobody loses that much blood and still survives.

“We found it over there in the nave, never seen anything like it,” the park ranger explained to me. We were standing in front of Lincoln’s statue inside the Lincoln Memorial building. “To me it looked like someone killed a big ol’ hog and butchered it. We couldn’t believe it was a man or two men.”

“Were there any remains other than blood?” I asked him.

The ranger shook his head. “Not a bit. Fortunately, it was us and not a tourist that found it. Opening up the bathrooms is first on our list in the morning.”

The police file I’d gotten showed it all in graphic black and white. Color photography was available, but I was almost glad they didn’t use it here. The entire area to Lincoln’s right was a charnel house, blood everywhere, coating the walls like it was painted on.

“Did anyone see anything unusual leading up to this? Strange activity, funny looking people, maybe folks who don’t want to leave?” I asked him.

“None of that. I told all the other officers the same thing, just the regular tourist groups. We’ve got a few artist types that hang out around here but that’s it,” he explained.

“Artists?” I asked.

The ranger motioned to one side. “I’ll show you.”

Walking to the entrance, he pointed to the young people below, sitting on the steps. More than one of them held sketch pads. “We’re a popular spot.”

I nodded. “And none of them are missing?”

The ranger cocked his head to one side. “None of the regulars...I’ll ask around, though.”

“Good, you do that. If you think of anything else, contact the bureau. I’m in charge of the investigation now,” I replied, shaking his hand.

For this to happen here in one of America’s holiest of holy monuments was either the work of a monster or someone trying to send a message. At this point I wasn’t sure which it was. But I was going to find out. I needed to look at the other five murders and find the intersection point.

<<<>>>

“We thought of that as well,” the chief replied. “Detective work 101, find the connection. Of the seven deaths there’s two unknowns, a senatorial aide, two secretaries, a night watchman, and one of ours, an off-duty cop. I knew him, too. Which is why this case is so crazy and personal for us around here. Look at the map we put together…”

Now that we were all sharing, I could see two rolling boards in the conference room. A map of the city with push pins was most prominent. It was surrounded with news articles, photos, and evidence reports.

“No real pattern to it all. We know the memorial murders were first, but the timeline becomes muddled after that,” he explained by pointing out the different locations. “These three were killed over the recent holiday. The coroner can’t be completely sure of time of death for any of them, other than more than twenty-four hours.”

“How modern is your forensics team?” I asked.

Sylvester frowned, giving me a sharp look. “Why? Washington is a big city. We’ve got fingerprints and some analysis available.”

Motioning with my hand, I pointed toward where FBI headquarters was. “I’m not a regular agent, but even I know the field is becoming more scientific. A good entomologist or one of the sensitives would be able to answer time of death easily. Or you could hire a Witch to cast a spell.”

“You would seriously use freaks for this investigation? There’s no way to ensure they wouldn’t cover for each other and let this killer go!” Chief Sylvester yelled at me.

I looked down at the floor to hide my anger. During the course of the past year, I’d met a lot of good, decent, hardworking paranormals whose ethics were beyond what this man in front of me might believe. Without his support, though, my own investigation of the case would be doomed, so I stayed silent.

After a moment, the chief settled down. He was still audibly grumbling so I could hear him. “I understand your position, but it will be a cold day in hell before this department allows that. Understand?”

I nodded. Clearing my throat, I mentioned the FBI forensics laboratory.

Shaking his head, Sylvester said no. “We went over this already. No way I’m letting your boss take credit for this investigation. If I allow him his foot in the door he’ll take it. Bugs we can do, though. We’ve got a squint at the university already on the payroll. Good thinking. Once we establish a timeline, we can track this monster down.”

Taking my silence for agreement, the chief proceeded to show me what they had and explain most of the boards of evidence. A Witch on staff would’ve helped, though. Fight the battles you can win. That was something my stepdad used to say.

<<<>>>

“And?” Anastasia asked me. “What do the locals have?”

“Not a lot. The timeline is way off and most of the evidence available to enhance it is gone or ruined. I broached the idea of bringing in a Witch or specialist…” I started to say before she cut me off.

“I bet that went over like a lead balloon. Chief Sylvester is very inclusive of his department. He and the Director clash constantly,” Ana explained.

“He wasn’t happy. I did convince him to talk to an entomologist at the university, but with none of the bodies still on site that might be a lost cause. We…” I motioned to her, “know it was a Vampire. Of that we’re certain. Correct?”

Anastasia crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair. “Yes. I’m able to sense these things.”

“I think...I think the murders at the Memorial were the first ones. They are sloppy. Something angered him or her and the victims were torn to pieces. The other five read like random kills, but I think even that is wrong. There is some small detail, a link or common theme that we’re all missing. I just have to figure it all out.” I shuffled through the files for a moment. Looking up suddenly, I asked, “Did profiling take a look at these?”

“Sort of. Because you were taking so long to get here, I had them do a basic work-up of the first four deaths. They didn’t have the memorial killings or the most recent one,” she explained with a scowl. “At the time, we didn’t have the complete evidence report either, so the psychologists could only examine the kills themselves. According to them, we’re looking for a man filled with some sort of rage.”

“Rage? That’s all they could come up with?” I asked.

“These are medical professionals, not detectives. We use them to get into the mind of a killer, not track them down. That’s what you and the others are for,” she replied.

I shook my head. “Why pay them then? If we’re going to use them, they should do it all, be trained to do it all. Can you imagine what a whole team of trained professionals could do? Suggest that to the Director sometime.”

“Let me tell you a little secret about J. Edgar. Ideas like that have to come from him before they are enacted. Look at your position. How’s your assigned staff working out?” Ana said with a smile.

“Gotcha. I get it. What can you tell me about Vampires? How would you track one down if you could?” I asked her.

Anastasia leaned forward in her chair, placing both hands on the desk and staring at me. For just a split second I could’ve sworn her eyes flashed at me. “We are an ancient people. Older than most recorded history. For us, the powerful rule the weak. Like Witches, we have a few mental powers as well as extended lifespans. Planning plays an important role in everything that we do as both individuals and a species.”

“What kind of powers?” I asked.

“Persuasion, telepathy, and necromancy are just a few. It depends upon who brought you across and when. The older a Vampire is, the stronger they are. To stay hidden like this, I suspect we’re dealing with an old one,” Anastasia explained.

“Why do you say that? The murders that have happened could’ve been caused by either a human or a Were. There’s nothing so remarkable about them that they scream Vampire deaths to me. Half the Were I know could do the same,” I explained to her.

“There’s an aura about them.” She paused for a moment. Rubbing her hands together, she looked me in the eye. “I can feel him. It’s so hard to explain. It’s like...I know, you spent a lot of time out West. Did you ever go hunting? Hunting for something other than a prey animal?”

“On the reservation, I helped track down a cougar once. It had killed some of the local tribe’s sheep and our Alpha volunteered us to hunt it down. The local tribes out there have a knife-edge relationship with the Were Packs. They don’t like sharing what little government resources they receive, and they constantly accuse one another of wrongdoing.” I shook my head as I remembered that hunt. “We set out early, the six of us. The Alpha chose only the strongest of the boys to hunt. His instructions were to chase it down and either bring it back alive or mostly intact to prove it wasn’t one of his people. I went along as both a witness and a test of loyalty. They may have gone into battle with my father, but I wasn’t him.”

“Feeling another Vampire’s aura is very much like that feeling you get hunting a predator,” Ana said. “It’s that small itch right between your shoulder blades that’s screaming at you. Someone or something has you in their sights. It’s when the hunter becomes the hunted. I know he’s out there because I can feel it.” She thumped her chest. “I can feel it right here inside me.”

I let out the breath I’d been holding in. Licking my lips, I asked my real questions. “That feeling I know. Can you tell where he is? Who his companions are? Maybe how old or what part of the world he comes from? Just how accurate are your feelings?”

Ana chuckled. “That’s one of the things I like about you, Jack. You’re straight to the point. He’s old, older than me. The powers of the Elders are beyond most Vampires. As I’ve said, depending on lineage, our powers increase with age. If he’s one of our ruling classes, then he can do almost anything. All the powers are open to him. But he doesn’t… taste… that way to me. His psychic imprint is familiar, but not. I’m sorry I’m not much help here, Jack. I just know he’s here. And he’s dangerous.”

“How old are you?” I asked her.

“Don’t you know you should never ask a woman her age? It’s just not done, Jack,” Ana cocked her head and smiled seductively.

“Seriously, your file doesn’t say,” I explained.

Her eyes widened just a bit and she nodded her head. “Impressive, Jack. I didn’t know you had it in you to track that down. Personnel files for those working directly for Mr. Hoover are kept under lock and key. I’m not going to ask how you did it. Everyone is allowed a few secrets, especially in our business. I’m just a bit over a two hundred. If you have my actual file, you’ll see I’ve worked for the bureau since 1945.”

I nodded back. Much of what I’d been able to find was redacted, but she’d been a huge help to the FBI since she joined. “Why’d you stay? Even at a couple of centuries you must have hidden wealth beyond what was destroyed in California by the Demons. Why stay with the bureau?”

Ana stirred in her seat. She seemed to shift her weight back and forth as if considering both sides. “I made a promise to someone.” She held up her hand in a stopping motion. “Don’t ask me who, I won’t answer you. The FBI was a means to an end that led to a very nice career. I’ve met good people here in America. People who’ve gained my trust and respect. My interaction with humans was much more limited before I came here. We Vampires are the ultimate loners. It’s the right fit for me.”

“So if I find this creature, what happens? Do I call in support or what?” I asked her.

“No. As I said before, this is Magical Division only. If and when you find his lair, you are to contact me and me alone. Trust me on this, Jack. You are not capable of taking him down by yourself,” Ana explained. Once more I caught a slight flash from her eyes. “Are we clear?”

“Understood. You never said how you’d track him, though.”

“Oh, that’s simple. Look for the places he’s not. They’ll feel silent, almost abandoned to a human. You’ll have the strongest feeling that you need to be somewhere else, that you’ve forgotten something important. It’s very similar to a repulsion spell. For Vampire Elders, it’s just another tool. A way to protect their lair. Find that feeling and you’ve found him, or at least you’ve found the general area. Fifty yards is about the farthest we can project. Once again it depends on age and strength,” Ana explained.

<<<>>>

So that’s how I found myself tracing back and forth, on foot, the areas between all the deaths, looking for those “dead” spots.

“If the Lincoln Memorial is there…” I traced my hand across a map the Park Service gave me. Contrary to what Chief Sylvester’s people had, all the deaths were in sort of concentric circles around the park. They were using math and logic, while I was using Magic and guile to figure things out. Much of what I did as a Magical investigator relied on gut and instinct. It’s how I’ve been able to stay alive this long doing this solo.

Well, that and certain gifts from the Gods, I said to myself as I stroked the necklace I’d been given.

Magical amulets of any sort were extremely rare. They existed, everyone knew that. Finding the ones that actually worked the way they were advertised was the big trick. Lots of shysters and con men out in the world. Which made me question the one I’d been given by the old man. The old man I suspected to be Odin.

“Keep your distance from those beings of power, Jack. The Gods are fickle and cruel. They play games only they understand.” That one bit of wisdom from Marcella Blackmore stuck in my head. Witches were the minor leagues when it came to divine beings, and they knew it. The thing I didn’t get was why they were helping me in the first place.

And not only the Gods. Why were the Witches helping me as well?

I was deep in thought and muttering to myself when I felt a strong hand grab me by the shoulder and spin me around.

Suddenly I was face to face with two uniformed police officers. Dropping his hand, the officer who had grabbed me asked, “You Dalton?”

Reaching up, I brushed off where he’d touched me with my hand. “FBI Special Agent in Charge Jack Dalton. Who wants to know?”

I suppose it might’ve been my lack of the standard black or grey suit or even my demeanor, but both cops could only stare at me for a moment.

“You boys forget how to speak?” I asked. Carefully, I reached into my shirt pocket and pulled out my credentials. I flipped them open and displayed my badge and identification.

Exchanging meaningful looks, the two men took a step back from me before responding. “Chief Sylvester would like a word, sir.”

“Ok. Do you know what it’s about?” I asked.

The first officer looked both left then right before saying anything. “Some people were killed last night, and we think they’re related to… Well, you know.”

I pointed toward my van just down the street. “There wasn’t anything on the radio or reported to our offices.”

“We’re keeping this one quiet. Or trying to.” He motioned for me to follow them.

“Fine, have someone keep an eye on my rig over there. I’d rather not lose it. How far away is this?” I asked, even as I climbed into the front of the old patrol car.

“A couple of blocks over in Foggy Bottom near the river.”

We headed down Constitution and turned onto 26th street. Police and emergency vehicles filled the streets. Figures were moving in and out of a group of run-down buildings. “All this out here is either unclaimed or government property. The Saudi Embassy is a bit farther down on the right. Just across the river is Mason’s Island.”

Tapping on the bars separating the seats, the officer in the back tried to get our attention. “We’re supposed to call it Roosevelt Island now, remember?”

The driver, whose name was actually Smith, let go of the wheel for a moment. “Fine, what he said. Some do-gooders bought the place up some years ago and want to build a monument to him.”

“And this helps me how?” I asked the both of them.

“Just passing the time. The chief told us to find you after what we found…” pulling out onto the road, Smith drove up to the first barricade. “You get out here. We’ll wait for you.”

Surprised, I asked, “You’re not coming with me?”

Smith snorted. “And see that mess again? No freaking way, buddy. I can still smell it on me. You’re on your own here.”

“Fine, thanks for the ride.” I climbed out and scanned the crowd. Government officials and cops were everywhere, but no FBI were in sight. I flashed my creds and was passed into the interior of the scene.

<<<>>>

“Good, they found you,” Chief Sylvester remarked the moment he saw me.

“Chief, what’s happened?” I asked him.

“We think we found more victims. Or what’s left of them. They don’t resemble the other kills, though. These are…I need to show you, hope you have a strong stomach.” Sylvester led me through the crowd of cops to an open doorway into a half-ruined brick building.

Peering into the dark doorway, I could feel eyes on me. Pretty sure I wasn’t a sacrificial victim being fed to a bunch of lions, I walked up the steps and into the building.

The air was thick with the smell of decay and rot. A miasma of vomit and other unsavory smells hit me like a rogue wave. Initially it was all I could do to keep my insides in. Sucking it up mentally, I relied upon my training. Now wasn’t the time to put on a show for the locals. The dark hallway led to a great room that might have once been offices or something. The entire area along the river was filled with ruined warehouses and old industrial buildings, some left over from the War Between the States.

Lying in heaps, bodies or parts of bodies were everywhere. Small groups of gowned doctors were poking and prodding the deceased. “Who were they, do we know?”

Looking up from a mangled corpse, one of the white coats caught my eyes. “And you are?”

“Dalton, FBI,” I answered.

“Well Mr. Dalton, these used to be members of one of our city’s finest Rotary clubs,” he explained. “We’ve found at least ten so far.”

“You’ve already identified them?” I wondered how. Some of the piles were of just arms or heads.

“I’ll show you.” Introducing himself but not shaking my hand Doctor Fenn, a coroner working for the city’s morgue system, directed me to a small ruined desk along the wall. A camp light hung above it with medical tools and things on top of it.

Pulling the cloth off one of the lumps on the table, the Doctor revealed a man’s forearm. “Do you see the rings?”

Looking closer, I could see the hand wore two rings. Both gold.

“The one on the left is from West Point, class of 1920. The other is only given to state senators or representatives. Add in the age of the arm and this can only be former State Senator Todd Manderle from Texas,” the coroner explained. “We checked his house and spoke to his wife already. The group were supposed to be surveying the land all weekend.”

Tuning the man out, I ran both my hands through my hair. This was bad. Really bad. Doctor Fenn was still talking, though.

“...hotels in the area. When they didn’t return, alarms were raised. At first, we thought animals had gotten to some of your creature’s kills but there’s no way one man could do all of this, Vampire or not! And we don’t have major predators in this area, haven’t for at least a century. Did you see the forearm? It might be wild dogs.” Doctor Fenn held up the ragged end of the arm so I could see.

Ignoring the really strong smell of ammonia, I looked closer at the bite wound and cursed as all the details clicked in my brain. “Damn.”

“What is it? Do you know what did it?” Fenn asked me.

“First thing, has the Secret Service been called, as well as the local FBI? We’re going to need resources only they can provide,” I said.

Fenn covered the arm back up. “Chief Sylvester is in charge of all that. Why?”

“The ammonia smell is what gave it away. A Vampire may have killed them, but it was something much, much worse that did all of this,” I said as I subconciously reached for my pistol. “We need to get your people out of here right now.”

“We have evidence to gather, and all of these poor souls need to be recovered,” Fenn protested.

“None of that matters a damn bit right now. Ammonia plus carnage and death only means one thing. Ghouls,” I said. “Somewhere around here is a pack of Ghouls. And they’re hungry.”

<<<>>>

“Ghouls? Are you completely sure, Agent?” Chief Sylvester asked.

“Pretty sure. To be completely sure, we’d have to dig down into the basement here, but I wouldn’t recommend doing that at all. They’re extremely dangerous,” I explained.

The chief’s men had been busy the whole time I was inside. Local FBI and Secret Service were now on the scene, as well as a small group of Army National Guard. And all of them were yelling at each other over jurisdiction.

“We need to get a handle on this first, though.” I waved at the mass of law enforcement personnel. “See if you can get all the leaders or highest ranks all in one place for me.” I pulled out my keys and handed them over. “Can you have one or two of your officers go get my van for me? Smith had me leave it.”

Sylvester delegated, and within the hour had all or most of the bodies and coroners removed from the scene, as well as the locals gathered. Cracking my file cabinet, I pulled out the congressional finding and the president’s orders relating to my job. Better to be over-armed than not at all. Another one of my stepdad’s sayings.

Wheet!

Pulling my fingers out of my mouth, I smiled at the group’s reaction. Shock and surprise seemed to be the best way to describe it. That was before I started yelling. “My name is Special Agent in Charge Jack Dalton and I’m taking over.”

Chief Sylvester, standing right next to me, rounded on me first. “Oh hell no! This is my investigation and my town. You came to me, remember?”

Holding up the papers I’d gotten from my van, I explained. “Both Congress and the president approved my appointment to head of the Magical Division of the FBI. You may outrank me, you may have more experience, you may even be able to get me fired, but right here and now, I’m in charge of this circus.” I pointed to the building behind me and continued, “That building, and possibly others, have an infestation of Ghouls inside them. The government of this county put my division in charge of all things paranormal and Magical. So unless any of you know more about the critters in there than I do, step out my damn way!”

“Now see here! If any FBI is going to be in charge, it will be us! Your group only has you in it!” A man dressed like I was supposed to be dressed pushed through the crowd.

Looking down at his shiny shoes and immaculately pressed suit, I shook my head. “Nope. Do you even know what a Ghoul is? Do you know the best way to kill one?”

Puffing up his chest and looking down his nose at me, the Agent responded, “My men are some of the finest trained in the FBI. Director Hoover will hear of this insult, sir. You aren’t even in uniform!”

Even as I dealt with the self-important Agent in front of me, I’d been watching the sky. Complete darkness was almost upon us. Lifting my head up a bit, I sniffed the air.

“Wearing a suit in the woods doesn’t make you a better agent. In fact, it makes you a bit of a liability. But as you’re about to discover, all the crime-stopping training in the world isn’t going to do you a damn bit of good when the perp is trying to eat you,” I responded.

The suit threw up his hands. “Eat me? Are you on drugs or something?”

Pointing behind the crowd I replied, “Not me. Them.”

Several shaggy creatures were in the process of rolling out the doorway as everyone turned to look. Ghouls are like cockroaches. If you see one, there are always more about. Dozens more of the creatures emerged. I could see their green gleaming eyes from where I stood.

Officers near the building yelled “Halt!” as shots rang out. The group surrounding me scattered like a covey of startled quail. Local cops dove for cover among the scattered Federals. Even the National Guard boys hit the ground running as the gunfire increased.

Ghouls, like most paranormal creatures, are immune to standard bullets. Shooting them only pisses them off.

Whipping open my coat, I pulled my pistols and started firing.

It was dark outside. Really dark. Only flashes of light from the firing guns illuminated the field.

Firing like I was at the range, I stood upright, out in the open, blasting away. Unlike the other shooters, I was making progress. The special rounds created for the Magical Division were working well against the Ghouls, but as a group we were losing ground. More and more of the creatures were joining the fight.

“Where the hell are they all coming from?” Chief Sylvester yelled from the cover of his car.

Edging closer to him I shifted my fire. “Ghouls live in abandoned buildings and cemeteries. With all this ruin and decay around us, this might just be the tip of the iceberg.”

“My boys are getting massacred out here! What does it take to kill these things?” Sylvester asked even as he fired.

“Fire and iron work the best, but you might try heavier rounds or shotgun shells,” I explained. Ducking down beside the chief, I dropped both magazines and quickly reloaded. My weapons were custom, just like the ammo, or I would’ve offered them to him. “I’ve got something in the van that might do the trick.”

The Ghoul attack was in full swing now. If we didn’t get a handle on them, they might spread out across the city. While these things were super-dangerous, they didn’t usually attack people in large groups. Something or someone was stirring them up.

Leaving Sylvester in the lurch, I ran for the van. There were only so many Magical bullets in the world, and I didn’t have them all. What I did have was a flamethrower!

According to my files, Ghouls were hunted in the olden days by archers with flaming arrows. It was the best and most classic way to kill them. Trust in the military to take an idea like that and improve upon it. Guns at the ready, I ran down the street, dodging Ghouls and human police as well. Stopping only once, I managed to reach the rear of the van intact.

After my Fae creature encounter more than a year ago when I first started this job, I wanted just a bit more firepower than human guns and arrows. Firing a crossbow or arbalest is fun, but reloading is a bitch. No human alive is strong enough to go without using the windlass. I wanted bigger and badder, the more dangerous the better. The United States Army called it the M2A1-7, the man portable flamethrower.

Reholstering my pistols, I slung the tanks onto my back and almost hit the ground. Seventy pounds of metal with leather straps isn’t some light backpack. Grabbing the van doors to support myself, I locked in the firing wand. Just as I was about to close the doors, I spotted my flare pistol. Flares were what this battle really needed.

Pop! Boom!

Taking aim, I fired the first flare upwards, illuminating the entire battleground. Ghouls were everywhere! Near the first building, they had several uniformed men down and were eating them. The cops and Agents were either in the vehicles or behind them, shooting at the monsters or throwing road flares. Almost everyone blinked back from the bright light.

The firing wand was set up like that of a Tommy gun, with front grips and rear grips. I only had about seven full seconds of usage on this thing, as it fired a bit less than half a gallon a second. Popping another flare, I swung the wand up and triggered the flame.

Whoosh!

There is nothing better in life than shooting fireballs at your enemy with a wand. I felt a bit like Merlin the Magician. Keeping my bursts at barely a trigger pull, I was catching as many Ghouls on fire as I could. Seeing the creatures in the light of my fires almost made me wish it was darker. Ghouls look a bit like what would happen if a zombie made love to a hyena. But with more teeth and fur. Nasty creatures that can strip a body to the bone in seconds.

“The head! Aim for the head,” I yelled as I staggered toward the first group, firing my puffs of flame.

With a roar, two Ghouls charged me. Mixed with the almost overwhelming smell of ammonia was the smell of burnt fur and death. Giving them another puff from my wand, I let go of it, letting it swing free. The creatures’ claws were tearing at my jacket as I put them down with shots from my pistols.

Forgetting the now dangling wand, I lined up the others and continued to fire.

“Jack!” Chief Sylvester yelled.

I heard my name but ignored it. Just like Hogan’s Alley, I was in the groove! Bang! Bang! Bang! I shot two and wounded another. Dodging to the left, I shot two more.

“Jack!”

Glancing to my rear, I saw the chief and a large group of uniforms behind the cars. I dropped my magazines and pulled reloads, then kept firing.

It was a cool night here down by the river, but for me things were heating up fast. Sweat was dripping down my face and where the flamethrower tank was, it was hot to the touch.

“Jack, you idiot!”

Spinning around, I raised my hands, guns still clutched in them, and yelled, “What?”

Sylvester was pointing at my feet and yelling my name. Looking down, I could see a stream of liquid fire pooling at my feet. The grass and debris all around me burned as well.

“Holy shit!” I jumped like my pants were on fire, which they were, and struggled to slip the seventy pounds of fuel and liquid nitrogen off my back! If it hadn’t been so serious, it would’ve been a great vaudeville act. The pack slipped off finally with a thump, and I ran for my life. Dying in a gas explosion wasn’t my idea of fun.

Several really loud explosions made me hit the ground with my hands over my head. Looking up and to my right I could see National Guard reinforcements fighting back against the monsters, using grenades and heavy machine guns. It reminded me that I actually had a box of thermite grenades in the van. But if the military needed my help they could ask for it.

“That was quick thinking, Dalton,” Sylvester remarked. “If you ever want to quit the FBI, I could use a sharp man like you on the force.”

“For now, I’m happy with the Magical Division.” Looking around, I didn’t see any of the other FBI or Secret Service Agents. “Where’d the others go?”

Several of the police officers around Chief Sylvester laughed. The man closest to me explained, “They hightailed it as fast as they could run. I saw one or two firing at the Ghouls coming out the door, but the moment they saw that bullets didn’t work, they were gone. Our experience with them is they don’t like to get their hands dirty.”

Not wanting to disparage the Bureau, I kept my comments light. “Different strokes for different folks. Since I don’t usually have any backup, I like to get my hands dirty.”

“We noticed, son. I have to ask, what the hell have you been shooting them with?” Sylvester asked, pointing at my guns.

Scanning the battlefield for Ghouls, I could see that between the Guard and the State Police they were on the run. Heavy weapons were doing the trick. I looked back at the cops and explained the tricks we came up with to even the playing field. “You know how Magic exists? So we came up with these bullets…”

***

Talking the Chief and his men through some of the FBI’s procedures and how I’d modified them took several hours. Several long tiring hours.

Slumping down next to the car, I actually fell asleep until the battle was mostly over. We’d fought the Ghouls for more than four hours before forcing them to retreat back into their hole or across the river. More than a dozen cops were either dead or maimed.

When the recriminations and those playing the blame game started up, I climbed into my van and left. While I might have proclaimed myself in charge the previous night, I knew they would be looking for scapegoats today. Heading north, I looped back toward the Director’s office and Anastasia.

“What by all the Gods on Earth were you thinking last night?” Anastasia thundered at me. “Did you know who you offended?”

Pulling out a chair from the nearby conference table, I flipped it around and sat down. Another of the many things my stepfather taught me was to protect your weak spots. The slats of a chair wouldn’t stop a bullet, but they might stop a knife. Glaring just a bit, I explained. “I didn’t catch his name, but he ran like a little girl when the monsters came out to play. He may even have fed a few fellow agents to them as a deterrent.”

“Mistakes were made. That is true,” Ana started.

“It was a god damn cluster is what it was. Too many cooks in the kitchen. If it hadn’t been for Chief Sylvester’s men keeping the Ghouls off me, things might have been way worse than they were,” I replied.

Ana scowled. “I heard about your flamethrower. As a matter of fact,” she pointed her finger upwards, “Director Hoover called me about it bright and early this morning!”

“It’s official. I got it from the FBI armory when I picked up my guns and other supplies. If I hadn’t had it, we would’ve been screwed out there. You yourself should know what I do isn’t a simple walk in the park. It’s a war, and I don’t want to lose it!” I exclaimed.

“What about the case I brought you here for? Have you got a lead on it?” Ana asked me.

“Last night was sort of it. You told me that Vampires had certain powers. Can the older ones call creatures to them, like maybe a pack of Ghouls? I ask because everything I know about Ghouls says that what happened last night was strange. They don’t do that. Ever. In all the files and reports we have on them there isn’t any mention of pack activity like that. Normally, they are loners and big-time cowards. Something was directing them. It’s the only explanation I have. This Vampire we’re hunting tried to make us the hunted last night. Which means he’s either desperate or I’m closing in,” I stated.

“Probably both. Show me where you’ve searched so far,” Ana directed.

Unfolding the map I’d been using, I spread it out on the table. Wrinkled from being in my pocket so long, I smoothed it with my hand. “Between the police and me, we’ve checked everything for four blocks to the north, south, and east of the Lincoln Monument. The Ghouls were here,” I pointed on the map to just east of Roosevelt Island. “The buildings all around the monument itself and the reflecting pool are either government or embassy in nature. We only have their occupants’ word that they’re clear, but I detected no clues they were being persuaded. Could this creature have crossed the river into Maryland?”

Anastasia stared at the map for a moment before closing her eyes. As she cocked her head, I could see the faintest of smiles cross her face.

“No, he’s still close, I can feel it. What about the monument itself? Did you check it completely?” she asked me, opening her eyes only to stare.

I shook my head. “No, I didn’t, and I stupidly allowed the police and Park Service to distract me.”

“There’s your answer, then,” she said. “Good job on the Ghouls, but you need to find this creature and stop him. Don’t worry too much about the Director. He won’t like it, but I’ll explain what’s going on.”

“He won’t just fire me for embarrassing him?” I asked.

“I won’t ever admit to telling you this, but he can’t. At least right now he can’t. Your position was created and approved by both Congress and the President. That fact alone was why he picked you and expected you to fail right away. If you quit that first week, he could asked for more funds and resources, allowing him to create his own FBI team filled with handpicked Agents. The Division would become his tool to control and become just one more political showpiece. Administrations change though, so watch yourself,” Anastasia commented. “Fight the good fight for now. “I’ll call the Park Service, but you need to get out there now.”

<<<>>>

What Ana had said gave me a lot to think about. It sure did explain why I was out here alone and on the edge so much. But I seemed to have a few allies, as well. This could be a lifetime job if I could stay alive and keep the politics at bay.

Standing at the edge of the reflecting pool, I looked at the memorial. The massive structure sat ninety-nine feet above the ground. It was made of marble and concrete. Looking at it made you think of ancient Rome or Greece with the Yule marble and Doric columns. Thirty-six names and dates were printed across the top edge, all states that were in the Union at Lincoln’s death. It was hard to believe the entire structure was less than forty years old, having been just completed in 1922.

“Magnificent isn’t it?”

Looking to my right, I smiled at the Park Service representative. “It is. While I know there are restrooms and a gift shop in the interior of the building up top, what’s underneath it? I mean, it can’t be solid all the way through. There has to be a way to access the electrical and plumbing.”

“You mean the undercroft? There’s an access door to the right of the stairs that leads down, but it’s my understanding the stairs are wooden and rickety. Nobody’s really been in there since just after construction,” the man winked at me. “For once, they didn’t use the lowest bidder on utilities.”

“Can I get down there? It might be where our perpetrator is hiding,” I said.

The man shrugged. “Sure. Let me grab the MOD and call maintenance. We should be able to find the keys.”

“MOD?” I asked him.

Shrugging, the man smiled. “Occupational lingo. I’m sure you have fun acronyms in the FBI as well.”

“Yup,” I replied thinking about some of the more complicated ones like the office wienies seemed to come up with.

Finding the manager on duty took longer than maintenance. When everyone was gathered outside the door, I explained what I wanted to do.

“What undercroft?” The MOD asked.

“The basement. Where do you think the pipes all go?” the maintenance man asked.

“We don’t have one of those,” the MOD shook his head.

“Sure you do. You just handed me the keys for it, remember?” I held up the key ring so he could see.

“No, no, no, no, no, we don’t have anything like that and if we did it’s not safe to go down there. Hold up…” The man started trembling and shaking as if palsied.

Touching the man’s shoulder, I asked, “Are you ok?”

“No, no, no, no, you can’t go down there. Unsafe. It’s locked for a reason.” The MOD’s eyes moved wildly back and forth.

“What the hell’s wrong with him?” one of the men asked me.

“He’s under the Vampire’s spell,” Anastasia answered from behind me.

I looked at her in surprise and pointed upward. It was daylight! “Uh, boss?”

Ana smirked at me. “I’ll explain it all to you later, I promise.”

Leaving the MOD with the other Parks people, Ana and I entered the undercroft.

<<<>>>

“You’ve been holding out on me,” I muttered as we climbed down the half rotten stairs.

“Everyone has secrets Jack, especially in this town. You should know that by now,” she answered.

“You could’ve clued me in at least, though. It would’ve made my job here easier,” I explained. Having a day-walking Vampire would be so helpful in many of my investigations! My God! I could see the potential of it all.

“My life is not my own, Jack. No Vampire’s truly is. I don’t need the complication of the FBI or whomever is in charge at the moment. You do these sorts of jobs for many years and you’ll understand me better. Trust me on this, Jack,” Anastasia explained to me. “We’re close.”

The memorial undercroft was dark and damp. Our voices, while kept low, echoed. Concrete support columns ran the length of the structure and small white stalactites hung down from the roof.

“You’re supposed to be dead! How have you hidden yourself from us so long?” a voice growled from the shadows.

“Grigori, it has been a long time. Why are you in my city?” Anastasia asked.

“Your city? You claim this magnificent place as your own? Really, Aeliana, keep dreaming. When the master learns of your betrayal and claims… Well…You were in charge of punishments once, so you know already.” A short, hairy man dressed like a hobo dropped from the ceiling. “Did you like my present? Finding that many Ghouls in one place was a surprise to me.”

“The humans don’t believe in them,” Ana explained.

“Who are you?” I asked the strange man.

“Your pet still speaks?” the man asked. “You’re slipping in your old age, Aeliana. Want me to fix him for you?”

“Jack, his current name is Grigori Rasputin and he’s part of the Strigoi faction,” Ana explained. She looked back at Grigori. “Your change has begun, hasn’t it?”

“The Curse of the Strigoi has struck. You cannot stop me now, Aeliana, this city is mine now. My minions will rise from the depths and the light will fall upon the unworthy,” Grigori chanted. “Join me now or suffer my clan’s wrath.”

Ana spoke, her voice sounding like that of an angel. “I think not. Jack, now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of the party.”

The logical side of my brain thought “code word” while the illogical side thought “action.” My hands, moving on their own, swung the crossbow on my back around and put two bolts instantly into the Strigoi Vampire in front of me. Even as they hit home, one in the heart and one in the chest, Anastasia was ripping the man's head off his body.

“Feels like old times,” Ana said as she held up the bloody trophy. “Thank you for your service, Jack.”

With that, I passed out onto the floor of the undercroft, my weapon at my side.

<<<>>>

“What happened?” I blinked my eyes several times to clear the dust and sleepy from them. The last thing I remembered was talking to the Park guys.

Darkness had fallen on the city and there were rotating emergency lights everywhere.

“You hit your head coming out of the undercroft when the stairs collapsed,” Anastasia explained from beside me. Impeccably dressed as always, my Vampire boss smiled at me. “You should be congratulated, Jack. Killing an ancient vampire is the big time.”

“I got him?” My head hurt, really hurt. It felt as though a herd of elephants were stampeding through it right now.

“The emergency crew found his skull in your hands under the collapsed stairs,” she explained.

Cocking my head to one side I tried to remember, but got only sharp pain for my trouble. “Ow. That smarts.”

“Then don’t do that, dummy. How you can be so smart as to kill a centuries-old Vampire, then be so stupid? Aggravating your injury boggles my mind. Men! When you can stand up straight and not fall down, I expect your report. Don’t forget to include what happened with the Ghouls, and any other things you may have forgotten to mention about this case. Understood?” she asked me.

“I do. Thanks for coming down here to check up on me. We might be a small Division but at least we care about each other,” I told her.

Ana smiled at me. “That we do, Jack. Your health and well-being is my concern as well. Don’t forget to write the report.

Watching her leave, I boosted myself up off the stairs I was sitting on. The elephants came back in a hurry, making themselves well known inside my head yet again. I groaned and almost sat back down. Instead, I staggered over to my van and sat down behind the driver’s seat.

Rubbing my head didn’t help at all. Temporary amnesia was possible in cases like this, but unless that Vampire zapped me, I should remember something, at least. Reaching under my seat, I pulled out my journal, flipped to the back, and re-read what I’d written. Nothing unusual popped out at me, so I went back even further. Ten or so pages back, I found an entire section missing, the pages ripped completely away. “Why did I do that?” I asked myself. What happened when I first got here that made me do that?

Setting the journal aside for later, I pulled out my pad and started writing. I’d type it up when I felt a bit better, but for now I just needed my impressions and feelings, plus whatever I could remember. No matter my injuries, the job must go on.

The End.
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