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Part One: There’s No Such Thing as Vampires
New York, NY, 6th November 2014.
She could smell the blood. The metallic, coppery taste of it filled her mouth and flashed into her brain. Her mouth watered and she swallowed, annoyed. Now was not the time: he was here and she would catch the bastard this time. She had tracked him to a disused warehouse near the Henry Hudson Parkway in Harlem and, this time, he was not getting away. From the scent, he had killed another one, but there would be no more.
Her boots made no sound as she slipped down the corridor, and her sword made barely a whisper as she unsheathed it. She wanted this quick and quiet. No media attention, just an end to the killings and, unfortunately, eleven unsolved murders on the books. The smell of copper death became stronger as she approached an open door. She could hear him, hear the growls and snarls of…
Anger flashed through her and she pushed it aside. It was not him, but this one had to be dealt with anyway. She darted into the room, the scene resolving around her in one sweeping glance. An old office, a single desk, a broken chair. He had dumped his victim on the desk and the cheap, pale wood was stained in red. He was still bent over her: the sounds she had heard were him hungrily lapping up the last of her blood, though there was plenty of it still dripping from the desk, pooling on the floor, running down the walls… He was young, a few days at most since his death. There was no pallor to his black skin after his feeding, but there was still more than a hint of decay about him, overlaid by the stronger smell of blood.
He heard her, turned, and bared his fangs, hissing.
‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘No, we do not do the hissing thing. It’s crass.’ She could see the wild insanity in his eyes. Killed, turned by pure accident, left for dead to wake up craving blood. She almost felt sorry for him, but the corpse on the desk behind him could not be ignored.
He moved, lunging forward, and so did she, driving forward as her katana came up and swung in a silver arc. His body hit the ground, followed a second later by his head. Her body stayed in the same extended posture for a brief second and then she turned, bending down to wipe her blade clean on his shirt. There was more blood now, but the scent was different and she did not need to ignore it. She reached up to her ear and tapped the hands-free unit clipped there.
‘It’s me. The bastard turned one. I need clean-up to twenty-three eighty, twelfth avenue, top floor. One vampire, one corpse.’ She waited for the response. ‘Saint Nicholas Park? That’s not far; I’m on it.’ And she tapped the cut-off button as she sprinted out the door.
~~~
Suits, Mike had decided, were an instrument of torture invented by women in revenge for high heels. Well, off-the-peg ones anyway: maybe custom tailored ones were better, but he wasn’t buying one of those, even on a detective’s salary. So the jacket pulled on his shoulders and the slacks were either too tight or not tight enough. He never seemed to be able to find shirts that fit around his neck properly and when you added a tie, it was purgatory. At least it was not too cold.
Things had been easier when he was in uniform and still working the 32nd Precinct. Not that he wanted to go back: he had worked hard to get his shield and he had no desire to get back into a uniform any time soon. But they had posted him to Midtown North so his apartment three blocks from his place of work had become half the island away. He had wanted homicide or, at worst, vice, but he spent his time dealing with burglaries. Still, it was plentiful work, serving the public with relatively little chance of getting shot, which his mother was happy about, and it was good investigative experience. Sighing, he crossed Edgecombe Avenue and headed for the subway entrance.
And stopped. He could hear sirens, a few shouts. The latter seemed to be coming from the park across Saint Nicholas Avenue and, checking for traffic even though it was three thirty in the morning, he darted across to look through the trees. Here, you could see the buildings of the university through the darkened greenery, the paths through with benches for those wishing to contemplate the beauty of urban New York. No one there now, no one…
He saw something, a fleeting glimpse of someone running, a flash of white in the darkness. Behind that figure, more indistinct, another figure ran, dressed in dark clothing. Just from the way they were moving, Mike could tell it was not a fun-run and he bolted after them, pulling his Smith & Wesson Model 5946 from his shoulder rig and racking a round. They had a lead on him, but the guy in black seemed to be catching the one in the white top, so Mike figured they would be stopping soon and there was just the hope that the time it cost to close the distance would not be too long. The runners moved out of sight behind a tree and Mike pushed harder to catch up.
Backup, he thought as he rounded the tree, hoping to see another flash of white. Should have called for backup. The thought of reaching for his radio evaporated as he saw white, and red.
The runner in white was a girl. The white was a sweatshirt worn with a short, black skirt. If she had been in shoes, they were gone. The left side of the sweatshirt had been ripped open to reveal the lacy, rose-pink bra beneath it. The man in black had his head to her neck, and Mike might have thought he was interrupting lovers if it were not for the fact that he had her pinned up against a tree, her legs kicking at empty air. A student, Mike thought as he took up a modified Weaver stance and aimed, probably a student. ‘NYPD! Back away from the girl.’ There was blood. Blood running down the pale skin of her breast.
The man turned, tossing the woman aside like a rag doll to land on the grass. Blood on the grass. Blood on his mouth. 
A weird feeling, like his brain was trying to throw up, washed over Mike as he looked at the man with the close-cropped, blonde hair and the square face. They had been calling him the Harlem Vampire… ‘Hands on your head,’ Mike commanded, and the man charged at him.
Bang! Bang! Two solid hits to the chest and the guy was still coming. He hit Mike like a train and they went down onto the grass, strong arms grabbing Mike’s shoulders and then his head, twisting it sideways. Mike let out a shriek as he felt something, teeth, sink into his throat. The smell of blood, hers and now Mike’s, was strong in the air. Mike rammed his pistol into the man’s side and pulled the trigger over and over again. There was the smell of propellant and the clicking of an empty pistol, and the pain was gone, replaced by a weird euphoria, a heady, dizzying warmth that spread through Mike’s body to replace the fear. He braced his hands against the man’s shoulders and tried to push, but coordination was not his strong point right now and there was an urge to just go with it.
There was a sound like someone smacking a coconut with a mallet and the insane man reared up and was yanked away out of Mike’s sight. There was a scream, a combination of pain and rage. Mike closed his eyes and, a second later, he felt someone pull his pistol from his hand, and then his jacket was pulled aside. A voice said, ‘Hold on, fella. I’ll be with you shortly.’ Then he heard gunshots, a lot of them, though he was beyond the ability to coherently count now. His gun was pressed back into his hand.
‘There’s help coming. Hold on.’
Mike opened his eyes as much as he could manage and figured he was dead. There was an angel leaning over him. Had to be an angel: she was beautiful, absolutely stunning. Olive skin, deeply blue eyes, a mass of soft, black hair that framed an angular face and fell over the slopes of large breasts. Lots of skin on display… Not something to think about when you meet an angel. Then the angel leaned forward and kissed him. He felt her tongue slide over his and his head started to buzz. The hard-on was not only embarrassing under the circumstances, but probably not good given his lost blood.
The angel leaned back and grinned at him. ‘You’re about to be a hero, kid,’ she said.
‘I’m dead,’ he mumbled as his vision began to close in.
‘Better not be,’ she replied before getting to her feet.
Mike heard shouting. He thought he heard the angel shouting for medics, but that was crazy. And then, with the darkness, came silence.
7th November.
The beep of monitors intruded into what felt like the best sleep ever and Mike struggled into consciousness to find out what the noise was. He recognised what sounded like a steady heart beat and, since there seemed to be wires and tubes attached all over him, he assumed it was his heart that was beating. Good start.
He turned his head and saw the trolley with its bank of screens and medical who-knew-whats, but he instantly forgot about them. Curled up in a chair at the side of the room was Leanne. Her head was bowed, so her face was hidden behind a curtain of copper hair, and she was dressed in scrubs which did absolutely nothing for anyone in Mike’s opinion, but it was Leanne so everything was okay. The thought occurred that if she was there, then he was probably in Harlem Hospital Center: she was a resident there.
Almost as though she had felt him awaken, Leanne’s head lifted and she smiled. She had a triangular sort of face, so not a wide mouth, but it tried really hard right now. Her green eyes sparkled with pleasure and, Mike thought, relief. She had sharply angled reddish eyebrows, and they rose as he looked at her. ‘You decided to re-join us then? I’d better get your attendant–’
He shook his head and tried to say ‘No’ but it came out as a croak. His throat felt like it had been through a dryer on spin. Leanne stood and crossed the floor quickly, retrieving a plastic cup of water with a straw jutting from it.
‘Wet your throat. Not too much. It was badly bruised.’
‘What happened?’ he asked when he could speak.
‘You don’t remember?’
Mike frowned. ‘Fragments. I was chasing someone and… And he attacked me. The girl?’
Leanne’s face fell. ‘I’m sorry. She didn’t make it, but there won’t be any more, thanks to you.’
‘Any more? I don’t…’
‘You, and let me add that if you do anything like this again I’ll kill you myself, are a hero. You took down the Harlem Vampire.’
Mike looked at her. He was not really sure he had taken anyone down, but the idea that he had stopped a serial murderer was absurd. But there had been gunshots… ‘You don’t believe in vampires,’ he said, mostly to say something.
‘You’re right, I don’t. No such thing. Ridiculous superstition. And not even a source of good horror movies now. Too much teen angst. I do believe in psychopaths and fetishism, and if the press wants to sensationalise it, there’s not much to be done, is there? But you shot him and he’s dead.’
‘I thought I was. I saw an angel.’
‘You saw an angel? Really? Halo and everything? Big, white dress?’
‘No, she was wearing… And she… was probably a hallucination. I lost a lot of blood, right?’
‘Yeah… It was touch and go for a bit. They say the guy was on PCP or something. No one knows how you managed to reload with him hanging onto your neck like that.’
‘I reloaded? I don’t remember.’
Leanne frowned. ‘I’m going to get your doctor. It’s probably normal, but I think we need to get you checked out.’
‘Yeah. Thanks for being here, Leanne.’
‘Are you kidding? They couldn’t pry me out.’ She turned and headed for the door. ‘See you in a few minutes. I’m glad you’re awake.’
‘So am I,’ Mike replied, but he was also confused. What the Hell had happened to him in that park?
9th November.
Mike was sitting up in bed and the monitors were gone when his mother walked into the hospital room. Mike was glad. He had not wanted her to see him with all the tubes and wires: she was going to be worried enough without that.
Georgina Williams was sixty-six and aging fairly well. Her hair was grey and she no longer held it to the bob Mike remembered from her youth; her face was lined and her neck showed wrinkles, but her skin was clear, and she still had most of the figure which her husband had once described as ‘the best thing to come out of Sheepshead Bay, ever,’ though Georgina had just laughed at that. Her brown eyes were weakening, and she needed glasses now, when she remembered, but they were still clear. Except that now there was worry in them which belied the smile she gave her son.
‘Now what have you gone and done to yourself?’ Georgina said as she sat down in the chair Leanne had been occupying when she was not working.
Mike laughed. He could laugh now without pain, which was a good sign. ‘Become a hero, apparently. And I didn’t do it. It was some nut with veneers on his teeth.’
‘This “Harlem Vampire?” Leanne explained. I refrained from any suggestion he might have been a real vampire.’
Mike smiled. His mother did not exactly believe in the supernatural, but she was open to its existence, and Leanne was a supreme rationalist. When there was alcohol about and something set them off, they would bounce off each other on the subject, but Georgina would not set off an argument when things were serious. ‘Just a psychopath with a fetish. I had a couple of guys over from the thirty-second yesterday to take my statement. I couldn’t tell them that much because I was pretty out of it after the guy jumped on me, but apparently I managed to put him down. They seemed pretty sure that was the guy, so I’m flavour of the month.’
Georgina nodded. ‘I was worried. Leanne called to say you’d been brought in, but you were unconscious. There were news reports, but your name wasn’t mentioned until yesterday. By that time, of course, Leanne had called again to say you were fine.’
‘You know, you didn’t have to come out here. I’m getting out tomorrow, at least that’s what they’re saying. I’ve got two weeks’ medical leave so you’ll be seeing me out at the house once or twice.’
‘And you normally come on a Sunday, when you can. Today is Sunday and I wanted to see my son.’ And to make sure Leanne was not exaggerating his fitness. It was unspoken, but it was there. Mike knew his mother had not really wanted him to join the force, but she had never stood in his way, had encouraged him. Still, the worry that she would lose her son the way she had lost her husband was always there, unspoken.
‘I’m fine. Neck’s still a little stiff, but I’m fine. I think they put more blood back in than I lost, to be honest. Leanne says I look flushed a lot.’
‘That would be all the nurses. Ah, there’s that flush again!’ Georgina knew just how to embarrass her son.
‘Don’t say that near Leanne; she’ll cause someone harm. Probably me.’
Georgina smiled and shook her head. ‘That girl would cut her own arm off if it hurt you.’
‘True, but the nurses are probably not off limits. How are you? Journey wasn’t too bad?’
‘I am quite capable of moving around, you know?’ Georgina replied with a hint of mild affront, and the conversation proceeded as it often did when he came for Sunday lunch, just without Leanne there to add her bits. A family Sunday, in a hospital room, and Mike felt better every second it was happening.
10th November.
It took some effort to get the hospital to agree that Mike’s apartment was close enough to walk to, but he managed it. Getting Leanne to agree that he could walk it on his own was another matter, and he did not really try that hard anyway, so they walked together to W 138th Street and started up it past the deli on the corner.
‘You know…’ Mike began as they walked.
‘I know a lot of things,’ Leanne said when he paused too long.
‘I know you do. I was just thinking that my apartment is a lot closer to your job than that place you’re sharing in the Kitchen.’
‘And when I stay over, I enjoy that fact immensely.’
‘So, maybe, I was wondering, maybe because I had a close call, you know? I was wondering if, maybe, if…’
‘You’re more eloquent than usual,’ Leanne said, deadpan. ‘I’ll think about it, but I’m signed up with the other guys until June. Can’t move before then.’
Mike let out a breath. ‘You’ll think about it?’
‘I’ll think about it. It’s a pretty heavy thought.’
‘Yeah.’ Mike had been thinking about asking her to move in with him since he had got his shield, so he knew it was a heavy sort of thought. A big move. The big move. Well, the second biggest.
They stopped at 7th Avenue and waited for the lights, and Mike turned, looking back the way they had come for something to do. He saw someone walking their way, maybe thirty yards back. An indistinct form in a long, black coat and dark glasses, but he had seen the same figure when they had turned past the deli. Were they being followed?
‘Lights,’ Leanne said and Mike turned back, crossing the road. When they reached the central island, he glanced back, but the dark figure was nowhere to be seen.
Shrugging it off, he ran a couple of paces to catch up with Leanne, and started to believe he might need the two weeks’ recovery.
~~~
The ‘angel’ in the black coat and sunglasses looked up at the well-appointed brownstone which Michael Williams called home. Three apartment units, according to the details she had. He occupied the smallest of them, tucked away below street level with barred windows and a door hidden away under the steps leading up to the main front door. Not bad: she figured he had been lucky to get it. Fairly good security too.
She tapped at her headset. ‘He’s got good instincts. He made me on the walk over.’ She listened while she walked on down the road. ‘I know you don’t, but you know they won’t let the current situation continue. Get the taps set up and monitor everything. Do the girlfriend as well. I want to know what colour it is if he sneezes. I’ll see you back at the office.’
12th November.
Mike opened his eyes and groaned at the fact that there was no light coming in the window. He checked, six a.m., and thought about trying to sleep, but there was the lingering memory of a nightmare hanging in his mind and he did not feel like going back to it. Leanne was pulling a double shift and would be arriving to collapse into his bed in a couple of hours, rather than dragging herself to Hell’s Kitchen. He decided on a shower: maybe Leanne would not be too tired when she got in. Some chance.
The thought occurred as he dried himself off that he had had more than one disturbing dream since the attack. Not unnatural, he assumed, but these seemed thematic. Fangs, blood: vampires. The fangs had been explained: tooth veneers, they had said. The ME had looked and found them. What was setting Mike back was the weird feelings he had had before and during the attack. He could put the wild euphoria which had weakened him down to blood loss, but it had started before he had lost that much blood. And then there was the vague, sickly feeling he had had on seeing the man, but maybe that was just to do with what the killer had been doing…
Coffee was made and Mike got his laptop out and booted it up. Thinking it was a bad idea, he started up a browser and searched on ‘vampire.’ Google gave him 129 million results, topped off with a website for ‘real’ vampires and a Wikipedia entry. There were a lot of images of stunningly beautiful women wearing contact lenses and fake fangs, and the Count from Sesame Street. Bela Lugosi was on the fourth row, which suggested that Leanne’s comment about the way vampire movies were going was right.
He clicked Wikipedia. ‘A vampire is a mythical being,’ he read aloud. ‘Newsflash.’
It was a pretty long entry. The black-clad-creature-of-the-night myth was European, it seemed, but there were stories of vampires from all over. Africa and Asia all had blood-sucking monsters of one form or another. There were as many explanations for why the beliefs about the creatures existed at all. Poor understanding of the process of decomposition, premature burial, rabies, and the blood disorder porphyria had all been suggested. Others just said that vampires filled a niche, a mythological niche rather than an ecological one: they were, essentially, an archetype of storytelling.
He tried another site, and another, and he was still working through links when Leanne rolled in and fell down beside him on the sofa.
‘Vampires? Seriously?’ she said.
‘Oh, I couldn’t sleep and I was just looking. You know how it is when you start clicking links.’
‘Huh, yeah. Okay. It’s better than finding you browsing porn.’
‘Which I would never do.’
‘Oh… no.’
‘Anyway, I was hoping we could make some ourselves, but you look like it’s been a long one.’
‘I’m still a little wired. You’d be doing all the work, but I might let you. You know… Hypothetically, obviously, but if there were real vampires, there’s no way you’d find anything about them looking on there.’
‘No?’
‘Nuh-huh. What happens when someone thinks they’ve found a real vampire?’
‘Murder enquiries, mobs with pitchforks…’
‘Yeah. So if there was anything even remotely like a vampire, they’d hide. That’s why there’s no way the guy you put down was a vampire. They just wouldn’t… couldn’t run wild like that.’
‘That’s… logical. But people go nuts. Human people go insane and murder other people. Why couldn’t a vampire do the same?’
‘Okay. Valid. I could fall back on “there ain’t no such thing as vampires,” but since we’re playing hypotheticals… The other vampires couldn’t let someone like that run around and prove they existed. They’d have to take him out and cover it up. Good old vampire conspiracy stuff.’
‘You’d never cover up something like that. Too many people would know…’
‘Vampires are immortal. They’d have a lot of time to get their conspiracy set up, but I wouldn’t lose sleep over it. No such thing as vampires, remember?’
‘I remember.’
‘Now, how about you take me to bed and help me wind down before I sink into oblivion for eight hours.’
Mike grinned and hit the power button on the laptop. ‘I can do that, sure.’
14th November.
‘He has spent a lot of time digging into vampires.’ The speaker looked to be about fourteen and she sat in a large, comfortable office chair surrounded by screens, keyboards, and mice, as well as a games controller off to one side. The room was dimly lit, much of the light coming from various displays.
‘Successfully?’ the ‘angel’ asked.
‘What do you think?’
‘All right. What do you think of his research technique?’
‘Starting at the top and trying everything you see is not a research technique.’
‘It’s my research technique, more or less.’
‘You use more judgement. He’s finding all the usual rot, nothing particularly useful unless you know what you’re looking for. One interesting thing came up.’
‘Oh?’ Perfect eyebrows raised a little, the angel was interested.
‘His girlfriend suggested he go out with her tonight. One of her flatmates wants to go to the Black Candle. He agreed very quickly.’
The angel smiled. ‘It’s Friday and I’ve not much else on.’
‘Give Pat my regards.’
~~~
The Black Candle was a few blocks from the apartment Leanne shared, but neither she nor Mike had ever been there. Mike had had a number of reasons for agreeing to go out to the place, among which was the fact that he had barely left his apartment all week and he was going stir-crazy. There was also the company, Leanne’s housemates, all of them medical residents like her. Lisa and Mark were okay, in Mike’s opinion, but Andy, the one who had persuaded everyone to try the Candle, was a bit of a jerk and tried it on with anything female every chance he got. Lisa and Leanne ignored him, but that did not stop him trying.
Then there was the other thing. ‘This place has a bit of a reputation,’ Mike said to Leanne as they walked down W 48th. ‘No one’s ever managed to get anything on the owner, or catch anyone up to anything, but you get some… rough crowds in there.’
‘It’s dangerous?’ Leanne asked.
‘No. Probably not. No more dangerous than leaving you to Andy anyway, but I thought coming along might be safer.’
‘And you can sit between me and Andy.’ Leanne flashed him a grin.
‘And that.’ Mike cast his eyes ahead and spotted the club. In the middle of the block, it looked like a converted apartment building, five storeys high. The ground floor had a stone facia, the windows blocked up, and the upper floors were brick with barred windows. No light came from inside, which suggested some sort of blackout. The door was at one side, painted black, and there were two bouncers standing outside it. There was no queue, but Mike saw the bouncers turning someone away as the group of five approached, Andy in the lead.
The head bouncer, or Mike took him as such, flicked casual eyes over them. He was a tall, heavily built man with a shaved head and hard, grey eyes. His gaze fell on Mike and lingered for a second, and then he waved them in. As Mike walked up, he saw the earwig in the man’s ear, and then the bouncer nodded and said, ‘Detective. You’ll prefer the third-floor bar.’
‘Uh… thanks,’ Mike replied and continued in through the black-painted door with its rather discreet sign: red, Gothic lettering on polished copper with the name of the club. In the small foyer, the throb of music became audible from further inside. To the right was a coat check with a smiling, very attractive, blonde attendant, and they paused to hand over their coats.
‘You’ve met that guy before?’ Leanne asked as they waited in line.
‘Not that I remember.’
‘He seemed to know you.’
‘My picture’s been on TV recently.’ It was a source of mild embarrassment, but it was true.
‘Yeah, I guess.’ Leanne slipped her coat off as she spoke. She was wearing her partying dress: she only had the one. It was short and black, which he appreciated, in a watermarked silk or satin. He had never been sure what the difference was between silk and satin, and did not care much. The dress had one solid shoulder and one composed of three thin strips, and there was a lace band around the hem, and she always coupled it with her ‘stripper shoes’: a pair of cross-strapped sandals with thick, transparent plastic soles. Leanne was a practical girl on a budget: this was her one and only frivolous outfit.
‘God, Lisa, why do you do this to me?’ Mike looked around at Andy’s voice to see Lisa’s chosen outfit for the evening. You might have been generous and described it as a dress: hot pink with a deeply cowled neckline, ladder back, and wide slits up the hips. Her sandals were high-heeled and had a wide band wrapping her ankle. Lisa spent more on clothes than Leanne did, but then both Mark and Andy spent more on clothes than Mike did, despite not having his income. Of course, in a few years, that would change when they were surgeons or something.
‘Because I can,’ Lisa replied, smiling. Few people who saw her believed she was a soon-to-be-practising physician: most thought she was, generously, a model, or a ditz if they were being unkind. That partially stemmed from the blonde hair, long enough to reach her breasts with a tendency to messy and, currently, bright pink streaks dyed into it. She was blue-eyed, slim, around five-foot-nine, with long legs and a trim body. While she did not have Leanne’s chest, she did make the most of what she had whenever she could, hence the diving neckline, and her breasts had a certain pert quality which Andy loved to comment on.
Andy was tall and blonde, good-looking and solidly built. He had played football in high school, and you got the impression he was the kind of kid who picked on nerds, but he did have a good brain in there; it just tended to express itself like a jock, or maybe a stereotypical med student. Compared to him, Mark was straight-laced and ordinary, and very much the wingman. He had more of a dusky complexion than black skin, dark eyes and close-cropped, black hair. He was fit and fairly attractive, but he constantly lived in Andy’s shadow, despite being the brighter of the two. Perhaps because he was brighter, he did not let Andy drag him into too much trouble.
‘Music sounds good,’ Andy said.
‘It sounds loud,’ Leanne replied as Mike handed over his coat. ‘The guy on the door suggested the third floor.’ They walked through the heavy door onto a dancefloor which was throbbing with some sort of dark, Gothic rock, and a lot of bodies. ‘Definitely the third floor,’ Leanne added, though only Mike heard her. Still, Andy began weaving through the dancers towards the stairs at the back of the room.
Mike watched the crowd as he moved. He was expecting to see evidence of drugs, but what he saw was something else and he was not entirely sure what it was. There was attention: Mike was sure there was more attention directed at the newcomers than he would have expected. Nothing dangerous, more curious. The dancers seemed… exotic, a little strange… and there was that weird feeling in Mike’s mind, but it was different, more of a head rush than nausea. Some of the looks they were getting seemed almost hungry, with a healthy dose of sexual tension. Well, there was a lot of pretty close dancing…
The head rush faded, but did not vanish entirely, as they got to the second floor and a more sedate dancefloor. At one end of the room, a band was playing some sort of techno music: Mike was not too hot on that kind of thing, but it was lighter than the dark stuff downstairs. The floor area was smaller, surrounded by tables where various groups and couples sat. Many were watching the dancers, but several turned to look at the group of people crossing to the next set of stairs. This lot looked better off, in Mike’s opinion, but looks could be deceiving and the light downstairs was too dim to tell designer distressed leather from genuinely distressed.
There were waitstaff here, two girls and a guy, dressed to kill and all attractive. The women were in heels which looked totally impractical for a waitress, but the girls showed no sign of discomfort. Mike’s feet ached just looking at them.
And then they found the bar on the third floor. It was subtle, not at all brightly lit, with a lot of dark wood that seemed to absorb what light there was and booths around the edge which were mostly in deep shadow. On the street side of the building, the opposite end of the room from the stairs, was the bar counter with various people propping it up, and there was an empty table big enough to sit all five of them.
‘Almost as if we were expected,’ Andy said, grinning as he marched over. ‘You getting the first round in, Detective Williams?’ Andy only ever called Mike that when money was involved.
‘Yeah,’ Mike said as he joined Andy at the bar and waited for the woman behind it to see them.
Mike knew who she was from talking to some of the vice cops at the precinct: Patrice Lumiere, born in New Orleans, she had been running the Candle for almost fifteen years and owned the place. She was tall and slim, quite beautiful with shoulder-length, pale-blonde hair and eyes the colour of good-quality whiskey. She was wearing a tank dress in pink and purple, and pink high heels, and she was not showing any discomfort either as she walked down towards Mike with a smile on her face.
‘Detective Michael Williams,’ she said, ‘the hero of the day. You did a good thing last week. I’m Pat. First round’s on the house.’
‘Uh… thanks, and if you’re Pat then I’m Mike.’
Pat’s smile widened a little. ‘What’ll it be?’
As the drinks were ordered, Mike looked around. The weird feeling in his head was still there, but subdued, and no one seemed to be looking their way. Except when he looked down the bar. At the end, perched on a stool in a tight, black, high-collared dress with a low front, was a woman. She was tall and dusky skinned with lush black hair that fell to her breasts. Her long legs were strapped into ludicrously high-heeled boots that ran up her calves, and she had a thin, black choker around her throat. And Mike was sure he should recognise her. She lifted the tumbler she was holding in a silent toast and gave him a nod.
Leanne, of course, noticed. ‘Do you know that woman, Mike?’
‘No. I don’t think so, anyway. I think I recognise her, but… No.’
‘She’s beautiful.’
Mike looked at his girlfriend. ‘I am required by law to say that you’re more beautiful.’
‘Sweet-talker.’
‘Who knew having a cop on the team would get us free drinks,’ Andy said as they settled around the table.
‘Well, don’t expect it to be a common occurrence,’ Mike told him. ‘The news channels will find something else to focus on soon enough and then I’ll have had my fifteen minutes.’
‘You deserve more,’ Mark said.
‘For almost getting killed?’
‘For stopping that nut. What was it? Eleven dead in forty days? The guy was a maniac.’
‘Drinking blood,’ Andy added. ‘I mean, what kind of person drinks blood these days with all the potential diseases you could catch?’
‘A crazy one.’
‘Or a vampire,’ Lisa said.
‘Here we go,’ Andy said, grinning broadly.
‘No such thing as vampires, Lisa,’ Leanne said, a little wearily.
‘What? Look at the facts. He drank blood, and he was strong. Mike put, like, twenty rounds in him before he went down. PCP does not explain that.’
‘It has to, or something else, something more powerful.’
‘Now who’s clutching at straws to justify her beliefs?
‘Huh,’ Mark said, ‘this is a good conversation for a night out. How about we talk about something more amusing, like sclerosis of the liver?’ He lifted his beer.
‘That,’ Mike said, lifting his own, ‘is something I can get behind.’
~~~
Mike made his way to the bar for another round of drinks and found the only space at it beside the black-haired woman on the stool. He looked down the bar and decided he might be waiting a small while since Pat was pretty busy; his gaze turned to his neighbour.
Up close, she was lusciously beautiful. Thin eyebrows arched up over large, blue eyes. She had high cheekbones over hollowed cheeks and a strong jawline. Her lips, painted a deep red, were full, almost pouting. Her figure was like something out of Playboy: her dress strained to hold in a very large pair of pert, rounded breasts, her waist was slim, her hips wide, and she had legs that belonged on a Vargas pin-up. There was something almost unnatural about her, as though she had been manufactured to be that perfect. Her dress, he noted, had a zip at the front, rising from the hem to her navel, which was unzipped for four or five inches.
‘Good evening, Detective,’ she said.
‘Hi.’ Mike frowned. ‘Have we met before?’
She just smiled. ‘I’m Diana, Diana Hunter.’
‘Mike Williams.’
‘I’m aware. You’ve been all over the news. “Hero cop ends chain of killings.”’
‘Yeah, well… I’m still not sure how I did that. I thought I was dead.’
‘Apparently you were mistaken.’ She had a voice to go with the body: lush and velvety with a throaty quality.
‘Apparently. I think they pumped the entire city’s blood supply into me at the hospital.’
‘You did exceptionally well. He is not going to kill another. You should take some pride in that.’
‘Oh, I do.’
‘Hello again, Mike,’ Pat said, appearing beside them. ‘Time for another?’
‘Yeah.’
‘I remember the list. You need another, Di?’
‘I’m fine,’ Diana said.
‘Hey, I thought I’d come help with the drinks.’ Leanne managed to quietly insert herself into the group as Pat went after the drinks. It was not that Leanne got between Mike and Diana, but she placed herself so that she was clearly assuming a buffer position. Mike felt his cheeks flushing.
Diana seemed not to notice. ‘Hello. We haven’t met. I’m Diana.’ She held out her hand to Leanne who took it automatically.
‘Leanne,’ Leanne said. ‘I’m the hero’s girlfriend.’
Diana smiled. ‘He’s a lucky man. You’re quite beautiful.’ Leanne blinked, not sure how to respond and not quite sure how her jealousy seemed to have been derailed so easily.
‘I know I think she is,’ Mike said.
‘Policemen are supposed to be observant,’ Pat commented without looking around.
‘Yeah,’ Mike said, ‘which is why I’m annoyed half of what happened in the park is just a haze. I really don’t remember using a second magazine on him.’
‘Blood loss,’ Diana said, ‘can cause all sorts of problems with the brain.’
‘We were worried about him for a while,’ Leanne agreed, ‘but there’s no evidence of permanent damage aside from the loss of memory, and the engrams probably never encoded given the timeframe. It can take several minutes.’
‘You’re a doctor?’
‘Resident, working on the full-on medical doctor thing.’
‘Beautiful and intelligent, a dangerous package.’
‘You’d know,’ Pat said, turning to place the last of the drinks on the bar.
Diana gave Pat a smirk. ‘Be careful, Mike. The smart ones can be a handful.’
‘Oh, she is,’ Mike replied. He handed money across the counter.
‘I’m not,’ Leanne said, half-whining, ‘am I?’
‘My handful. I can cope.’
‘You’ve known each other a long time,’ Diana observed.
‘First day of kindergarten. We, uh, didn’t actually date back then.’
‘Ah, young love. So romantic, don’t you think?’
‘Mike has never been a great romantic,’ Leanne replied.
Mike gave her a mock scowl. ‘Let’s get back with the drinks before Andy annoys Lisa.’ As they walked back to the table, he added, ‘I’m sure she undercharged me.’
‘You’re the hero, remember? That woman, Diana…’
‘Yeah?’
‘She’s really beautiful.’
‘Yeah, she is, but she seemed to pay more attention to you than to me. Maybe I should be jealous.’
Leanne just giggled.
~~~
It was almost midnight when Leanne went to the bar for drinks. Everyone was getting a little tipsy and Lisa had already given up and headed back saying she was feeling a little off. Mike had considered escorting her down, thinking of the crowd on the first floor, but the Candle seemed like a well-run place, not likely to tolerate anything going on under its roof. Why vice had such a hard-on for the place he was not sure.
‘You having any second thoughts about the job after what happened?’ Mark asked and Mike glanced his way, surprised by the question.
‘No. I mean, if you have second thoughts about close calls, you don’t start. Every cop knows there’s the possibility something could happen to them. Last thing you want is your name on the memorial wall, but we all know it can happen. But, Hell, any of us could get hit by a bus.’
‘Cheery thought,’ Andy said, ‘but true.’ He shrugged. ‘We take all the precautions, but it just takes a slip and we’ve got HIV or hepatitis. It’s slower, but it’ll kill you all the same.’
Mike looked around at Leanne, who seemed to be having a fairly intense chat with Diana and Pat. ‘You’re right. Cheery. I won’t say it wasn’t scary as Hell. I thought…’ He frowned. ‘Actually, it was kind of weird. I was pretty sure I was going to die, but it was like it was funny or something. Like I was drunk.’
‘Blood loss will–’ Mark began.
‘Huh, yeah, I know.’
‘Lack of oxygen to the brain,’ Andy said. ‘I’d imagine you’ve had it explained enough your ears hurt.’
‘Yeah. But knowing Leanne means my first aid is better than most people’s anyway.’
Leanne chose that moment to return and place glasses of beer in front of Mark and Andy. Then she bent down to place her mouth against Mike’s ear. ‘We need to go,’ she whispered, a hint of urgency in her voice.
‘We do?’
‘Yes. I want you. Right now.’
‘Oh…’ He raised his voice. ‘Uh, guys, we need to head back. I’m still not a hundred per cent and my doctor is advising me it’s pumpkin time.’ Leanne had never, as far as Mike could remember, demanded sex like that, but he was not going to question the sudden need.
‘I’d call you a lightweight,’ Andy said, ‘but I guess we can make allowances for your invalid status.’
‘Yeah, thanks.’ He got to his feet and followed Leanne to the stairs, noticing Pat waving from behind the bar and the somewhat amused look on Diana’s face on the way.
15th November.
They almost fell in through the apartment door. Leanne had given Mike the key so he could work the lock while she concentrated on kissing his neck. It took him two tries to get the key in the lock and a couple of goes at coordinating turning the key with pushing the door.
‘I want you,’ Leanne whispered as she pulled him in.
Mike pushed the door closed behind him. ‘I kind of got that.’
‘Now,’ she added, backing up against the wall and hitching her dress up around her hips. ‘Here.’
It was weird. Okay, not weird, but a little out of character. On the other hand, it was also intensely arousing. He pushed himself up against her, grinding his cock into her through her panties.
‘God! Put it in me!’ Leanne gasped, reaching down to wrestle with his belt. After a second of frustration, she let him do that and focused on pushing her panties down, wriggling to get them to drop to her ankles. ‘Please,’ she moaned out.
Mike grabbed her behind and lifted, pressing her back against the wall, and her legs wrapped around his hips and he pushed…
‘Yes!’ Leanne groaned. ‘Do it. Hard and fast.’
He had never seen her like this, so wound up and ready to pop for no apparent reason. He pulled back and then rammed himself in, repeating the action and getting a grunt of pleasure from Leanne each time. It seemed to take seconds before she let out a wail and clamped her hands around his shoulders, clinging on as the orgasm crashed through her. Mike kept going, feeling her body clenching around him.
‘Oh, God,’ she gasped, ‘I’m going to… Ah!’
This time as her body clamped down on him, he felt himself go over the edge and there was nothing he could do to stop it. There was the violent explosion of climax and then they were on the floor in a crumpled heap.
‘Shit!’ Mike said. ‘That was…’
‘Yes,’ Leanne agreed. ‘Now get me to the bedroom. I want it longer next time.’
Wondering if she was trying to kill him, Mike began disentangling himself from her limbs so that he could pick her up.
~~~
Mike opened his eyes, blinked a couple of times, and lifted his head to check the time. It was after ten and Leanne was still curled in his arms in her narrow bed, so it was a good thing she was on a later shift.
‘I’m awake,’ Leanne mumbled. ‘I’m just trying to work out how to show my face in public again.’
Mike chuckled softly. ‘Why?’ He was fairly sure he knew why, but teasing her a little seemed like the thing to do.
‘I dragged you out of the club.’
‘Led in a demanding manner,’ he countered.
‘And then… That wasn’t me. I don’t do that.’
‘You,’ Mike said, ‘were an animal.’
Leanne yanked the sheet over her head. ‘Don’t!’
‘I liked it. Not sure what got into you, but I liked it.’
The sheet was pulled down and she turned in his arms. ‘You did? I mean, I did. It was like I was on fire. Every time you touched me, I felt like I was coming. It was amazing. I… I was talking to Pat. A-and it was like I suddenly had to have you.’
‘Hell of a conversation.’
‘She said she liked my dress. That was it. Then I felt all light-headed and horny.’
‘Weird, but I’m not going to complain. I like what we do normally, but that was certainly a nice change.’
Leanne’s smile was a little timid. ‘It was, wasn’t it? We must have woken Lisa.’
‘She came in after we did. I guess she wanted away from Andy and made an excuse.’
‘Oh. I guess. I’ll grill her on it later. How did you notice her coming in? I was out of it after we made it through the door.’
He smirked. ‘Door of the apartment, yeah. Couldn’t even wait for the bed.’
Leanne bit her lip. ‘Don’t!’ She tried to pull the sheet up again, but he stopped her, instead forcing it down and off her breasts.
‘Don’t cover up then.’
‘Mike, I don’t, ahh…’ She trailed off into a moan as his mouth closed around her left nipple. ‘I-in that case… go on.’
17th November.
The first of the Harlem Vampire’s victims had been found in a housing redevelopment down by Harlem River Drive. Leanne had been more than usually attentive for most of the weekend, and the sex had been welcome, but it had not chased away the weird dreams which refused to go away or make sense. Mike had decided to try something new and go look at the murder sites.
Flashing his badge had got him into the building. They were working on a different area now anyway. According to the foreman, they had been asked to leave the room where the body was found in case further evidence was needed and would he please ask someone if it could be cleaned up now.
The door was taped over but unlocked. Mike opened it and ducked under the tape and into the lounge of a fairly large apartment. It was probably going to be upscale when it was finished. Now the plasterwork needed to be skimmed and the floor was bare concrete. There was a large, semi-circular window at the far end which overlooked the river, and no sign of blood.
That changed when he walked through into what he figured was the master bedroom. They were probably going to have to resurface the floor and redo the plasterwork from scratch, though there was, perhaps, less blood than one might have expected considering the victim had exsanguinated.
Mike stood, looking at the deep red soaked into the floor, the splashes and splatters of it on the walls and even on the window. A woman had died here, died a horrible death at the hands of a mad man who thought he was a vampire. She had been picked up off the street on her way home from her job at a local restaurant, dragged onto the site, and her throat had been torn open.
Which did not entirely make sense. The killer had not torn at Mike’s throat. He had sunk those veneers in and sucked at the blood which pumped out. Serial killers did develop their technique… Had the guy done the same with his first victim? Had the tearing had been done after the fact to disguise the bite? He was just considering asking whether he could take a look at the case files when he heard the voice behind him.
‘You’re off duty, Detective. This is an odd place to find you.’
Even though some part of his mind recognised the voice, he was drawing his Smith & Wesson as he turned. Diana’s lips were curled into a slight smile and she did not seem disturbed by the weapon pointed at her. She wore a long, black coat over slacks and a blouse, both in black, and kitten heels. Her eyes were hidden behind dark glasses which she reached slowly for and slid off.
‘What are you doing here?’ Mike asked.
‘I’m going to reach into my coat and take out my ID,’ she said in reply and proceeded to do so, slowly and deliberately. She flipped open the leather folder and held it out for him to see.
‘You’re a cop?’
‘Difficult to believe, I know.’
‘Specialist Crimes Unit. I’ve heard of it. Just about. Why didn’t you say anything at the Candle?’
‘Because I needed to talk to some people before I could introduce myself properly.’
Mike lowered his weapon. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘Still having trouble with your memory? You still don’t remember me properly?’
His eyes narrowed. ‘That was you. I’d just about convinced myself I hallucinated you. You were there. You… You were the one who killed him!’
She just smiled. ‘Let’s get out of here. We’ll go to your apartment. I need to talk to you in private.’
‘Why?’
‘I’ll tell you that when we’re somewhere private. I need to stop off and tell the foreman he can start work in here again, then we’ll go.’
‘Okay, I guess,’ Mike said, wondering what the Hell was going on.
~~~
Mike scurried into his apartment and gave it a quick once-over before Diana sauntered in, closing the door from the small porch behind her. Since Leanne had decamped with him to his place after her Saturday shift, which had lasted well into Sunday, he had tidied up and he was not the kind of bachelor to leave a copy of Hustler beside the toilet anyway.
‘Not bad,’ Diana said, her eyes scanning the room. It was not exactly huge, a basic rectangle with a door at the back, but it was large enough for a sofa and a plastic bucket chair Mike had picked up at a garage sale, and a low coffee table made of slightly different shades of pale wood jointed together. The latter was one of the few bits of furniture he had that he was proud of, but the sofa was comfortable. There was an entertainment centre under the window: not the largest of TVs, but it worked and the picture was good. ‘You walk into some bachelor pads and wonder whether the owner’s human. And there’s always a copy of Hustler beside the toilet.’
Mike felt his cheeks colour and had an urge to rush to the bathroom to check, even though he had never bought a copy of the magazine in his life. ‘Not here,’ he said. ‘Would you like coffee?’
‘No, thank you.’
‘Uh… have a seat, I think I need some.’
‘Be my guest. You had a tough week.’
When he returned from the kitchen at the back, he found her sitting on the bucket seat, relaxed with her legs crossed. There was the feeling about her that she was never uncomfortable anywhere, even though you also got the impression that she belonged in a palace, probably a big one, on the arm of a king.
‘The sofa’s more comfortable.’ Mike said.
‘I’m fine. What do you know about SCU?’
Mike settled onto the sofa and put his coffee mug down on a mat with the NYPD logo printed on it. ‘Uh… Well, it gets confused with the Crime Scene Unit a lot.’ That got a smile. ‘It’s under the Special Investigation Division. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone from it before and I’m not sure I’ve ever met anyone else who has. No one really knows what it’s for. The name is really generic, tells you nothing.’
‘That’s why we chose it. Ostensibly, the Specialist Crimes Unit is there to investigate situations which require esoteric knowledge and skills. We have a varied toolkit and we get involved in all sorts of weird cases. We debunk ghost sightings where there’s fraud or other activities involved. We investigate satanic cults who are in it for the child abuse. We get involved in vice cases where someone’s found some esoteric narcotic that takes specialist analysis. We have links to the Crime Scene Unit, the Homicide Analysis Unit, Special Fraud, Missing Persons, Special Victims Liaison, and the Cold Case Squad. We have both a very wide and a very narrow remit. We also have a special arrangement to handle the same sorts of activities in New Jersey.’
Mike nodded slowly and picked up almost immediately on the operative word. ‘Ostensibly?’
‘Yes. The Specialist Crimes Unit was formed in April nineteen eighty-three to support and fully formalise an agreement between the city authorities and certain members of the community to handle a very specific kind of crime. With our skill set, we do handle cases other parts of the NYPD don’t routinely encounter, but our primary purpose remains unchanged: SCU enforces the law with regards to New York’s vampires.’
Mike fought the urge to say ‘there’s no such thing as vampires’ and won, just. Instead, he said, ‘You’re a vampire cop?’ He tried for a flat delivery, but his voice cracked a little on the last word.
Diana smiled and, for the first time, he noticed that she never really showed much of her teeth when she did. ‘I’m a vampire cop, yes. You don’t quite sound like you want to call the men in white coats.’
‘Okay… vampires are a myth?’ He wanted to make it an assertion, but it definitely came out more as a question.
Diana opened her mouth and her tongue slid over a pair of elongated canines. She waited a beat and then said, ‘I assure you they are anything but. I am, literally, a vampire cop, though I admit that the title of detective is something of an administrative formality.’ She paused again. ‘These aren’t veneers, and neither were his.’
‘I’m not sure what to say.’
‘It’s a shock to the system for most people.’
‘Okay, why are you telling me this?’
‘Good question and it deserves a longer answer than the simple one. Back in nineteen fifty-five, there was an underground war around Coney Island. Stalin was causing problems in the Soviet Union and various vampires from those countries left for other parts of the world. A group of Russians decided they wanted a bigger say in the way things were run in New York and their methods were… direct. Too direct. You understand that we try to stay off the radar. The laws we live by are primarily aimed at keeping vampires hidden from most of humanity.’
‘Pitchforks. Lynch mobs.’
‘Both of which we can handle, but bonfires give us pause. The Coney Island War threatened to reveal us to everyone. They were converting bad choices, ending their competition, and they were good at it. The local Concilium, um, council or ruling body, was worried and they called me in to help. I ended the war, but a lot of damage had already been done.’
‘Wait… How old are you?’
‘Michael! A gentleman does not ask a lady her age.’
‘Sorry, I–’
She grinned. ‘Two thousand five hundred, give or take a century. It gets hard to judge after the first millennium, especially when they keep changing the calendars.’
‘O-oh.’
‘Various detectives had been working on the deaths and some of them had become convinced that the killers were something other than human. Some of them were pretty senior. The Concilium made a decision which has been argued over ever since, but it seems to be working. They talked to the city authorities instead of eliminating the problem.’
Mike frowned. ‘You mean by eliminating the cops.’
‘It’s a methodology which has worked for centuries, but the problem seemed too big. It would have meant a lot of deaths and wiping out records in too many places. The noise would have been huge. The risk was taken and we made the Agreement. We generally police ourselves and the city let us continue that with an addendum which I’ll get back to. We don’t generally involve ourselves in politics, but we agreed to formalise it. No vampires in senior positions in the government. I’m the only one in the cops, and that was done to make SCU work. It was their idea, not ours. The Agreement gives enough influence with the NYPD to make it work anyway. They wanted us to stay out of medicine, but they backed down when we asked if they really wanted to lose some of the most skilled physicians in the world.’
‘So… there really is a conspiracy to hide vampires from the world?’
‘Oh yes. There has been since the fifth century BC, but this is the first time humans have been knowingly in on it.’
‘And no one knows? The FBI, CIA?’
‘The CIA knows we exist. The Army is… not entirely unaware. The FBI has a sort of wilful ignorance thing going. They just refuse to believe it. All that noise about inflexibility after nine-eleven and they still haven’t really learned. They usually put us down as cultists or terrorists.’
‘Right… And that addendum you mentioned?’
Diana smiled again. ‘They don’t like me running around on my own. The Agreement calls for the Concilium’s appointed Hunter, that’s me, Dione of Sparta, to have a human partner to represent the interests of the NYPD and humans in general when enforcing vampire law.’
‘Dione?’
‘Yes. The name in the ID is my current alias. Little joke by a friend. Diana was the roman name for Artemis, goddess of the hunt. My birth name was Dione. I was born in Sparta, so I’d imagine you’d think of me as Greek. It’s easier if you call me Di. It avoids using the wrong name in front of the wrong people.’
‘I kind of like Dione. It’s… different.’
‘Named after a sea nymph. And to get back on topic, I’m offering you a job, Mike. I need a new partner. You’re a good, solid cop, not too far down the road to be cynical. You have another attribute which will be useful, but we can get to that if you accept. There’s more pay in it, but you’ll earn it. The work can be dangerous, but you’ll be saving lives instead of filling out reports for insurance companies, and it’s interesting work. As you can imagine, we work nights a lot, but not as much as you’d think.’
‘Well, I’ve seen you in daylight. Look, I… don’t know what to say.’
‘Good. Think about it. Talk to Leanne and your mother, by all means, but I’d appreciate it if the word “vampire” was not mentioned in those conversations. I told you what the SCU does officially, and we were officially involved in the Harlem Vampire investigation so that’s how you came to my attention. If Leanne asks, I didn’t say anything on Friday because I didn’t have clearance from my boss until today. I need an answer before Thursday. I’ll be in the Black Candle on Wednesday evening.’ She reached into her coat and pulled out a business card. ‘Or you can call me.’ She got to her feet, holding out the card.
Mike stood up and took it. ‘I guess I’ll see you on Wednesday,’ he said.
‘Looking forward to it.’
~~~
‘Well, it sounds crazy, but I can’t think of a better person to do it.’
Mike gave Leanne a frown. ‘Why?’
‘Well, you’ve had me and your father preaching rationality at you. Mostly me, I guess. And you have your mother who knows the folklore. So you know about this stuff, but you’re going to be looking at it rationally.’
‘I… hadn’t thought of it like that.’
‘And,’ she went on, ‘I guess it’s not that crazy. It’s a speciality, like fraud or handling victims of sexual abuse. If you’re going to interview someone who… thinks they’ve been kidnapped by aliens or something.’
‘Those anal probes can be bad.’
‘Exactly. They’re traumatised and you have to know how to treat them, even if you don’t believe a word of it.’
Mike made a mental note to ask whether alien abductions fell under the SCU remit. ‘So, you think it’s a good idea?’
‘More money, more interesting work. I don’t see how it can be more dangerous than what you already do.’
‘Mad, satanic cultists with knives…’
‘FBI says there’s no such thing. And you have a gun. And you almost died because of a random arrest you happened to come across in a park. Take the job.’
18th November.
‘You’re looking much better,’ Georgina said, smiling at her son as he hung his coat in the porch. ‘You’ve colour back in your cheeks.’
‘Feeling pretty good too,’ Mike told her, ‘but this isn’t an entirely social call. I have something to discuss.’
‘That sounds serious. Come into the kitchen while I make coffee.’
Mike followed her through the lounge to the kitchen at the back of the little house in Gravesend. He had grown up in this house. Leanne had been five doors down and had spent almost as much time here as her own home after they had become friends. Georgina and Lidia, Leanne’s mother, had become very close after David Williams had become another name on the memorial wall. Mike had very fond memories of the small kitchen, even though it had been refitted since he was a kid.
‘I got a job offer,’ Mike said.
‘I thought you were a cop until they carried you out kicking and screaming.’
‘It’s still with the NYPD. One of the specialist units. The specialist unit, I guess. It’s called the Specialist Crimes Unit.’
‘I think David mentioned it once, when they formed it. He called it a waste of taxpayers’ money.’
‘Huh, well, apparently he was wrong because it’s still going and they need a new detective. They worked the Harlem Vampire case, because of the weird MO, and their primary investigator says I caught her eye. Maybe I bled on her or something.’
Georgina gave a sharp little laugh. ‘Why do you need to talk to me about it?’
‘Well, it’s more money, I wouldn’t be filling in forms eighty per cent of the time, and the work is interesting and varied. I mean, ghosts, vampires, fake mediums, con artists…’
‘But?’
‘But Di says it can be more dangerous. I need to know you’re…’ He paused. He wanted to say ‘happy with it,’ but he knew that was wrong. Before he could continue, his mother took over.
‘I don’t like it, Michael, but I came to terms with your decision to be a policeman a long time ago. I won’t stand in the way of what sounds like a promotion because I worry over you. I’d worry over you if you did crossing guard duty.’
‘Yeah. I know that. I just didn’t think I could take a decision like this without asking… warning you, I guess. It wouldn’t be… fair to just say “oh, I’ve taken a job hunting vampires, just FYI.”’
Georgina glanced at him. ‘You know, I do believe they exist.’
‘I know.’
‘But then, a specialist unit would seem a better place to be if you come across one. You’d be prepared. A normal detective would find themselves facing something they had no idea about.’
‘Good point.’ It was. He had not considered that himself. The one he had met had nailed him, as much as anything, because he had no clue how to stop one. He guessed that, if he took the job, Dione would tell him how to do that.
‘I take it you’ve discussed this with Leanne?’ Georgina busied herself with pouring the coffee, but there was a sly note in her voice which had Mike a little worried.
‘Yeah. She thought I was a good fit for it.’
‘And you said your boss was a woman? Di?’
‘Diana Hunter, yes.’
‘Ha! Her parents had an odd sense of humour. Is she attractive?’
‘Uh, yeah. Yeah, she is.’
‘And did you mention that to Leanne?’
Mike paled. ‘Uh, no. I should probably do that.’
‘They’re bound to meet eventually. I suggest heading that disaster off ahead of time.’
‘You are, as always, wise, Mom. I’ll tell her when she gets off shift.’ He considered that as he took a coffee mug from her. ‘No, I’ll tell her after she’s had a night’s rest.’
‘You are also wise, my son.’
19th November.
Mike waited until the following morning, woke Leanne up with a smile, and made her breakfast before broaching the subject.
‘Oh, there’s something I forgot to mention about SCU,’ he said, keeping his tone as light as he could manage.
‘Oh?’
‘My boss. You’ve met her.’
‘Your boss is a woman?’ Leanne’s eyes narrowed. ‘Who?’
‘You remember Diana, from the Black Candle?’
‘She’s going to be your boss?’ Mike tried to stop the grimace from forming, and was fairly sure he failed. ‘Why didn’t she say anything then?’
‘Wasn’t allowed to. She needed authorisation to ask me about the job from her boss. Are you going to get all jealous about this?’
‘I’m…’ Leanne paused and frowned. ‘I’m going to try not to. She’s so hot, but I should trust you. A-and there’s, um…’
‘What?’
‘Well…’ Leanne was blushing, which seemed odd. ‘You said she seemed more interested in me, and the more I think about it… Maybe you were right.’ There was a pause and then, ‘She put her hand on my butt while I was getting drinks. I mean, it was sort of friendly, but… hum.’
‘There go my hopes for office romance,’ Mike said.
‘Hey!’ Leanne punched him in the shoulder.
‘Hey! Invalid here, and I was joking.’
‘Invalid my ass. No invalid wakes a girl up like that. You’re back on duty Monday anyway.’
‘True enough. I should get some exercise in. I’ve been letting it slip.’
Leanne shrugged. ‘Your stamina doesn’t seem to have suffered, but as your doctor, I might recommend easing back into it, yes.’
‘So, no problem with Diana being my boss?’
‘No. Probably. But I’ll get over it.’
‘Good as I’m going to get, I guess.’
~~~
Easing into exercise again involved a run. Mike did a short loop, out to Saint Nicholas Park, around it in a circuit which avoided where he had been hurt, and then back, stopping off at the grocery store half a block from his apartment to get milk.
Eddy Ross, the owner, was behind the counter when Mike walked up with the carton. A man of mid-age with a hint of grey in his dark hair and a ready smile, Eddy seemed to know all his customers. The store was a local shop, used by local people, and they all knew Eddy.
‘Mike,’ Eddy said as he rang up the milk, ‘haven’t seen you since you nailed that bastard in the park. I heard you were hurt.’
‘I was. I’m on medical leave until next week.’
‘Well, that’s a shame, but you did us all a service, and I’m glad to see you’re back on your feet.’ He frowned. ‘Though you’re looking a little off there just now.’
Mike smiled. ‘It’s nothing. Just a little dizziness. Probably the running. I overdid it. Haven’t been out for over a week.’
‘Well, go home and take it easy. Can’t have our heroes falling over.’
‘Yeah. Thanks.’ Mike took his milk and walked out, but the weird thing was that he felt fine after he had gone a dozen yards.
~~~
Midweek, the Black Candle was not quite as full as it had been on Friday night, but there was still a fair crowd on the dancefloor, the music throbbed just as hard, and there were the same, hungry looks from several of the patrons. Maybe more of the latter because Mike was alone this time. The head rush was there and Mike began to suspect it might be related to the clientele. The Candle, Mike thought, was a vampire club, though exactly how many of the dancers had fangs was another question.
As he approached the staircase at the back, a girl stepped in front of him. Maybe five-foot-nine, blonde, large breasts tucked into a push-up bra, hips wrapped in a latex skirt barely long enough to cover her dignity, and heels which made her a couple of inches taller than Mike. She smiled at him.
‘Hey, honey, all alone tonight? Want to play?’ Her voice was husky and her blue eyes sparked with something like hunger.
‘I’d love to,’ Mike replied and decided to drop the name, ‘but Dione’s waiting for me.’
The girl’s face went flat, almost fearful. ‘Oh. You’d better not keep her waiting then. I saw her go up earlier.’ And she stepped aside.
‘Thanks.’
Pat was behind the bar and Mike could see no sign of Dione, so he walked over and waited. It took a matter of seconds before Pat came to him, a smile on her face. She put two tumblers of whiskey in front of him. ‘She’s in the corner.’ She nodded in the right direction. ‘Take one of those to her, the other’s for you. On the house. If you’re here to take her offer, you don’t need to pay for drinks here, and if you’re here to decline face-to-face, you deserve that for coming.’
Mike picked up the drinks. ‘Thanks.’
Closer up, the shadows opened and Mike could see Dione lounging in the booth. She was in a latex tank dress this evening which hiked her bust up to amazing proportions, her lips were a deep red, and there was dark eyeshadow over her eyes. He put her whiskey down beside the remains of the one she was drinking and then sat opposite her.
‘You didn’t call the office,’ Dione said. ‘I’m taking that as a good sign.’
‘One question.’ Mike lifted his drink and sipped. It was good whiskey: aged, heavily flavoured, and it burned all the way down.
‘Shoot.’
‘What happened to your last partner?’
Dione nodded. ‘Fair question. Her name was Kate Marchant.’
Mike frowned. ‘I know that name. Didn’t she get shot a couple of months ago?’
‘That’s the official story. The guy we ended, the “Harlem Vampire,” ambushed her. Tore her throat open and let her bleed out. It was a couple of weeks before the murders started and we thought it was a random killing. He was trying to throw me off, weaken SCU. Might have worked longer if you hadn’t disturbed him.’ She delivered it all in a flat monotone, looking straight at him as though trying to give nothing away and judge his reaction at the same time.
‘Okay,’ Mike said, ‘I’m in.’
Dione raised an eyebrow. ‘I tell you that your predecessor was assassinated by a vampire, and you think that’s reason to join up?’
‘No, I wanted to know how you felt about it. I figured the last one didn’t retire gracefully, but… You’re two thousand years old, right?’
‘A bit more, but yes.’
‘You have to have seen a lot of people die.’
‘More than a few. I don’t claim to know all their names; my memory isn’t that good.’
‘So… We have to be like gnats to you. I wanted to know if you still cared.’
She smiled. ‘I care about the ones who matter. I hope that counts. I cared about Kate, probably too much. We were lovers as well as partners.’ She held up a hand. ‘I genuinely try to avoid such entanglements, but we worked together for eight years and these things happen.’
‘So you are a lesbian.’
‘No, I’m from Sparta.’ She grinned at his blank look. ‘Sorry, old joke. Lesbians are residents of the island of Lesbos. And I don’t differentiate by gender in that regard. I have been playing up my attraction to women around Leanne, however. I thought it might make things easier if I got the go ahead to recruit you.’
‘You seem to know a lot about me, about us.’
‘We do very thorough background checks. Frankly, we make the CIA look slipshod.’
Mike nodded slowly. ‘I guess that makes sense. Oh, do we get assigned alien abduction cases?’
‘Yes, rarely. We had one last year where a guy swore blind he had been taken aboard a flying saucer, forced to drink two pints of alcohol, and then ravished by three tall, slim, silver women. And that was why he was caught driving naked through Jersey City with a blood alcohol level that should have made him flammable. But he was very convinced about the naked silver women.’
‘Yeah… right. So, no such thing as aliens?’
Dione grinned almost maliciously. ‘Well, they say that about vampires… Okay, I’m going to send you home with some reading material, but we have drinks and Leanne won’t be back at your place until three a.m. so… Any questions?’
‘Thousands. When do I start?’
‘Monday. We’ve arranged everything with your captain. Your desk will be cleared out tomorrow and the contents brought to our office. That’s at Midtown South for various historic reasons. You can get there by subway, but I’ll pick you up on Monday morning, nine thirty sharp, and take you in.’
‘Okay. That’s quick, but okay.’
‘We don’t have time to hang around. The city wants the position filled, and I have reasons for wanting that too. I’d start you tomorrow, but you’re on medical leave and you’d just be sitting in an office reading anyway. You might as well do that at home. We work from home a lot.’
Mike nodded, took a deep breath, and asked the obvious question. ‘What the Hell is a vampire?’
‘Ah, the big one. You’ll be sick of the answer to that by the end of Monday. Tell me what all that research you’ve been doing told you.’
‘You’ve been monitoring my internet usage?’
‘Very deep background checks, remember?’
‘Yeah, okay. I’m glad I haven’t been searching for anything bad recently.’
‘You’ll be even more glad when you meet the person who does the monitoring. What did you learn?’
‘Learn? Probably nothing. The commonest myth seems to be that vampires are dead people who rise from the grave to feed on some form of life essence, maybe blood, which they take from the living. The word came out of Eastern Europe in about the eighteenth century. There’s a lot of vampire lore in the Balkans and places like that, but they appear in legends all over the world. Walking corpses who feed on the living.’
Mike sipped his whiskey. Dione did not seem inclined to comment so he went on. ‘But you’re pretty obviously not dead, so there’s the modern vampire subculture idea that vampires are people who either need or want to feed on this “life essence” through blood or psychic emanations. You seem closer to that idea, but there’s the fangs. You’re clearly different, physiologically, from a normal human, if you’ll pardon the expression… A different species? Something that evolved beside Homo sapiens?’
Dione took a sip of whiskey, rolling it around her mouth before swallowing. ‘Ten out of ten for effort, six for results. I’m dead. Someone killed me when I was twenty-one, and then I woke up again. Death isn’t that big a thing. I’m sure Leanne knows how to resuscitate someone who is, technically, dead if she hasn’t actually done it by now.’
‘She has, but that’s not what we’re talking about here, is it?’
‘Yes and no. We, vampires, carry a virus in our blood which gets into our saliva, among other secretions. A lot of the “powers” we have stem from that. You were bitten, how did you feel while it was happening?’
Mike’s brow furrowed. ‘Kind of weird. I was scared. I couldn’t move the guy and he was sinking his teeth into my neck, but it was almost like I didn’t care. I was… elated, euphoric. Drugged?’
‘The virus. Virus is barely the right word for it. It’s a big beast, but I’ll let Winthrop explain all that. Once it gets into your system, you get endorphin release, reactions in the nervous system. You stop feeling pain, start feeling high, and then it spreads. After about fifteen minutes, it’s working through your system and stimulating cell replication, immune responses, healing. Nothing really happens unless the body it’s in dies, however. Cell death, necrosis, is a normal function of the body when injured. The virus senses the release of chemicals from necrotic cells and goes nuts. Locally, that means the wound from the bite tends to close quickly, but if it’s systemic, if the body is dying, the virus takes over. Necrosis is blocked and the virus starts rewriting DNA. Cells are shuttled around like pinballs. It usually takes several days while the body rebuilds itself internally and the fangs grow. Some of us’ – she reached up and, much to Mike’s embarrassment, squeezed her breasts together – ‘undergo some more gross anatomical changes.’
‘You’re saying that you have big… your chest is larger because you’re a vampire?’
‘Because of my lineage. All those myths all across the world? Well, not all of them are related to real vampires directly, but several come from different mutations in the virus. The current theory says there was a common ancestor thirty or forty thousand years ago, but that divided into a number of distinct species and subspecies, just as humans evolved along different lines. Except that with humans, we ended up with one dominant subspecies, and the virus hasn’t ever developed a truly dominant form. There have been losers, lots of them, but no total winners.’
‘Right. So the decayed corpse, walking plague legends from Eastern Europe are one type, and the vampire-as-sex, Byronesque archetype is another.’
‘Very good. Actually, the various types do tend to be modelled after mythological archetypes more than truly ecological niches, but it has the same effect. The different subspecies have evolved to feed in different ways, which reduces competition for prey. Originally anyway. Like with humans, all the social changes civilisation has brought with it have tended to make evolutionary pressure less important. To our knowledge, there haven’t been any new subspecies in the last century or so.’
‘Okay, so what… lineage are you?’
‘I,’ Dione said, pushing her chest out, ‘am a succubus.’
‘No kidding.’
‘No kidding. We exemplify the sexual predator, the spirit who comes in the night and drains blood, leaving our victims with a memory of a wild sexual encounter. I’m a wet dream.’
‘I think I should keep my mouth shut.’
Dione laughed: a warm, rolling laugh which went straight into the parts of your brain that civilised society tended to frown upon outside the bedroom. ‘The virus puts my kind through a sort of second puberty. Secondary sexual characteristics are enhanced. Large breasts with erect nipples, narrow waist and wide hips, long legs, a rather obvious pubic mound, and more prominent, reddened labia minora.’ She trotted off the list like she was making notes for shopping, and it somehow made Mike feel uncomfortable, disquieted rather than aroused. ‘And thank you for not getting excited by the fact that I’m basically a walking sex doll.’
Mike grimaced. ‘It’s kind of tacky. I mean, you’re not, but…’
‘Your ability to distinguish between specific cases and the generally tacky nature of the thing is noted.’
‘You told him about the succubus lineage then,’ Pat said, appearing at their table with two glasses of whiskey. ‘And you’re drinking too slowly.’
‘We’ve been talking, smart ass. Got a minute to sit down?’
‘I can spare a few to educate your new partner, sure.’ Pat settled into the booth beside Dione: close, there was an easy familiarity between them, and something of the same quality of sexuality.
‘You’re not a succubus too, are you?’
‘I wish,’ Pat replied. ‘With her boobs, I could double our drink sales. I’m a valentine.’
‘The last, known, subspecies to evolve,’ Dione explained. ‘Eighteen forty-three in New Orleans. Valentines are a subspecies of the succubi, so there are some similarities. It’s amusing in a way. Succubi are one of the oldest lineages still around and we reproduce rarely, and we created the newest subspecies. Valentines are a little more modern, more targeted. I can emit a sort of pheromone which causes arousal in people around me. Great for orgies. I was a big hit in Rome. Pat can breathe out a more concentrated, directional version so it’s easier for her to get just who she wants worked up and it has a faster effect.’
Pat was grinning. ‘We noticed you left the club kind of in a hurry on Friday night, Mike.’
Mike’s cheeks coloured. ‘Yeah, uh, I was feeling a bit… Wait, that was you?’
‘I had a little chat with Leanne. I hope you don’t mind.’
‘I should probably be pissed off, but I’m not that hypocritical. That’s a nasty ability to have, especially in the wrong hands.’
‘The “wrong hands” is why we have people like Di, and you, and places like the Candle. There are a couple of places in the city, most cities, where vampires can go to find supplicants. Uh, that’s what we call people willing to give us blood for free. We don’t need to feed that often, about once a month, so most modern vampires live in a straight relationship or live off random supplicants.’
‘“Straight” is more vampire jargon,’ Dione added. ‘You’ll get the hang of it. A straight vampire is one who has a monogamous relationship with a single supplicant. The gender of both parties is unimportant.’
‘We hide our slang in general slang a fair bit, but we understand it in context.’
‘I’m going to need to relearn half of what I know,’ Mike grumbled. ‘Okay, what other lineages are there? What was the one we killed?’
‘Ended,’ Dione corrected. ‘He died years ago. We say “ended.” He was transylvanian, a subspecies of carpathian. And, yes, the first of them was Vlad Dracul.’
‘Putz,’ Pat muttered.
‘The carpathians are the most common lineage in Europe and they used to dominate America. Transylvanians are a kind of devolved version, in a way, but they have one unique trick which makes them dangerous. They can go into a sort of frenzy which makes them exceptionally strong.’
‘I don’t feel so bad about not being able to push him off now,’ Mike said. ‘I thought strength was part of the bargain.’
‘Most vampires are a little stronger and somewhat faster than average humans. We don’t feel pain the way you do either, so we can push our muscles to extremes, but it’s not that hard to rip something doing it.’
‘A mistake you try not to repeat,’ Pat added. ‘I speak from experience.’ Her brows narrowed. ‘I just wanted a damn pickle too.’
‘All right,’ Dione said, grinning, ‘I think that’s enough for one night.’ She reached over to her coat, sitting on the seat beside her, and removed some things from a pocket. ‘You’ll need these.’ She placed an ID card and a memory stick on the table.
Mike picked up the card and saw his own face looking back at him. ‘I figured I’d have to wait until Monday.’
‘You’ll need it for part of your homework. The stick is for the other part. Plug that in before you turn your laptop on. It’ll boot into an isolated system OS and VPN into the office servers. For now, you’re restricted to some general familiarisation documents. Don’t let anyone else see them. When you’ve looked through the documents on the council system, go see your local area rep. He’s a carpathian and you’ve met him before.’
‘I have?’
‘Eddy Ross, he runs the grocery store down the road from you.’
‘Shit! How many vampires are there in New York?’
‘The city itself? About thirty-five hundred. Another hundred in Jersey City, a few more in Newark, and eleven thousand five hundred in our region as a whole, which covers both New York State and New Jersey. That’s excluding itinerants and rogues.’
‘Damn! So much for “no such thing as vampires.”’
 



Part Two: There Are Vampire Accountants?
New York, NY, 24th November 2014.
A sleek, black sports car pulled up outside Mike’s apartment building and the window rolled down. Dione leaned over, resting her hand on the central console, and looked up at Mike. ‘Come on, get in.’
Mike’s gaze ran the length of the vehicle. European, right-hand drive, long in the nose with a hefty rear end, all smooth lines, and it probably had an engine that could take it to the moon. ‘This is your ride?’
‘Get your ass in. Lot to get through today.’
Mike opened the door and settled into the soft, well-fitting seat. The racing harness took a second to figure out and then Dione was pulling out and on her way. The engine purred like a kitten.
‘I was kind of expecting something less… ostentatious,’ Mike commented.
‘It’s comfortable and fast, and it’s got storage for two shotguns and my sword. Also, people stare at me driving it, but all they see is “hot girl in a hot car” and the details escape them.’
‘You have a sword?’
‘I’m old-fashioned. Vampires are tough bastards. The virus will bring us back from damn near anything short of incineration. But we don’t regrow limbs, so cutting a vampire’s head off is a pretty effective way of ending them. But I learned to use a sword when I was seven and I’ve had a lot of practice. You don’t have the time so you get to employ the easy option, which is massive trauma to certain vital areas.’
‘Heart or brain?’
‘Preferably both. Our weapon of choice is a twelve-gauge tactical shotgun. We use three-inch shells, hardened slugs with a high-explosive core. Hit an unarmoured vampire in the chest and it’ll open him up like Christmas. That should give you time to put another round in his head. He won’t be getting up from that. Did you go see Eddy Ross?’
‘No. Hey, there was a lot of stuff to read. I’m going to see him tonight after work. I need milk anyway and I thought it would look more casual if I just happened to be in the shop. Less “I’m the Hunter’s new partner and I’m stopping by to intimidate you.”’
‘Perhaps. All right, what did you learn from all your reading?’
‘Well… The council system was first formulated along with the laws of vampire society in four thirteen BC when Aulus Cornelius Cossus and–’
‘Not what did you remember. What did you learn?’
‘Huh. There wasn’t much personal in there. What were you doing in four thirteen BC?’
‘Four thirteen… Athens. I spent almost twenty years as a hetaera, basically a high-class prostitute. Kind of a sweet deal for a woman, back then obviously. We had to pay taxes, but we were allowed to take part in symposia, have an education. The men actually listened to us. I’m not sure it’s better now. You’re stalling.’
‘No, I’m interested. We learn things in history lessons that you lived through. If Leanne ever finds out what you are, she’ll be fascinated. After she flips out, obviously.’
‘Obviously. So?’
‘A bunch of vampires got together in Rome during the Republic and decided that the free-for-all, all-you-can-suck bistro needed some rules or they were going to have problems. Cities were great for vampires, lots to eat, plenty of general noise to cover their activities, but because they were so good, they attracted more and more. Rome was getting overpopulated and they needed rules. So they made some up which, apparently, were fairly well thought out because they mostly still apply.’
‘The core of our law is a little like yours, fundamental, common-sense rules. Though shalt not kill is in both, for example.’
‘Yeah, but your laws started out with the idea of keeping vampires secret from their food.’ Mike frowned. ‘No, that’s a little unfair. Protection of territory is in both. We’re told not to steal and you’re told not to poach supplicants. I guess that covers coveting thy neighbour’s wife too.’
‘Conflict reduction. Vampires duking it out in public over supplicants is a dead giveaway, so you’re not supposed to do it.’
‘It does seem logical, don’t get me wrong. Anyway, to enforce the laws, there was an elected council, based on the Roman Senate and called the Concilium, and they could appoint a Venator to eliminate vampires who disobeyed. Venator became Hunter at the Concordat of Mediolanum in three seventy-eight AD when everything got written down and formalised into a system of regional councils under the Summus Concilium or High Council. The Summus Concilium is in London, England now. It moved there from Paris when the French decided chopping heads off was a good idea.’
‘Vampires aren’t fond of guillotines.’
‘No, I’d imagine not. I did notice one bit of history with your name in it. From fourteen sixteen to fourteen seventy-two, you were the Hunter for the Summus Concilium. It doesn’t say why, but it says it was the only time there was a Hunter given the task of enforcing the laws everywhere. Doesn’t say why it ended either.’
‘It wouldn’t,’ Dione responded flatly. Her eyes were focused on the traffic as she threaded through it on the way south. The big engine barely seemed to notice the sudden surges in speed as she shifted forward in bursts.
‘Okay.’
‘Maybe, if we get to know each other really well, or if you really need to know, I’ll tell you about it.’
Mike’s brow furrowed a little. ‘Okay.’
Dione glanced at him. ‘Kate and I were lovers for five years, partners for eight, and I never told her. Don’t think it’s personal, or a trust issue.’
‘Fair enough. I know this is kind of partisan, but how come the Summus Concilium hasn’t moved to America?’
‘Various people keep suggesting it, but it keeps meeting opposition. The London crowd want to keep it there, and we don’t want them coming over here and messing up our system. The British can be so tight-assed.’
‘Ha! You have to have lived there. London.’
‘Oh yes. I’ve been the Hunter there. I left in eighteen eighty-nine to come to Boston.’
‘Eighteen eighty-nine… That means you were there during the Jack the Ripper murders.’
‘The Whitechapel Murders, if you please. There was no Jack.’
‘You seem pretty sure. They never solved… um…’
‘They never solved the murders because I killed the vampires responsible and the Summus Concilium covered it up.’
‘Well, shit! I told you knowing you was fascinating.’
Dione chuckled, a throaty, slightly evil sound. ‘It’ll screw with your head, believe me. Kate used to hate it when I’d tell her something she’d been taught was total bollocks.’
Mike watched as the vampire’s hands tightened on the wheel. ‘You miss her.’
‘Yes. Of course. She was a good friend as well as a great lay and a good cop.’ And she went on before he could comment. ‘And you’re going to meet one result of the Whitechapel Murders today.’
‘I… I am?’
‘You’ll see.’
~~~
The Specialist Crimes Unit office was a crappy little room at the back of the first floor of the Midtown South precinct building. It looked almost as though it had been converted from a storeroom at some point, though it had a keycode lock and there was a cupboard door at the back. In the room, however, there were just two desks sitting in the middle so they could face each other. There were computers and telephones, two filing cabinets, and a small table with a coffee machine on it, empty.
Dione watched Mike looking around at the room, a smirk pulling at the corners of her lips. ‘Everything from your desk at Midtown North should be here,’ she said, indicating the right-hand desk.
Mike checked the drawers. ‘It, uh, looks like it.’
‘You were expecting something a little more prestigious?’
‘Uh… Well, you said I’d be meeting the rest of the unit, and this looks like it’s just us.’
‘Hmm, yes. Try the closet.’
Perplexed, Mike walked over to the door at the back and turned the knob. His eyebrows went up as he found a pair of metal doors behind the standard wooden one. ‘An elevator?’ A red light came on over the doors.
‘Yes.’ Dione walked over and said, ‘Dione requesting admittance,’ and the light turned green and the doors slid apart.
‘Voice identification? Cool.’
‘That’s the first part, and we’ll get you registered for all this once we’re downstairs.’ She walked into the car, waited for him to follow, and then put her eye to a device set into the wall.
‘And a retina scanner?’
The doors slid closed and Dione straightened her back. ‘We take security rather seriously.’ She turned around as the car started moving down and, sure enough, when it stopped, the doors behind them opened onto a lobby of some sort. The walls were blank and white and there was a single door at the other side which looked very solid. Dione moved out into the room and stood in front of the thick, metal door and waited. After a second, she said, ‘Let us in, Mary, you’re going to have to meet him sooner or later.’ There was another pause and then, ‘Don’t make me use the damn keycode.’
The door swung open, slowly. It was very thick: not exactly bank-vault thick, but it looked like getting through it by force would be a chore. Behind it was a corridor with another, bigger, door at the far end. On the right, the wall was reinforced glass with a partition wall dividing the space in two and a door in each of the glass walls. On the left were three doors with no indication of what was behind them.
‘Okay,’ Dione said, ‘we’ve got autopsy and medical on the right.’
The closest of the two rooms had a pair of stainless steel benches in it and, at the back, the kind of doors you saw on medical cadaver drawers, three ranks of four. As they walked down, the second room became visible. It had a bed and a lot of medical instruments in it, and was divided in two with an observation window and a door into the other half.
‘We like to do our own autopsies when possible,’ Dione went on, ‘and we sometimes need to deal with patients. Patients with something dangerous go in the back room, which is an isolation unit, with airlock. Oh, and if it comes to it, that bed’s comfortable if we’re stuck here overnight.’ She turned to the last of the three doors on the left. ‘And now you get to meet Mary. She’s… shy. Once she gets to know you, it’ll be fine, but she doesn’t like new people.’ She opened the door and they walked into chaos.
The room was full of cabinets and boxes. Cables wound their way across the floor at random. Lights flashed in an out-of-sync, Pointillist painting of light. The focus of the room was an L-shaped desk with an inordinate number of flat-screen monitors on it, in two ranks, held up by a frame. The desk had six keyboards, four mice, and a game controller on it, and behind the desk was a girl, sitting upright in a large, black, leather swivel chair.
Mike was really not sure what to think. He assumed this was Mary, and Mary looked to be about fourteen. Sixteen at the absolute tops. She was not a lot over five feet in height, very slim, and quite long in the leg. You could sort of see the first bloom of adolescence in her: a slight push outward in the hips and breasts for which training bras had been invented. Her face was round with a cute, pert nose, cupid’s bow lips, and large, brown eyes. Her hair was brown with reddish hints through it and wound into a braid which curled over her right shoulder. She was nervously playing with the end of it while looking daggers at Mike. The loose-necked sweatshirt, faded jean-shorts, and flip-flops were not exactly standard police uniform either.
‘Hi,’ Mike said. ‘You must be Mary, I’m Mike.’
There was silence until Dione said, ‘You can at least be polite, Mary.’
‘Mary Collins,’ Mary blurted out, ‘detective specialist first-grade. Pleased to meet you, I’m sure.’ She had some sort of English accent, probably from somewhere in London and not an especially rich area.
‘Mary is our computer and communications expert. I realise she looks like she’s not old enough to be that good, but she’s… How old are you now?’
‘A hundred and forty-four last July, Mother.’
Dione pursed her lips and gave Mary a withering look which seemed to have absolutely no effect. ‘She only calls me that when she’s annoyed with me. We’re not stopping, don’t worry. I just thought you should meet my new partner.’ Mary gave a grunt and frowned. ‘I know you don’t want a new person in here, but you know it’s necessary, and you know you’ll like him once you get to know him.’
Mary gave Mike a glower which looked entirely out of place on her young face. ‘Just… try not to have any technical support issues.’
‘I’ll do my best,’ Mike told her and, at Dione’s gesture, backed out. He waited until the door was closed before he said, ‘You’re not really her mother, are you?’
‘In either sense,’ Dione replied, starting down the corridor. ‘For reference, the term is creator or creatrix when we’re discussing the vampire who converted you. When I left London for Boston, Mary came with me and we played mother and daughter until she felt secure enough to go it alone. Thankfully, bustles and corsets were in fashion so it wasn’t too hard to make her look like a pretty young woman rather than a teenager, but she’s stuck at sixteen for as long as she continues.’
‘She barely looks sixteen.’
‘Malnutrition tends to stunt development. She has ID to say she’s over twenty-one and explains it as a medical condition. Um… hypogonadotropic hypogonadism. Winthrop came up with it as something no one would ever have heard of which does, more or less, explain why she looks that age.’ She skipped the middle door and opened the next.
‘Winthrop. You’ve mentioned him before.’
‘Yeah, well now you get to meet him.’
They entered what had to be a laboratory. In some ways it was like a slightly more organised version of Mary’s computer room. Slightly more organised. There were machines of all sorts all over the place, one or two of them disassembled and lying in pieces on one of the two large benches. The room was L-shaped and so seemed to curl around the mysterious middle room and the computer room, but any available wall space had a machine against it, and you walked, at first, through a narrow corridor between them. Then you walked around to a larger area with the two benches and, right at the back, a desk with a computer, not that there were no others, and a comfortable-looking chair.
Winthrop was not at his desk but standing in front of a large machine, watching the display intently. ‘Wrinkled’ was the first word to come to mind: Mike guessed that the man was older than his mother. Bald as a coot, he had prominent ears and a large, wedge-shaped nose with deep hollows angling down from it under his cheekbones which stood out thanks to a thin face. His lips were thinning, his neck was wattled, and his thin legs a little bandy. He was not what you would call fat, but there was a paunch which was partially hidden by his pinstriped jacket under which he wore a cardigan. He appeared to be entirely oblivious to his guests.
Dione appeared to be aware of his focus. ‘Doctor Earnest Winthrop, meet Mike Williams.’
The old man blinked, turned to look at them as though aliens had teleported into the room, and then smiled a smile full of disarrayed teeth. ‘Ah! The new recruit. I’m sorry, I was running a sequence… Never mind that. Good morning, young man. Mike is it?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘A polite one, excellent! You’ll call me Winthrop. Everyone does. I don’t play on the doctor thing; once you have three there really doesn’t seem much point. Now, roll up your sleeve.’
Dione rolled her eyes. ‘You could let the man have coffee before you bleed him.’
‘Coffee! An excellent idea. Will you have some, my dear?’
‘Go on. Just to be sociable.’
Winthrop headed for his desk and Mike noticed that one of the many machines standing against a wall was an espresso machine which the doctor began to operate with practised ease. ‘Vampires,’ he said while he worked, ‘can eat and drink normal food, unlike in so many of the fictional depictions.’ Mike was trying to place the accent, coming up with New England somewhere, but that was the best he could do. ‘Indeed, they need to eat, just not as much as we do.’ Which seemed to indicate that Winthrop was human. Unless he was actually an alien, which Mike would not have been entirely shocked to discover.
‘One good meal a day,’ Dione said. She had dressed for the office in a short, tartan, pleated skirt and a scarlet blouse, and proceeded to ignore her hem length as she hopped up onto one of the workbenches to perch there, ankles crossed. Mike realised there was only one guest chair in the room and he was apparently supposed to take it. ‘Nubians can manage for far longer,’ Dione added.
Mike crossed to the chair, feeling self-conscious. ‘I read about the basic lineages. Nubians are African so I suppose being able to manage on less food would be good.’
‘Precisely,’ Winthrop said. ‘The virus they carry can do a lot, but it needs something to work with. Blood is not sufficient.’
‘Uh, why do you want mine?’
‘Type confirmation, health checking, and genetic analysis. I like to take a look at everyone who comes through our doors, but you should be most interesting.’
Mike frowned. ‘Why?’
‘You’re a sensitive. Hasn’t she explained this yet?’
‘Slipped my mind,’ Dione said casually. ‘Just remember he had a few pints pulled out and put back in recently. You might get skewed results.’
‘Shouldn’t be a problem. This is not my first rodeo, as they say.’
‘Sorry,’ Mike said, ‘I’m sensitive to what?’
‘Vampires, of course. It developed among the human population in Eastern Europe, but it’s spreading. Your grandfather was Polish. We believe your mother has the gene and passed it to you.’
‘And you know this because?’
‘Observation,’ Dione said. ‘We should slow down. You’re getting ahead of things again, Winthrop.’
‘I often do,’ Winthrop replied, handing out cups of steaming, brown fluid. ‘Apologies.’ He turned and walked over to his chair, sitting down with a sigh. ‘Very well. Mike, you get some form of aberrant sensation at times. You may not have associated it with vampires, because you were unaware of them. I believe you’ll find a connection if you search back through your memory. You may be feeling it now with Dione here, but it’s not absolutely reliable.’
Now he mentioned it… ‘Okay, yes. I think I’ve been kind of blocking it around Di, but it was there at the Black Candle and… and when I was in the shop with Mister Ross.’
‘If you feel it, there are likely vampires around, somewhere. It may or may not be a threat, of course. Most vampires are not a threat in this day and age, but the gene stems from what they were doing at the dawn of civilisation.’
‘I figured you had it,’ Dione said. ‘I watched you for a bit and it seemed like you did. I knew your mother had it because… I’ve met her before.’
Mike looked at her, eyes wide. ‘You have? When?’
‘Nineteen fifty-five. She was around six, I think. I doubt she’d remember me without prompting.’
‘Her father died in nineteen fifty-five.’
‘Yes, I attended his wake. He was one of the vampires ended in the Coney Island War, the first one I got to investigate.’
‘I… don’t think I understand.’
‘Your grandfather was converted not long after your mother was born. Vampires are sterile, obviously, but they make perfectly acceptable parents if they’re converted after conception. He lived as a straight for four years and then he was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Your mother may not even have known. I wasn’t going to interrogate a six-year-old to see whether she did.’
Mike picked up his cup and drained half of it. The bitter brew slammed into his brain stem like a hammer, and he still felt a little numb.
‘I’ll hold off on the bloodletting,’ Winthrop said. ‘Our boy looks a little faint.’
‘You’ve got all day,’ Dione replied. ‘Mike, I’m going to leave you to Winthrop’s tender mercies for a while. He’s going to go over any questions you have, get the security registrations done, all that good stuff. I have a few places to be and if I’m here, he’ll just get distracted on some point of vampire physiology or something.’
‘Okay,’ Mike said, his voice a little dull. ‘Do I make my own way home?’
‘I’ll be back this afternoon and we’ll go over armament.’ She hopped down off the bench. ‘Later, guys.’
Winthrop peered at Mike as Dione strutted out through the lab. ‘This is a lot to take in. I understand. I’m a firm believer in yanking the band aid off in one go rather than tickling at it.’
Mike nodded. ‘Yeah. It’s probably best. Any more shocks coming?’
‘I think we’ve got them all out of the way.’
‘Good. I think I lost some skin with that last one and I’d like it to heal over before we pull another.’
~~~
Dione pulled her car to a stop at the back of Kitty Has Claws, sighed, and then climbed out. Her heels clicked on the tarmac as she walked up to the back door and she smiled at the enormous black man standing guard there. He was bald and a little thickly set to be called handsome, and he had a body built of solid muscle squished into a very well-fitted, dark blue suit which still managed to bulge at the biceps and thighs.
‘Hey, Bar, you gorgeous hunk of muscle,’ Dione said. ‘Is he in?’
The huge man, who might easily have terrified armed troops with a stare, blushed. ‘Yes, Miss Dione. He’s in the office.’
Dione had figured that might be the case, but there was formality to take care of. Barney Watts left his boss’s side when the moon turned blue, but one of those occasions was when he was in the office, which was fully secured.
‘Okay. I’m going up if that’s okay?’
‘Of course, Miss Dione.’ He turned and opened the door for her. Throbbing music came from within, distant but quite audible: some of the girls were running practice sets.
KHC was a strip club. Bar was just as polite to the dancers as he was to Dione: Bar was the kind of man who considered women to be delicate things to be treated with due care, perhaps because he was so big and might break one accidentally, but Dione thought he was just a very nice man and always had been. Becoming a vampire during Prohibition had not changed that. And the club was a pretty up-market one, located on the Upper West Side. The girls who worked there were artists. Dione actually admired a few of them: they took their jobs seriously, they were professional, and it was easier to consider them ladies, if ones who took their clothes off in front of an audience.
Dione avoided the dancefloor and went up the back stairs before heading toward the front of the property where the office was located behind a locked, keycoded door. Dione knew the code and punched it in from memory, and stepped through the reinforced door into a very business-like, if comfortable, office space.
Leonard Darius was sitting behind his desk. The desk was functional rather than ostentatious; the man was both. Over six feet in height, he was no match for Bar in stature, but he gave him a run for his money. Leo was a good-looking man with dark brown skin and fairly classic African-American features. His hair was close to his head, hard, black curls which were surprisingly soft to the touch. His deep, brown eyes came up as Dione stepped into the room and then his head lifted and he smiled.
‘I hope I’m not disturbing,’ Dione said, returning the smile.
‘You are never a disturbance, Di, and you know it.’ He had a deep, warm, resonant voice, pleasing on the ear.
‘That is a lie, and you are a charmer.’
‘So?’
Dione flashed him a grin. ‘Dione, Hunter to the New York Concilium, reporting that I have taken on a new human partner, as per the Agreement. I left him with Winthrop to get the formalities done. And Winthrop wants some of his blood.’
‘For a man who isn’t a vampire, he certainly takes a lot of blood.’
‘Everyone has to have a hobby.’
‘You think this one’s going to work out? He’s a sensitive, that can get… difficult.’
Dione settled herself into a chair and crossed her legs. ‘If there’s going to be a problem, it’ll come from the girlfriend. She’s a rationalist. She’s going to find out what’s going on eventually. When she does…’
‘Winthrop’s a rationalist.’
‘Yes, and an outcome like that is the best we can hope for.’
Leo nodded. ‘All right, report duly noted. I’ll inform the others.’
‘Good. I have a few things to do before I go back. At least you were up here. I’m sure making me come to a strip joint to report to you constitutes sexual harassment or something.’
‘Like you mind. And it’s a gentlemen’s club.’
Dione got to her feet and started for the door. ‘Yeah, sure. Pull the other one and bells ring.’
~~~
The Black Candle was fairly quiet. There was music there too: a band was practising sets on the second floor. But by the time Dione had climbed the stairs to the top floor, past the office and the staff facilities, to Pat’s apartment, you could barely hear the stop-start performance below.
She did not knock: if Pat wanted privacy, she locked the door. The blonde bartender was sitting, cross-legged, on the armchair in her lounge with a bowl of cereal in one hand, a spoon in the other, and a mug of coffee balanced on the chair’s arm. Pat was wearing nothing but a pair of boy-short-style lace panties and she paused with a spoonful of cereal part way to her mouth as Dione stepped in and closed the door behind her.
‘I’m in the middle of breakfast,’ Pat pointed out.
Dione did not comment: vampires did not need to eat as regularly as humans, but some of them never got out of the habit and it did no harm. ‘Coffee fresh?’
‘About half an hour. I was going to have another–’ Pat stopped as Dione walked past her to the kitchen. ‘I can always make more.’
‘So,’ Dione called back, ‘Mike started today.’
‘You left him with Winthrop and Mary? Did he murder your favourite puppy in a past life or something?’
‘They aren’t that bad. Mary will ignore him as much as possible for at least a week and Winthrop just wanted to pull blood out of him as soon as he arrived.’ Dione walked back in with a mug of coffee and perched on the arm of Pat’s chair without the mug on it. ‘I did most of the damage. Dropped the whole business with the Coney Island War on him.’
‘I was eight when that happened.’
‘Older than his mother.’
Pat gave a grunt. ‘Don’t remind me. Being a vampire really fucks with your vision of appropriate age. I mean, he’s just so edible and I’m old enough to be his mother.’
‘You’re just about old enough to be his grandmother. His mother had him late.’
‘Oh thanks for that.’
‘And hands off. He’s got a girlfriend.’
‘I know,’ Pat replied, licking her lips. ‘You left out “hot.” He’s got a hot girlfriend.’
‘So no nibbling.’
‘It’s in our nature. I can flirt some, can’t I?’
‘Try to avoid it in front of Leanne. I think I’ve got her thinking I’m gay and I want to keep that delusion current for as long as possible.’
‘Doesn’t he get shirty about you flirting with her?’
‘No, because I explained why I was doing it. Anyway, I told him his grandfather was a vampire, murdered by other vampires, which was how I’d met his mother when she was six and knew he was probably a sensitive. He looked a bit like someone had shown him compelling evidence that the world was really flat.’ Dione drank coffee and looked blankly at the local news broadcast playing out on Pat’s TV.
‘Well, three or four fairly major shocks in one go will do that. Oh, speaking of sensitives, I think we have another one. She’s showing all the signs. Said she just knew somehow that the club was full of vampires. And she wants to be a supplicant. I told her she needs to consider that carefully and, if she still wants to try, she should come back on the fourth.’
‘Who?’
‘That blonde that came in with Mike and Leanne, Lisa Tully. I’d imagine you’ll need to feed by then; you’ve been busy the last couple of months. You haven’t been keeping it regular.’
‘I’ll take care of it. She’ll need to be talked to.’
‘To be honest, she seemed to have a pretty solid head on her shoulders. She said she’s been saying that vampires are real for years so if she just carries on as normal, no one will think twice.’
‘How on Earth does someone like that get on with Leanne Drake?’
‘Opposites attract? She’s a nice girl. Friendly. I gave her the talk about being careful around people with fangs. We’re not all cuddly monsters. There are some real monsters out there. It’s safest to refuse any offers outside the club. Usual stuff. She looked like she understood.’
‘I’ll have Mary run her. I don’t like coincidences.’
‘No, but she seemed like she was genuine.’
‘Hmm.’ Dione flicked a finger at the screen. ‘Anything gossip worthy?’
‘Nothing much. Everything’s been kind of quiet since you wasted that tranny prick in Harlem.’
‘That’s something. It’d be nice to have a quiet Christmas.’ Dione bent and put her empty mug on the floor, and then she straightened, leaned a little toward Pat, and reached to gently circle a finger around a nipple.
Pat let out a soft moan. ‘Don’t do that unless you mean it.’
‘Don’t want them teased, you shouldn’t leave them lying around like this. And who says I don’t mean it?’
‘You haven’t… oh… um, been inclined recently.’
‘Even succubi can get the blues, love, but the blues pass.’
‘Mmm… Praise Aphrodite.’
Dione chuckled softly and bent to brush her lips over Pat’s. ‘Indeed, and a small devotion before lunch wouldn’t be a bad thing.’
~~~
Mike knocked on the door of the computer room and got no answer. This he had expected, because Winthrop had said there would be none, and he opened the door and walked in anyway.
‘Doctor Winthrop asked me to bring in your coffee.’ Mike lifted the mug for emphasis and then placed it down on an NYPD mat sitting on Mary’s desk.
Mary stared at him for a second. ‘Thank you.’
Thinking it might be best to just leave, Mike paused briefly and his eyes fell on the game controller. ‘You, um, game?’
‘When I’m not busy.’
‘Of course. I didn’t mean to imply–’
‘My main gaming centre is in my apartment.’
‘Xbox?’
‘All of them. You can’t get all the best games on just one platform.’ She said it as though that was obvious and she was talking to a moron, but she was no longer scowling at him.
He pressed on. ‘I don’t get much time to do it these days. A-and I could only afford a three sixty. Haven’t upgraded yet.’
‘You should.’
‘Maybe… Christmas and all… Uh, what’s your gamer tag?’
‘She Wolf Alpha.’ She stared at him as his jaw dropped. ‘That’s rude.’
‘You’re She Wolf Alpha?’
‘Yes. So?’
‘I’m Mike Blue twenty-eight. You’ve kicked my ass in Combat Zone Seven so many times…’
Mary pursed her lips, swivelled her chair around, tapped at keys, and moved a mouse. ‘Forty-three times. Eighteen head shots. You got me fifteen times. That’s pretty good.’
‘Fifteen to forty-three is pretty good?’
‘I,’ Mary stated, ‘am very good.’ Her eyes narrowed a little. ‘It’s all a matter of tactics with CZ. Everyone hates sniping, but it’s the only way to win consistently. It’s why they keep nerfing the rifles.’
‘Damn, I know. Every time I get one I like, I come back and it couldn’t kill a mouse at point blank. It’s not even remotely realistic.’
‘You need to get a new console. Bravo Nine Kilo is where it’s at now and they don’t nerf. They make the combat zones so you can’t just find the right spot and snipe everyone, unless they’re stupid. I… I could maybe get you on my fireteam. If you want.’
Mike smiled. ‘I’d like that.’
‘It doesn’t mean I like you. Yet.’
‘No, of course not.’
‘But you can bring me my coffee again.’
‘Thanks,’ Mike said, turning to leave. ‘I think.’
~~~
Dione walked through into the lab and, as expected, heard Winthrop’s voice.
‘The virus which initiates vampirism and supports it once established is, quite frankly, fascinating. Look at this. The isn’t even an electron micrograph. It’s a beast! Eight hundred nanometres in diameter. Three point four megabases. It’s one of the largest viruses ever discovered, if not the largest.’
‘And I’m pretty sure most of that went right over Mike’s head,’ Dione pointed out as she rounded the corner.
‘Oh,’ Winthrop said, coming to a halt. ‘Has any of this actually gone in, young man?’
‘Some,’ Mike replied, his cheeks colouring a little. ‘Uh, it’s good background, but I’m not sure knowing that the virus is huge is something I need to know. I, uh, haven’t a clue what a megabase is.’
‘And, as you point out, you don’t need to. It’s very big and it carries a lot of genetic information, more than most viruses. Let’s leave it at that.’
‘And there are three common variations,’ Dione said, ‘plus one semi-common one and a few oddities, like me.’
‘Succubi and valentines are not odd,’ Winthrop said, ‘merely an uncommon species. The succubus virus is actually one of the oldest surviving species. My molecular clock analysis dates them to some twenty-eight thousand years old. The nubians seem to have split off from the common ancestor around twenty-six thousand years ago and the carpathians only date back eighteen. Only the corvus are older at thirty-two thousand years.’
‘What about the han?’ Mike asked.
‘Oh, so you did read the briefing notes,’ Dione said, grinning.
‘I said I’d got the basics down, and the three big groups were the nubians, the carpathians, and the han.’
‘Quite,’ Winthrop said. ‘The han are quite young, around two thousand five hundred years. They wiped out or chased away more or less all of the other species in the region. The Japanese daimyo are actually a little older and from the same parent species, but they are vastly outnumbered by the han and none of the original parents survived, that we know of.’
‘Okay, so I’ve met a succubus and a valentine, which is a subspecies of succubi, right?’
‘Correct.’
‘And I’ve met a transylvanian, unfortunately.’
‘A subspecies of carpathian.’
‘And you’ve met a carpathian,’ Dione said. ‘Eddy Ross is one. Don’t forget you need to talk to him.’
‘I won’t,’ Mike confirmed.
‘The bouncer on the door at the Candle, Tony Diols, is a nubian. I know the name implies black skin, but the virus doesn’t care. Which reminds me, could you make sure you have Wednesday evening free? I’ve been asked to introduce you to the leader of the Concilium. That’s the Princeps, for reference.’
‘I’ll check, but Leanne should be working.’
‘Good. And you’ve also met a wolf.’
‘Originally classified as a subspecies of han,’ Winthrop explained, ‘though we believe they are actually another offshoot of the parent species. They’re the only surviving lineage native to North America.’
‘And Mary’s one, if a rather atypical one.’
Winthrop gave a slight shrug. ‘Many of the typical characteristics are there, she just expresses them differently. When she trusts you more, she’ll probably explain her story.’
‘I know some of it,’ Mike said.
‘And,’ Dione added, ‘it would appear you’ve found a way to get inside her guard sooner than expected. I stopped in to talk to her before coming in here and she didn’t complain about you once.’
‘We both like first-person shooters.’
Dione gave a grunt of displeasure. ‘I can’t stand the lack of peripheral vision. She’s tried to get me hooked, but I just can’t get anywhere with them. Good, however. Things will go a lot easier if she’s not trying to avoid you constantly.’
‘We have a mutual “you don’t bite me and I won’t bite you” thing going at the moment, but it’s a friendly sort of stand-off.’
‘For the first day, that’s excellent. Did you get your blood and all the security details, Winthrop?’
‘All done,’ the old man said. ‘I’m running the sequencer now.’
‘Right. Mike, come with me.’ Turning, she marched out, turned left out of the lab, and went to the, as yet untried, middle door of the three on that side. She pointed. ‘Thumb plate. Let’s see if it works.’
Mike pressed his thumb to the glass plate beside the door and the plate lit up, and a second later there was the sound of heavy bolts being withdrawn and the door hinged aside on its own.
The room behind it was smaller than Mary’s computer room, but it held racks and racks of equipment, mostly weapons and ammunition. There were flashlights, boxes that looked like field kits or toolkits, and a number of other things Mike could not identify, but there were also handguns, shotguns, rifles, grenade launchers, and even a couple of light antitank rocket launchers.
As if detecting Mike’s surprise at the array of lethal armament, Dione said, ‘Sometimes you just need a bigger gun. You should try to get time to familiarise yourself with at least a basic subset of this lot.’ She walked in and lifted a thin, sleeveless jacket off its hanger. ‘And this is yours, while I remember. We had it tailored to your size after you agreed to come on board. The latest design, thin enough to wear under clothes. Hardened scale construction, so it’s flexible, but it’ll stop a rifle bullet. It’s not as good against maddened transylvanians punching you in the gut, though, so try to avoid them getting in close.’
Mike took the jacket from her and looked it over. You could feel the jointed structure beneath, but it seemed kind of flimsy. ‘I’ll keep that in mind.’
Dione nodded and picked up a box of ammunition. ‘Nine by nineteen parabellum, right?’
‘Yes, how did you know?’
She gave him a look. ‘You use the Smith & Wesson Model five nine four six your father used. They were the latest handgun to be accepted for use by the NYPD when he bought it. He never fired it in anger and, until you unloaded it into a vampire, you had only drawn it on three occasions. I told you, we do very thorough background checks.’
Mike frowned. ‘I feel like saying “you know all of my history and I hardly know any of yours,” but I guess it would take a while to cover two and a half millennia.’
Dione’s lips twitched at the corners. ‘Wednesday night you’ll hear plenty of war stories, at least for the last couple of hundred years. Leo loves to tell stories when he’s got a receptive audience.’
‘Leo? That’s the Concilium leader?’
‘Yes,’ Dione said, her tone casual, ‘Leo Darius. Perhaps you’ve heard of him. He runs several clubs, an import-export business–’
‘Drugs, prostitutes, one or two other things we’ve been trying to nail him on for longer than I’ve been a cop.’
‘Hmm, yes. Two things. You’re going to have to learn to put that aside working here. We have to work in both worlds and Leo is an important part of one of them. He will do his absolute best to avoid exposing you to something which compromises you as a cop, but you’ll see things you want to tell vice about, I’ve no doubt. You need to consider the bigger picture.’
‘Okay, I guess. And the second thing?’
‘Give him a chance. I’ve known him a long time. We’ve saved each other’s unlives. I worried about him fighting in the trenches in the First World War, and on Pacific islands in the second one. I picked you for this job and he agreed to back my choice, and that means he will go to the wall for you if he has to. So… give him a chance. Get to know him before you condemn him.’
‘I… Well, I guess that’s fair.’
‘Good.’ Dione flashed him a smile and then walked down the rack a little before pulling a shotgun free. ‘You will definitely want to familiarise yourself with this. Tac Ops Clandestine twelve, twelve gauge, unchoked fourteen-inch barrel, four-round capacity plus one in the chamber, with a sound suppressor. Take one home, go over the controls. You’ll get time to go to a range and try it out.’
‘Explosive rounds. You said you used armour-piercing explosive rounds.’
‘Practice slugs are here, combat rounds here. The pistol ammo is high-powered hollow point. Practise headshots. The extra power means you don’t lose too much energy punching through the skull.’ She grinned. ‘If you can hit them in the eye, even better.’
Mike decided she was teasing. ‘No explosive pistol rounds?’
‘Getting them to trigger is a bitch, apparently, but those’ – she pointed to a pair of huge sniper rifles on one of the racks – ‘fire fifty-calibre armour-piercing explosive incendiary rounds. To be honest, they’re more use against vehicles, but if we ever have a vampire elephant rampaging through New York, I am so going hunting.’
‘Vampire elephant? Can you even get vampire elephants?’
Dione shrugged. ‘Well, there’s always a first time.’
~~~
Mike watched the big rear end of Dione’s car roaring away from him, and then turned and walked into Ross’s Groceries. A short, pretty blonde girl was working at stacking shelves. He had never caught her name and Eddy Ross did not go in for uniforms or name tags. Eddy himself was behind the counter and he smiled, following Mike’s progress through to the cooler where the milk was located.
Mike felt the flush of sensation that told him a vampire was nearby and, this time, focused on it. There was no sense of direction, but it came as soon as he walked in the door and it did not matter where he looked. Mike had never believed in extrasensory perception, but this had to be something related.
‘Evening, Mike. Back at work now?’ Eddy said when Mike walked up to the counter.
Mike put the milk down and, beside it, his SCU ID. ‘Yeah, but I got a new assignment and I’m supposed to… mention it to you.’
‘Ah. They said she was getting a new partner. I didn’t know… Right.’ His gaze flicked through the shop. It was just about five and there were no other customers in, but there would be soon as businesses turned out workers. ‘Delia! Come mind the till for a bit. I need to talk to Mike in back.’
The blonde appeared from among the shelves and strutted across to them. ‘Yes, Eddy,’ she said, her accent strong but not local.
‘Mike’s the Hunter’s new partner,’ Eddy said, surprising Mike.
‘Oh!’ Delia held out her hand. ‘Pleased to meet you.’ He took her hand and shook, and she added, ‘Little nervous too. Was that her in the black monster outside? She won’t be coming in for groceries, will she?’
‘Uh, it was, and I have no idea. Maybe. Why nervous? I’m just–’
‘The Hunter’s partner.’
‘Come in back,’ Eddy said. ‘Business will pick up real soon and we don’t want ears wagging.’ He led the way into a room at the back which seemed to be a combination of storeroom and office. ‘Sorry for the accommodation, but it’s private.’
There was a chair behind a desk set against the wall, and another which was presumably there for staff breaks. Eddy turned the desk chair around and sat down, leaving the other to Mike. Then Eddy continued.
‘You’ve been doing this a day, I guess, so you won’t be used to the reaction. The Hunter’s a bit of a mixed bag for most vampires. Now, Dione’s a real good one and no one’s ever had any complaints about her, but the Hunter’s got authority to end any vampire they deem it necessary to eliminate for the good of the community. That puts the fear of God into most on its own, but then you add in that your partner is one of the oldest living vampires… Meeting her is something like coming across your favourite rock star, who happens to be your girlfriend’s father, while he’s holding a shotgun.’
Mike thought back to the vampire he had scared off in the Black Candle with just a mention of Dione’s name. ‘I guess I can see the point, but I’m just a cop who works–’
‘Not to us. She’ll make sure you’re known to the people who need to know. It’s why she told you to come see me. Once your face is known, there isn’t a vampire in the city who won’t treat you much the same as her. The Agreement may be an arrangement with humans, but Leo and Dione have made it quite clear they’re behind it, and that makes you as good as a vampire to us.’ Eddy grinned, showing a little fang. ‘Honestly, my area’s going to go up in people’s opinions having you living here. I get a little reflected respect out of it.’
Mike grinned back. ‘Glad to be of benefit. What is it you do? I know you’re the local rep for this area, but… I’m still learning all this stuff.’
‘I’m the Vicarius around here. It’s like the local councilman for this area. The Concilium is nine guys, and women, no sexism here, who make the big decisions for everyone in their region. Local representatives are elected to provide a voice to the vampires in their area. If someone has something they need to bring to the Concilium’s attention, they come to us. We handle disputes at a local level whenever possible, rather than taking it higher. Sometimes things escalate.’
‘And that’s when Dione comes in.’
‘Oh, not always. It takes something that’s going to spill out into the public before she gets involved. And when it does, we can contact her directly. Any vampire can contact her directly if they believe there’s a threat to us all. The Hunter, and you, report to the Concilium, and she’s responsible to the Concilium, but once one’s appointed, it’s their job to ensure that threats are eliminated.’
‘So she’s beholden to the Concilium, but independent? I’m starting to see why vampires get nervous around her.’
‘Exactly. And it’s worked well. Dione can tell you when it was most necessary. When the threat came from the worst place possible. She was there. Better if she does the explaining, though. Some things are not shouted from the rooftops and that’s one of them.’ He looked away. ‘Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned that at all. I get carried away when I’m nervous.’
‘There’s no need to be nervous around me, Mister Ross. And I don’t think there’s any need to be nervous around Dione unless you’re secretly murdering students. I haven’t known her long, but she seems very fair, kind of laid back.’
‘Call me Eddy. Eddy Ross is just another identity anyway. You’re right, of course. Dione wouldn’t harm a hair unless I’d broken a law, but then you haven’t seen her riled. Woman is fire and brimstone when she gets going. Best-looking Angel of Death this side of Heaven, but she’ll cut you in half just the same.’
~~~
The best-looking Angel of Death this side of Heaven was climbing, but not to Heaven. The stairs led up to the loft of a building in Tribeca. She owned the entire floor and, in fact, the building below which she let out. Up there, she had a studio she used for exercise, a bedroom with attached bathroom, and a kitchen. She ignored those to go into the lounge.
Here, there was a small, circular dining table with two chairs, and the memory of drinking coffee at it while Kate ate breakfast. The walls were bare brick and held the memory of pressing Kate up against them to kiss her passionately. A pair of elegant, white leather sofas formed an L-shape with a table at the join, and Dione remembered every time she had made love on them, and in front of the fire which was beside them.
In the eastern wall there was a glass-panelled bubble, a sort of conservatory, jutting out from the side. There was no light coming in through the windows, but she walked out there to check on the planters set on the floor on one side and then turned to look out at the city and reached up to the pair of eyebolts set into the frame at the halfway point. Kate had hung in soft leather cuffs from those bolts while Dione played her body like a virtuoso on a Stradivarius.
‘Fuck it,’ Dione said and turned on her heel. She marched through to the studio stripping off clothes as she went.
The room had whitewashed walls on three sides, the fourth being mirrored with a balance rail mounted on it. On the floor against the western wall was a rack with two katanas mounted on it, but she would start with unarmed katas. Good, hard exercise would drive the memories aside. She needed to get over it. It was too soon, but she needed to get past it. She had lost people before.
‘Too many.’ And she led in with a straight, forward punch.
25th November.
‘I’d have thought this place would be closed this time of day,’ Mike said as they walked up to the Black Candle.
‘To the general public, it is,’ Dione replied, ‘but to vampires and supplicants, it’s open all hours.’
‘Pat said something about it being a place to find supplicants.’
‘That’s right, and we’re going to watch some vampires feeding.’ Dione opened the door and walked in, Mike following with a frown on his face. She closed the door behind him. ‘You need to see this. Come down here when you get some off time and observe. You’ll get to see all kinds of vampires and the different ways they go about their business.’
‘I’m not entirely sure what I’m going to get out of that.’ They walked past various people sitting around on the dancefloor, apparently chatting. Mike felt nothing from them and he guessed they were supplicants.
Dione went to a door tucked away under the staircase at the back. It was marked ‘Staff Only,’ but she pushed through it, nodding to a man sitting in attendance in the small room behind it. ‘The first thing you’re going to get is a view of vampires and their drinking habits which doesn’t involve one tearing at your throat like a rabid dog.’
‘Oh.’
They started down a staircase into the basement which, it seemed, was pretty big. There was a room at the bottom with corridors leading off on three sides with the steps coming down on the fourth. Pat was waiting for them there, perched on a small desk, and there was another woman sitting behind her.
‘Welcome back to the Black Candle,’ Pat said. There was a smile in her voice, but her face was straight. ‘This is the part most people don’t see.’ Her gaze flicked to Dione. ‘Are you sure he’s ready for this? He’s looking kind of pale.’
‘If not now,’ Mike said before Dione could answer, ‘then when? First time we catch someone doing it off the reservation and I freak out in the field?’
‘I guess that’s a good point. Okay then. The procedure’s fairly simple. Supplicants arrive upstairs and check with whoever’s on the top door. If there’s a room free, they get sent down and they’re assigned their place at the desk here. Vampires follow the same procedure, essentially. Check for an available supplicant, come here to be assigned one. We do allow a few basic preferences to be taken into consideration, but it’s more or less randomised for a reason.’
‘Reduces the chance of attachments forming?’
‘Exactly. But we account for preferred gender and whether the supplicant wants sex with their gift.’
‘Gift. Nice euphemism.’
‘Not really a euphemism, but I take your point. Your only experience with this was a violent one. This is different.’ Pat glanced again at Dione. ‘Very different from how vampires got their blood in the past.’
‘It is,’ Dione agreed and Mike thought he caught a hint of sorrow in her voice. ‘Shall we?’
Nodding, Pat slipped off the desk and crossed to the corridor on the left as they had come down. She opened the first door on the right and Mike was surprised to see a security desk of some sort with banks of monitors all around it and the doorman Mike had met before sitting watching them.
‘We take this pretty seriously,’ Pat said once the door was closed. ‘We have eighteen rooms, and they’re all monitored by two cameras each giving full coverage of the room. When we’re open, there’s always someone in here monitoring for problems. Take a break, Tony. We’ll handle it for a while.’
Tony got to his feet. ‘Room three should be a good one to watch,’ he said. ‘There’s a carpathian in there, just went in and she hasn’t started yet.’
‘Thanks. Mike, take the seat.’
Mike sat down and located the screens for room three while Tony left. All the rooms seemed to be the same: plain, whitewashed walls and lighting which was neither too bright nor too dim. Ten were currently occupied, but the others had a notable feature that occupants tended to obscure: each had a plain, white sheet laid out on the floor. A couple of those had dark spots on them and Mike figured they had been in use and not cleaned up yet. There was never much blood, but some obviously got spilled.
Finding room three, he sagged a little in his seat. In the middle of the sheet, on her knees, was a naked woman, fairly young, red-haired, and quite slim. Another woman, presumably the vampire, was standing near a small cabinet by the door, undressing and placing the garments in the cabinet. Mike realised there was a similar arrangement at the back of the room, presumably for the supplicant’s clothes. With all the white paint, the boxes were hard to spot.
‘They do it naked?’ Mike asked.
‘Not always,’ Dione replied. ‘Getting rid of your shirt is advisable, assuming you’re going for the neck or wrist. There’s always a little spillage.’
‘I figured the neck would be the obvious place.’
‘It is when you’re attacking someone the way you were attacked, but the wrist works fine and has a rather romantic feel, and a lot of people prefer the femoral artery if sex is involved.’
On screen, somewhat to Mike’s embarrassment, the two women were kissing. ‘Do they know we’re watching?’
‘They know someone is,’ Pat told him. ‘We make it clear that we monitor for everyone’s safety. Obviously, some people get off on it, but it’s mostly seen as a necessary part of the process. We have a few rules, maybe a lot of them, depending how you look at it. No names get used. No arrangements to meet outside. There are other ways to hook up with supplicants if you’re going straight and this isn’t a dating service. Fifteen-minute time slots. No rough stuff, though we allow a little role play. You get what you’re given, within your preferences, but we do make some allowances. We have enough valentines in the city to make sure that if someone feeds a necros, they get something special the next time.’
‘Necros?’ Mike watched as the kissing stopped and the vampire laid her partner down on the sheet, stroking down her body. It looked like she was going for the thigh.
‘I’ll introduce you to some at some point,’ Dione said. ‘You’ll catch on to why there’s a reward for gifting them.’
‘We don’t get that many in here anyway,’ Pat said. ‘They tend to feed from homeless people. She’ll bite any second, but you see she’s making it as comfortable as possible. When they’re done, the supplicant will be checked to make sure she’s okay, and then she’s required to wait upstairs for thirty minutes before leaving.’
‘Like giving blood at a clinic.’
‘Same principle, but with the virus whacking your healing up to eleven, you walk out of here a lot healthier than you do giving a pint for a blood bank.’
It looked like the fangs had gone in. The girl was lying on the sheet, writhing lethargically, her head shifting left and right, and her hands bunching the sheet in a slow pulse. Mike remembered the euphoria which had smothered him when he was bitten, and the terror which had been lying under the surface of it. The redhead did not look afraid, not even a little bit.
‘I… guess I can see the attraction. Is it addictive?’
‘Can be. Hence another rule, which is that supplicants only gift once a week.’
‘Even that can be too often with me or a valentine,’ Dione said.
From the way the vampire was moving and the way the supplicant’s back was arching, Mike got the impression that there was a lot more than just feeding going on, but the angles made it hard to tell for sure. ‘You two are more addictive than what she’s getting?’
Pat giggled. ‘Hell yes, but we kind of pay for it. Dione more than me. Feeding makes us horny. It’s not an absolute necessity to combine the two activities, but it’s probably going to happen.’
‘Valentines have more control,’ Dione added. ‘Succubi basically don’t. And we induce the same sort of desires in the person we’re feeding from so…’ She sighed. ‘You either get used to the loss of self-control or you starve yourself to death.’
In room three, the vampire had lifted her head to watch as her supplicant thrashed wildly. It was erotic in an oddly clinical way. Mike’s body was not reacting to it quite as much as he had worried it would. Still, he felt he should complain for form’s sake. ‘So, you want me to come over here and watch porn and call it on-the-job training.’
‘You’re not particularly aroused,’ Dione said.
‘Admirably objective, I’d say,’ Pat added.
Mike frowned. ‘You can tell?’
‘Our lineages, and some others, have a more developed sense of smell than humans,’ Dione explained. ‘Wolves have good noses, and very good hearing, but ours are good enough to let us judge emotional state. Helps with determining how our prey is reacting.’
‘So,’ Pat said, ‘how aroused you are is easy, and this is not getting you that hot.’
‘Well, it’s kind of… clinical,’ Mike explained. ‘She’s obviously enjoying it, but from out here, not so much. And look here’ – he pointed to another screen – ‘man and a woman, she’s still wearing a bra. She’s got that dreamy look in her eyes, but it’s all business.’
‘Good,’ Dione said. ‘That’s the point I wanted you to get. You should still come down here and watch, to see the variations, but you’ve grasped the main point. This is something we have to do to live and, for some, it’s just that. For some of the supplicants, it’s just a slightly kinky high and the chance to meet interesting people.’
‘It can be so much more, though,’ Pat added, ‘just like any form of intimate relationship.’
‘It can,’ Dione agreed, ‘and often is, but it doesn’t have to be.’
‘It’s just so much better when it is.’
~~~
‘Enough, I think,’ Dione said as they watched a vampire medic checking on another supplicant in room sixteen. ‘I’ll take you back to your apartment, Mike. We’ll clock off a little early and maybe I won’t hit traffic all the way back to my place.’
‘Sure,’ Mike said. ‘Thanks.’
Pat nodded. ‘Could you watch the monitors a minute, Dione? I’ll get Tony back in here.’
‘I can.’
‘Great. Mike, could I borrow you for a minute?’
‘Uh, sure,’ Mike said, getting to his feet. He saw the two vampires exchange a look which he could not interpret, but neither said anything more until the door was closed behind him and Pat.
‘There’s a task I need you to perform,’ Pat said. ‘It’s something Kate did, and the partners before her, and you might hear this from some of her other friends too, but… Anyway, you need to make sure she feeds regularly.’
‘Uh…’
‘Just keep an eye on her. If she hasn’t taken time to do it, or said anything about it, just watch for the signs. The biggest is body temperature. We run a little hotter than humans, but if we don’t feed, we go cool. If her skin’s cool to the touch, just ask her if she’s fed. You can catch it early that way. If she starts to show signs of discomfort for no reason, or seems weak, then she’s really let it slide. She’ll say she’s busy or that she forgot. Let her make excuses, but make her come and feed.’
‘I… I’m not sure I can make her do anything.’
‘Well, no, but you reminding her should be enough. It’s not like you’ll need to drag her here. Just point out that she’s left it too long. She normally feeds on the fourth of the month. It’s sacred to Aphrodite, you see.’
‘Not really, but I don’t need to. I guess I can do that, if you think it’s needed.’
‘I do. All her friends do. We don’t want to lose her.’
~~~
They were in the car and heading uptown before Dione asked the question which Mike had been expecting and already knew how he was going to answer.
‘So what did Pat want?’
‘She was telling me that one of my duties is making sure you feed once a month,’ Mike said as casually as he could manage.
Dione gave a grunt. ‘Yeah… Yeah, I need to be reminded at times.’
‘She said you usually do it on the fourth of each month.’
‘Mmhmm.’
‘Because it’s sacred to Aphrodite?’
The slightly sour mood evaporated and Dione laughed. ‘Yes, and you think that’s weird, but I was a priestess of Aphrodite in Corinth. I still practise, more or less. It works quite well because I hold the main festival on the fourth of July. It’s not quite following the Attic Calendar, but it’s good enough and I don’t think she’d mind me formalising things on the new date. You’re Christian?’
‘I’m… lapsed. Mom used to take me to church when I was young, but she had something of a disagreement with the local priest and stopped going. She still believes and I… guess I sort of still do. You’ve never said anything so I assume crosses and holy water don’t work on vampires?’
‘Crosses are nice ornaments and some vampires are Christians. Holy water’s as good for washing as anything else.’
‘Garlic?’
‘I’m not very fond, except in pasta dishes. It stinks and I have a sensitive nose. Hanging garlic in your room will just make you smell of garlic, not keep vampires out.’
‘So what does?’
‘You’ve got bars on your windows and a high-security lock on the door, right?’
‘It’s all a lot more mundane than in the movies, isn’t it?’
‘Beyond the whole “walking corpse” thing, yes.’
‘Huh. You know, in the movies, the whole blood-drinking thing is kind of an imperative. You don’t see Dracula having to be reminded to sneak into Mina Harker’s bedroom.’
‘Eating is an imperative. Do you always listen to your stomach when it tells you to eat?’
‘Uh, I guess not. Mundane again. It’s just that Pat made it sound like you push it sometimes.’
‘Pat should apply to be my mother.’ Dione sighed. ‘They all got worried when Kate died. I was pushing too hard to get Bingham. That was his name. Don’t know whether you knew. Anyway, I went three days without and started getting sluggish. I had to take on two supplicants to recover. It was stupid. I couldn’t help Kate if I was gone too. And I’m sure Aphrodite was pissed off at me for forgetting. That’s why it took so long to nail the freak.’
‘You really think so?’
Her lips twitched. ‘Maybe a little. I think he had help. He wasn’t much older than a decade and he was too good at avoiding me for that age.’
‘You think there could be more like him out there?’
‘No. Well, there are always more, but not active in this area. Not now. We’d have seen bodies turning up.’
Mike winced. ‘You know that’s tempting fate, right?’
‘I’ll offer up a prayer to Clotho just as soon as I get home, I promise.’
‘Well, that’s another one to look up on Wikipedia,’ Mike muttered.
26th November.
The table where Leo Darius was holding court was obvious to Mike as soon as he and Dione got to the top of the stairs. It was one of the larger ones in the middle of the floor and extra chairs had been pulled around it. All but two of those had people in them: men in suits, women in cocktail dresses. As far as Mike knew, Darius had never been married, but there were a number of women associated with him. Mike suspected that Diana Hunter was not on that list, but Dione clearly knew the big man and the even bigger one sitting to his right.
Dione had picked her latex tank to wear this evening and, to Mike’s utter astonishment, the huge bodyguard, because he had to be a bodyguard, blushed as she bent to kiss him on the cheek. She just grinned at Darius and then sat down, leaving the chair directly beside the mobster for Mike. Mike took it, trying not to look too nervous.
‘Introductions,’ Dione said. ‘Mike Williams, detective investigator, NYPD Specialist Crimes Unit. My partner.’ Her gaze swept the table and various people nodded, looking serious but not threatened. Mike had expected a cop to raise more alarm in what were likely a lot of criminals. ‘Mike, that blushing giant is Barney Watts, everyone calls him Bar. On his right is Rachelle Hays, she’s Leo’s PA. In case you hadn’t guessed, you’re sitting beside Leonard Darius. I’m not going to give all the other names. They can introduce themselves if they need to, or you may remember seeing their mugshots at some point.’
Mike could have named at least three where that applied. ‘Pleased to meet you. Uh, it’s an honour.’
Darius laughed, a rolling sound that filled the room. ‘Dubious one, I’m sure. I’m Leo, unless you don’t feel you can honour me with the familiarity.’
Mike came to a decision in that moment. ‘Well, Leo, Dione says I should trust you and she’s my partner. I figure it can’t be easy sitting down with a cop, just as it’s not that easy for me sitting down with a… gentleman of a less law-abiding persuasion, so let’s just pretend I’m just the Hunter’s partner and you’re just the leader of the Concilium and neither of us need worry about it.’
Leo Darius gave a slow nod. ‘Honesty is not an attribute of most of the cops I do sit down with, Mike. Neither is the courage to make that little speech.’ His gaze shifted to Dione. ‘Okay, I think you picked a good one. Going to take a lot to beat Kate, but he shows promise.’
‘You’re just saying that because Kate had great legs,’ Dione told him.
There was another booming laugh, this time joined with more laughter from around the table. ‘I won’t deny that.’ Darius turned to one of the men at the table, one of only two Caucasians. ‘Ben, let’s get some drinks in here and we’ll get to know Mike. And you’ll have some questions, Mike, I have no doubt.’
‘I think I could ask questions until I retire and not get to the bottom of all this,’ Mike replied.
Another rumble of laughter. ‘True enough, especially when it comes to our Hunter. I’ve known her… what is it? Hundred and fifty years? And I haven’t learned all there is to know.’
‘June eighteen sixty-one,’ Dione said. ‘South Carolina.’
‘That’s right.’ Darius fixed his gaze on Mike, grinning brightly. ‘I was running slaves to the North. It’s late, barely light, and I’m bouncing along in an old cart with a dozen escapees in the back, and I’m black so if we’re seen there’ll be Hell to pay anyway, and I see this rider coming in the other direction. I thought it was a man at first, done up in riding jodhpurs, a great big coat, and a wide-brimmed hat, and I could see what I thought was a rifle on the saddle. I slowed down, he slowed down, and we’re edging closer and I can see this stranger is white. I’m thinking I’m going to have to shoot him, and that was when a dozen Confederate soldiers out on a patrol came out of nowhere.’
The mobster paused to take a drink and Mike realised he was actually hanging on the story, waiting to find out what happened, even though it was probably obvious. The rest of the table seemed to be doing the same, except for Dione, who was sitting there with an amused smirk on her face.
‘Well, I figured I was screwed,’ Darius continued. ‘The slaves are dead and I’m going to wake up with holes all over the following morning. And then this stranger takes off like a demon sprung right out of Hell. The rifle turns out to be a sword, and he cuts every last one of the soldiers down before they can get a shot off. By then, he’s lost his hat and I see all this jet-black hair, and the way the coat is hanging, and make this vast, intuitive leap and decide he’s actually a she, and the rest, as they say, is history.’
‘It was actually a four-man patrol,’ Dione said, ‘and I shot one riding in. One of them clipped me with a bullet before I put him down. But let’s not let the facts get in the way of a good story.’
Darius waved the corrections aside. ‘Details. This lot wouldn’t know which end of a sword to hold on to. Vampires these days…’
A glass of whiskey was put down in front of Mike and he settled back in his seat. He had a feeling it was going to be a long night.
~~~
‘So I’m running this long con in London,’ Leo said. He was definitely Leo now and Mike was definitely more than a little tipsy. ‘It was… what? Eighteen ninety-six?’
‘July,’ Dione said in confirmation. ‘I’d just moved over from Boston. Mary had left for Seattle and I thought I’d travel a little.’
‘Full-on scam,’ Leo continued. ‘Set it all up so I was this deposed prince from Windingolagola, a land rich in gold if only I could mount an expedition to get enough funds to form an army and regain my heritage. Variation on a Spanish prisoner scam. I’ve got a couple of other vampires playing my servants. Everyone’s got their act down pat and we’ve got three, no less, rich idiots willing to finance our expedition.’
‘He’s not exaggerating this time. He really had three scams on the go at once and he was pulling off all three.’
‘And right in the middle of this, right in front of one of my customers, in walks this tall beauty and says, “If you’re the prince of Windingolagola, I must be the Queen of Sheba.”’ The table burst into roars of laughter, Mike joining in. Somehow it was a lot easier to hear about crimes when the statute of limitation was probably long gone and it was in a different country.
‘The next thing I know,’ Dione said, frowning, ‘I’m being introduced as his friend, the Queen of Sheba. I had a costume by the following day. Lots of draped cloth and not very decent for the period, I might add.’
‘We made a fucking fortune on that scam,’ Leo said with a reminiscent sort of sigh. ‘Of course, she made me give most of the profits away to charity, but it was worth it to see those old fools drooling over the visiting queen.’
‘He had to shut it down because there were rumours getting out and one of his contacts caught a hint that the Queen of Sheba was about to get an invite to the palace. Buckingham Palace.’
‘I was so pissed off about that. You could’ve pulled it off.’
Dione gave a small shrug. ‘Yes, I could’ve, but it would’ve been a stupid risk. I’m all for taking appropriate risks, but that one was just pointless. And I don’t believe in scamming royalty. Unless it’s really necessary anyway.’
Leo’s lips curled into a smile which was far too wide. ‘You remember the summer of nineteen twenty-one.’
‘Oh… don’t.’
‘Dione storms into my office… Wait, background.’ He focused his attention on Mike and looked quite serious. ‘Nineteen twenty-one I was making a total killing due to the most insane law anyone’s ever passed in this country.’
‘The Volstead Act,’ Mike said. ‘Prohibition. You were smuggling liquor.’
‘I was smuggling good-quality liquor. There were people going blind drinking homemade crap. They said booze was the cause of domestic violence and turned men into devils, so they banned it. What they got was the solidification of organised crime, income tax, corruption, and people drinking stuff that shouldn’t be used to strip paint. You can’t legislate morals, not when pretty much everyone has different ones.’
‘I’m not going to disagree.’
‘Good man. Anyway, at the time, Mary needed a job–’
Mike looked at Dione. ‘Our Mary?’
Dione nodded slowly and aimed a hard look at Leo.
Leo coughed and continued. ‘She needed a new identity and a job, so I took her on as my bookkeeper. She was amazing at keeping the books tangled. We didn’t have computers back then, but you could just see how she was going to be a hacker when they did turn up. Dione did not approve of me “corrupting a poor, innocent girl,” and she marched in to my office to point out the errors of my ways.’
‘Mary was not best pleased with me,’ Dione said. ‘She’s had her doubts, but she was enjoying herself and even if she thought that men drank too much, it was still a stupid law. A couple of days later, with a bit of help from Mary, this… criminal has got me running badger games to get blackmail material on various city officials and cops.’
‘She was very moral about it,’ Leo said before Mike could comment. ‘No tricks was what she said. They had to fall for her charms without any succubus tricks. If she could get them into a compromising position on charm alone, then they deserved to get shaken down. When she was done, I had every last one of my targets on a short leash, and Dione was sure that Mary was safe with me. Win-win.’
Mike shook his head and looked at Dione. ‘You have a more flexible outlook on the law than I thought.’
‘I’m old enough to have seen legal systems come and go many times. There are some things I won’t put up with and Leo… Leo has never done anything I’m aware of that I’d call him out on. We’re straying into dangerous topics of conversation.’
‘And the drinks are running low,’ Leo pointed out, ‘and some of us have work in the morning.’
‘Yeah, I should get Mike back and pour him into bed.’
‘I’m not that drunk,’ Mike said, slurring just enough to make it unconvincing.
‘Yeah, and I’m not that dead.’
27th November.
Mike nodded off in the car on the way back to his apartment, waking up a little green when they arrived, and Dione decided that helping him into bed would be for the best. Mike was not entirely sure he needed the help, and was fairly certain he did not want it, but then there was the issue with the room spinning. His body was metabolising alcohol and he was sinking fast.
‘This isn’ dig… dignified,’ Mike mumbled as Dione removed his briefs.
‘You’ve got nothing I haven’t seen many times before,’ Dione told him in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘Now, go to sleep. I’ll find water and painkillers and put them beside your bed.’
‘Yeah… sure.’
‘Leo’s always like that. He forgets humans are affected by alcohol. I don’t think any less of you for being human.’ She covered him over and stood for a second, watching him. ‘Being human is your greatest asset to me. Just remember that.’
‘Nmm…’
Dione raised an eyebrow and then walked out, heading for the bathroom. She found a cabinet there fixed to the wall, and blister packs of paracetamol and aspirin. She made a note to get him something stronger, because he was likely to need it, and selected the paracetamol because it was easier on the stomach. Next stop was the kitchen to fill two glasses with water, and then she walked back to the bedroom where Mike was now snoring rhythmically. Her lips twitched.
She was walking out of the bedroom when Leanne opened the front door. The way the apartment was arranged, Leanne looked straight down the corridor to see Dione in high-heeled, thigh-high boots and a latex tank dress walking towards her.
‘What are you doing here?’ Leanne said, more surprised than angry, but Dione could smell the anger coming.
‘Putting our boy to bed. He drank a little too much. My fault. When Leo gets started on his stories, people tend to forget they’re putting away pints.’
Leanne’s eyes narrowed. ‘I see.’
Dione continued walking until she was just a little too close. ‘Leanne, he’s my partner, and I’ll look after him. I’ll defend him with my life if I have to. I have absolutely no intention of making any sort of play for him, no desire to. You have nothing to worry about.’ She leaned forward, sniffing softly. There was blood, sweat, mild arousal, and a little fear. Leanne leaned back and Dione said, ‘I wasn’t expecting you back here tonight. It’s good, you can feed him painkillers when he wakes up. Tell him not to worry about getting in a little late.’
Leanne swallowed and licked her lips. Her throat was suddenly dry. ‘Uh, we weren’t busy so they sent me out to get some sleep. I’m on call. Might not be here when he wakes up.’
‘I’m sure he’ll manage. I should go.’
‘Okay.’
‘You’re standing in the doorway.’
‘Oh!’ Leanne stepped aside quickly.
‘Thank you,’ Dione said, sliding past while keeping herself just a little closer than was comfortable. ‘Sleep well, Leanne.’ And she was gone.
Leanne watched the closed door for a second or two and then turned, starting for the bathroom. ‘Yeah, right after I’ve had a cold shower,’ she muttered.
~~~
‘How’s the head?’ Dione asked as Mike slouched into Winthrop’s lab.
‘Throbbing in a vaguely nauseating way,’ Mike replied.
‘Partying with Leonard,’ Winthrop said, grinning. ‘It’s always a hazardous activity. I’ve learned to pace myself on the odd occasion when it happens.’
‘Well, I know that now.’ Mike looked at Dione, a frown on his face which was not just the throbbing behind his eyes manifesting itself. ‘I had this weirdass dream that you took my clothes off.’
‘Oh?’ Dione said, raising an eyebrow in a manner which would have been a warning to anyone else. ‘And, in this dream, what happened next?’
‘You said I was an asset and then you were wearing a black catsuit and you were holding a bullwhip.’
‘I’d suggest that was a dream,’ Winthrop said, ‘since no known vampire has the ability to instantly change clothes.’
‘Partially,’ Dione agreed. ‘I did undress you. I think you’d have fallen over and broken your neck trying to get out of your pants. I also said you being human was an asset to me, but I thought you’d fallen asleep by then.’ She paused while Mike’s cheeks coloured and then added, ‘I also have a black catsuit, reinforced in the same way your vest is. However, I don’t use a bullwhip. Riding crops, floggers, sometimes a tawse, but a bullwhip it a little too harsh for my tastes.’
‘I’m, uh, glad we cleared that up,’ Mike said. ‘I’d have thought me being human was more of a liability.’
‘No, because you’re alive.’
‘So?’
‘Dead things don’t create, Mike. Vampires can be intelligent and they can formulate plans which take decades, or even centuries, to complete, but they aren’t creative. We can spot a clever idea and build on it. We can be a technically brilliant artist or appreciate art that a human has created as something truly beautiful, but innovation and creativity are beyond us.’
‘Generally,’ Winthrop said. ‘Dione, perhaps because of her age or some quirk of fate, is possibly the least hidebound vampire I’ve ever seen. Others have remarked upon it, so it’s not simply my opinion.’
‘But I tend to prefer sticking to what I know. I use guns, but I prefer my katana. There are tactical advantages to the sword which I won’t deny, but guns are efficient methods of eliminating vampires, if you use the right ammo, and I go for my blade first. I cook from recipes I learned centuries ago, if I can get the right ingredients. I was very pleased with the new armoured vests because they remind me of plated leather.’
‘Okay,’ Mike said, ‘so I provide the inspiration.’
‘Exactly. It’s why I like the Agreement, why I think it’s a good thing. It’s also, maybe, another reason it took too long tracking down Bingham. Maybe why he killed her, or one of the reasons. So stay alive, please.’
‘I was planning on it. Uh, did you run into Leanne last night?’
Dione nodded. ‘She came in just as I was leaving.’
‘She was acting kind of odd this morning.’
‘In what way? I’m fairly sure she was convinced I had no designs on your body when I left.’
‘Well… I mean, it sounds like nothing when I say it, but she was really attentive, affectionate, and she said we should plan to do something together at the weekend. Uh, and then she suggested a few things which didn’t seem to involve leaving the bedroom.’
‘Perhaps,’ Winthrop said, ‘you should ease up on convincing her you’re homosexual, Dione.’
‘I might have overdone it a little,’ Dione agreed. ‘But try to get out of the bedroom, Mike.’
‘Yeah, well, we can–’
‘Showers are good and there’s something delightfully impromptu about the sofa in the lounge. I’d suggest something alfresco, but I don’t think you’re at that stage yet.’
Mike groaned. ‘Please, I have a headache, so my brain needs all the blood it can get.’ Dione’s eyebrows went up. ‘I don’t want it rushing to my cheeks!’ Mike said very quickly.
28th November.
Leanne was in something of a hurry. ‘I’ll grab some breakfast when I get to the hospital,’ she said as she darted around the lounge, and Mike, making sure she had everything.
‘Uh-huh,’ Mike replied. She meant she would grab a cereal bar and coffee. And she had the nerve to lecture him on nutrition.
‘Oh, assuming we get off in time, Lisa suggested we go to the Black Candle tonight. Just her and us.’
‘She did?’
‘Yeah.’ In Mike’s opinion, Leanne was being a little too casual. ‘And I thought it might be good. I enjoyed it last time.’
‘Okay. I have no objection.’
‘Cool. If I get back before seven, assume we’re going out.’
‘I’ll be here. Unless something comes up, obviously.’
Leanne grinned at him. ‘Obviously. Neither of us has jobs with regular hours.’ She turned, hooked her bag over her shoulder, and started for the door. Then she turned back, rolling her eyes as though forgetting something obvious. ‘Do you think Diana will be there?’
‘I… don’t know. I could ask.’
Leanne stepped closer and leaned down, her lips brushing his. ‘No need to bother. Just wondering.’ Her tongue flicked out, tasting his lips, and then she was skipping off towards the door. ‘This shift and then two days off! Yippee!’
Mike watched her go, heard the door close. ‘Yippee?’
~~~
‘I recall my time as an intern,’ Winthrop said, ‘and I assure you that “yippee” is an appropriate sentiment. Even with the changes to working hours, “yippee” cover it nicely.’
‘Huh,’ Mike grunted. ‘So you do have a medical degree?’
‘I am qualified as a medical practitioner, yes. I also have degrees in biology, electronics, forensic science, criminology, mathematics, and parapsychology. And a teaching qualification, which I admit is a little out of date regarding modern methods. My doctorates are in biology and parapsychology, as well as the medical title.’ Mike raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m seventy-nine and I don’t get out much.’
‘I am so getting you on my team for the precinct trivia quiz.’
‘You need Dione for the history questions.’
Mike looked around at the Hunter and grinned. ‘Yeah, she was probably there for most of it.’
Dione looked blandly back. ‘I am quite good at history trivia, but don’t go assuming I was there to witness major historical events. I can’t be everywhere. For example, I was in the Far East through most of the first century BC and well into the next one.’
‘Why would that… Oh. You must get asked that a lot.’
‘And why anyone would think I was interested in a Jewish carpenter with a bug in his ear about how the world should work I don’t know. There were a lot of them about at the time, from what I heard. I did talk to someone who was at one of his sermons. There aren’t many vampires still around from that time.’
‘Are you actually the oldest vampire still… well, alive?’
‘The oldest known. There are a couple of han in China who are almost my age. I attribute my long unlife to keeping fit, eating low-fat humans, and copious amounts of sex.’ The last sentence was delivered deadpan and Mike burst into a fit of half-laughing and half-coughing.
‘Though it’s actually likely the result of mental state rather than physical,’ Winthrop said quite seriously, even if he was grinning. ‘The sex part is as much mental as physical, I suppose. Being immortal takes a lot of willpower and a reason to keep on going. Dione has found one which keeps her wanting to go on, and most vampires eventually tire.’
‘Boredom is the greatest killer of vampires,’ Dione stated. ‘That and house fires.’
‘So what keeps you going?’ Mike asked. ‘What keeps those han going?’
‘Them I’m not sure. We don’t talk much. I believe that they see themselves as the “guardians” of China. They have a duty to keep going to ensure their plans are followed through. Han are a little like bees or ants. They have a weird sort of telepathic thing going which tends to tie them together into a cohesive society whereas everyone else has to do it the boring way. They can’t actually talk that way, but they get impressions, emotions, and the leaders, the ancient han, they act as the central hub of that web.’
‘And you?’
‘People. Humans. Even some vampires. I find them fascinating. I hate it when I lose one I’ve grown close to, but there’s always someone new who comes along to ease the pain and make me want to go on a little longer. Kate was one. An amazing woman, strong and intelligent, passionate. Mary was another. Pat. You.’
Mike blushed and looked away. ‘Oh right. Saddle me with making sure you don’t want to kill yourself.’
‘I’m not,’ Dione said, forcefully enough that it cut through his embarrassment and made him look at her. ‘I’m saying that interesting people keep me going. You don’t have to try; you just have to be what you are. If more people learned to be who they are instead of being what other people want, the world would be a much happier place.’
~~~
Mike was somewhat surprised to discover that Leanne had bought a new dress. Lisa’s short, red dress with a deeply plunging neckline and flouncy skirt, coupled with red pumps with white polka dots, was not a great surprise, but the fact that Leanne had gone to the trouble was a bit of a shock. Not that he was complaining, because she looked incredible in the tank, which was black with a red, hourglass-shaped panel at front and back which accentuated her waistline. However, the low front and the push-up bra she appeared to have put under it was both exciting and entirely unlike his relatively staid girlfriend.
‘You like?’ Leanne asked as they walked towards the door to the dancefloor.
‘It’s… Yeah, I like it.’
‘I wanted her to go with a shorter one,’ Lisa put in, ‘but I think this one looks good on her.’
‘It does,’ Mike agreed and then the music enveloped them and conversation became wishful thinking.
It was different on the dancefloor tonight. No one got in their way. There were glances in their direction, but they were different somehow. Mike saw Lisa shiver as she walked into the room, as though someone had stroked a hand down her back. The volume of vampires put a buzz in Mike’s head now rather than the nausea or the rush. Perhaps knowing what caused it…
That was when he realised what was different in the room. There was something like respect in the glances which came his way. He was Dione’s partner, the word had been spread, and he was untouchable.
Apparently the same applied to his friends since, when they got to the next floor and the quieter music, Leanne said, ‘I don’t feel as dirty this time as last time. Do you think coming twice qualifies us as regulars or something?’
‘Maybe,’ Mike said.
‘We’ve been accepted, some anyway,’ Lisa said. ‘People who come here twice are probably going to fit in.’
The bar was by no means full when they got to the lounge. Behind it, Pat was serving a couple; Mike was unsure because he had not met too many vampires yet, but he thought they were mixed, vampire and human. Pat noticed them walking in and nodded in their direction. Mike was heading to a spot next to the couple, but Leanne diverted him towards the end of the bar where, once again, Dione was sitting on a stool. Tonight’s outfit was a corseted mini-dress in black silk, fishnet stockings, and high-heeled pumps. Red-painted lips curled into a smile as they approached.
‘Hello again,’ Leanne said, smiling back.
‘Hello to you. Mike said you’d planned to come. Good evening, Lisa. It is Lisa, right?’
‘Yes,’ Lisa replied, sounding pleased that her name had stuck. ‘And you’re Diana. Leanne told me about you being Mike’s partner.’
‘Of course. What will you have? I’ll get your first round.’
‘Thanks,’ Leanne said. ‘Would you like to join us?’
Dione tilted her head to one side and watched Mike’s reaction. He was surprised, but not horrified. ‘Okay. So long as you don’t mind Pat joining us now and then. Poor thing gets lonely, don’t you, Pat?’
‘Horribly,’ Pat replied as she appeared beside them.
‘I don’t see that as a problem,’ Leanne said, smiling at Pat.
‘Good. Nice dress. What can I get you?’
They went to a booth not too far from the bar once they had their drinks. Dione slid in ahead of Lisa, and Leanne slipped in ahead of Mike on the other side.
‘I prefer being out of the brighter light, to be honest,’ Dione said. ‘Oversensitive eyes. Great for seeing in the dark, but a real pain in summer.’
‘Don’t say that in front of two doctors,’ Mike warned. ‘We’ll be discussing retinas inside of a minute.’
Without looking, Leanne punched him in the shoulder. Lisa started giggling and Dione laughed her soft, warm laugh, and Leanne’s eyes widened.
Dione snapped her mouth shut and looked acutely embarrassed. ‘I’m sorry, I’m normally much better at hiding them.’
‘You have… fangs?’ Leanne asked. Out of the corner of her eye, Dione could see Mike stiffening and she was fairly sure Lisa was too.
‘Mmm, yes. Well, my upper canines are enlarged. Oh, it’s probably better you notice them now and we can get this over with.’
‘But… that’s weird. I’ve never seen a condition like that.’
Dione’s lips twitched at the corners. ‘Well, isn’t it obvious? I’m sensitive to sunlight and I have fangs. I must be a vampire.’
Leanne started giggling. ‘God, you must get that a lot. That has to be such a pain.’
Under the table, Dione patted Lisa’s thigh, more reassurance than anything else, and felt tense muscles relax. Mike was also relaxing as he realised that his rational, medically inclined love was going to dismiss the entire thing as a weird genetic condition.
‘You get used to it,’ Dione said. ‘If I’m going to be spending time with people, I generally show them and then no one freaks out. I just avoid wide smiles.’
Leanne leaned forward. ‘Could I…?’ Dione made quite sure that Leanne saw her eyes dip before she, too, leaned forward and opened her mouth, pulling back her upper lip. Leanne flushed, but she peered at Dione’s fangs and then reached out, lightly tracing a finger over the smooth, white enamel. ‘They’re quite sharp. Couldn’t you get them fixed somehow?’
Dione leaned back, licked her lips, and said, ‘Cutting them back to a normal length would expose the nerve, and I’m used to them. I’ve had them for a long time now. I probably cut my lip a little more often than most people, but I can live with a little loss of blood.’ She grinned. ‘And in a clinch, if I bite someone, they know it.’
Leanne giggled. ‘Right, so Mike’s partner is a vampire. Hey, if it’s genetic, do you think it could have added to the whole mythology? Where do you come from, originally?’
‘I suppose it’s possible that it does, though there are many explanations for the vampire phenomenon. I can trace my way back to Greece, which has a form of vampire myth, and isn’t too far from the regions where the modern mythology started.’
‘I guess you know a fair bit about the subject, being a “weird cases” cop. Lisa’s into the supernatural and Mike’s mother can tell you loads about the old stories from Europe. I’m a lot more rational.’
‘A lot more?’ Lisa said, smirking. ‘If you believed in science any harder, you’d manifest a god or something.’ She turned to Dione. ‘I think she has a secret shrine where she keeps her textbooks and lights votive offerings of mathematical equations written on that old dot matrix printer paper.’
‘I do not! I use filter paper soaked in carefully prepared chemicals.’
‘You have to get these little rituals right,’ Dione said, nodding sagely.
‘I honestly wouldn’t know, but where do you stand on the rationality scale?’
‘Generally, beside our unit’s technical expert. He’s a firm believer in the idea that science will eventually explain everything we come across. He’s also quite happy to admit that there are some things which cannot, currently, be explained. He will even state that there may be some natural phenomena which mankind may never explain because human brains have a limit and some things may be beyond that remarkable organ.’
‘That sounds just like Winthrop,’ Mike commented. ‘I think you two would love his lab. He’s got every gadget for analysing evidence you could imagine. There’s barely room to move.’
‘He wanted an MRI, but he had to give in and admit it just wouldn’t fit.’
Lisa flicked a hand in Leanne’s direction. ‘She’s the expert on medical equipment like that. I get by, but she can make them sing.’
‘Winthrop can make them beg for biscuits and dance,’ Mike said, ‘but then that’s his job, and he’s been doing it for a long time.’
‘He’s almost eighty,’ Dione explained. ‘He should really retire, but he’s unique and he loves the work. He keeps saying he’d have to do it as a hobby if the city stopped paying him to do it. And I don’t know how we’d replace him. He just knows so much.’
‘And I’ve spent most of the week with him telling me about it.’
‘Quite, perhaps a break from that, though I’m sure we’ll slide back into it in time. Pat was right, Leanne, that is a lovely dress. New?’
‘Uh, yes,’ Leanne replied, her cheeks colouring. ‘Lisa wanted to come back here and I only had one suitable dress. I thought turning up in the same one would be a bit… tacky.’
‘You look good in it. And your make-up works for you. A little shadow and liner brings out your eyes. Who borrowed whose lip gloss and nail polish? You’re both wearing the same shades.’
‘They’re mine,’ Lisa said. ‘I told her she’d look extra yummy with the deep red lips.’
Mike was looking between Leanne and Lisa, and ignoring the fact that Leanne was blushing. ‘I didn’t even notice they were the same.’
‘Of course you didn’t,’ Dione said, ‘you may be a detective, but you’re still a man.’
~~~
Pat settled onto the bench beside Lisa, nudging hips together with a grin. ‘You’re getting behind, Mike,’ she commented.
‘I’m… still a little wary of alcohol from Wednesday night,’ Mike replied.
‘Ah yes, Leo and his stories.’
‘Aside from drunken, how has your first week been?’
‘Uh… really long, but it’s flown by. I’m still taking stock of all the information. I think I need a weekend to get it all straight before Winthrop hits me with more.’
‘That’ll change if we catch a case,’ Dione said. ‘Hopefully you’ll have the chance to learn the basics before you need to apply them, but then again, doing is the best way of learning.’
‘How do you get cases assigned to you?’ Leanne asked.
‘Referral. There are a few red flags which detectives and crime scene people are told to look for.’
‘Such as?’
‘Decapitations, exsanguinations, people who’ve seen something weird but aren’t drunk or high, unusual electrical activity connected with crimes, horned demons stomping around shouting about the end of the world…’
‘You don’t get the last one,’ Leanne said, grinning.
‘No, but if we do, someone will put a call in. Probably after the running and screaming is over. And then we get called if an apparently straightforward investigation turns up unusual circumstances. We got dragged into a robbery investigation last year when they caught the guy, who they had on video doing it, and a polygraph said he was not lying when he said he had spent the entire day of the robbery in his garden. He was a normal guy, no criminal record, so they asked us to look at it. Winthrop was able to detect metabolites from various drugs in his system. Turned out he’d basically been hypnotised into it, with the aid of a lot of pharmaceuticals.’
‘Did you get the hypnotist? I didn’t think you could do that with hypnosis?’
‘We did, and you can if you really work at it. Our robber had been kidnapped on his way to a two-week holiday and brainwashed, for want of a better word. But that’s why SCU exists, for the cases your average cop just doesn’t have the expertise to solve. We’re the ones who start outside the box and work in.’
Leanne grinned. ‘I like that. I have to admit I was a bit sceptical about this when Mike told me what you did. I mean, hunting ghosts and ghouls and vampires. Crazy stuff. But it makes sense, in a crazy way, to start from the idea that it might be real and then working to explain it.’ Her gaze shifted to Pat. ‘And you know Mike’s working with Di. I guess you’ve known her a while?’
‘Huh, yeah. Must be… fifteen years?’
‘Almost sixteen,’ Dione said. ‘February nineteen ninety-nine you turned up in New York. I helped her get this place set up, and it opened on Valentine’s Day the next year.’
‘We have a party here every February fourteenth. Gets a little steamy, but it’s fun.’
‘Steamier than it gets on the ground floor anyway?’ Mike asked.
‘Oh yes. Though, to be honest, I think the restroom stalls see some action at least once a night even on a weekday. This may be a somewhat eclectic nightclub, but it’s still a nightclub.’
Dione noticed Leanne’s cheeks colouring and considered teasing her. Instead, she asked, ‘So what’s it like being a medical resident? Winthrop tells horror stories, but his are from decades ago.’
‘We’re slaves,’ Lisa replied blandly.
‘I prefer “indentured servant,”’ Leanne countered. ‘We do learn from it, I guess, but it’s more paperwork than patient care. Insurance companies are the worst. They want a document explaining everything, and it’s just so they can decide whether it’s cost-effective.’
‘But she’s not bitter,’ Mike put in.
‘Only about twenty per cent of the time. Thirty… Maybe sixty on a bad day. I got into medicine to save lives, not fill in forms on a computer.’
‘Yeah,’ Lisa agreed with a sigh. ‘Sometimes I think about jacking it in and doing massage therapy full-time, but I figure being a qualified doctor would let me charge more so I keep at it.’
‘You do massage therapy?’ Pat asked.
‘Mmhmm. I know a bit about a few alternative medicines, but massage can actually help with physiotherapy and muscle problems. And, you know, none of my boyfriends have ever complained about me practising on them.’
‘Leanne even lets her give me neck rubs,’ Mike said.
‘So magnanimous,’ Dione said, eyes sparkling at Leanne.
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‘Ghosts?’ Lisa asked.
‘Never met one,’ Dione replied.
‘Aliens?!’ Leanne tried.
‘Well… No.’
‘Werewolves?’ Lisa said, not sounding like she was expecting a positive answer.
‘I’ve met a few Native Americans who believe they can take on the form of wolves, but it’s more spiritual than physical.’
‘How about, uh, astral projection?’ Leanne asked. ‘Didn’t the CIA do some experiments in that?’
‘Those are the rumours. Distant viewing, anyway. If they succeeded, they haven’t made it public, obviously. No incontrovertible evidence for psychic abilities, but physics doesn’t entirely deny the possibility, according to Winthrop.’
Lisa’s eyes narrowed. ‘The chupacabra?’
Dione chuckled. ‘That thing is just silly.’
‘The restroom,’ Leanne said.
‘Definitely exists.’
‘Good, because I need to freshen up. I’ll get some more drinks on the way back.’
Mike stood up to let Leanne out, slipping back once she was gone. He looked at Lisa and said, ‘You didn’t ask about vampires.’
‘Well, no, I’m sitting beside one. It seemed crass.’
Mike raised an eyebrow and Dione said, ‘Lisa knows, Mike. She’s a sensitive, like you.’
Now Mike’s eyes widened. ‘That’s why you shivered when we walked in.’
‘Such a rush,’ Lisa said, grinning brightly. ‘All those vampires in one room.’ Her face straightened and she turned to Dione. ‘I thought I’d lose it when you just showed Leanne your fangs.’
‘I assumed, rightly, that she would be discouraged from believing the truth if I simply pointed it out. Like two sides of the same coin, rational and supernatural people both see what they expect to see. Believers see the weird in the perfectly normal just as the unbelievers will find a way to ignore what’s right in front of them.’
‘Yeah, you’re right. My heart skipped though. And don’t worry, I know it’s a secret, what you really do. You don’t think, maybe, I should discourage Leanne from coming here, do you?’
‘I don’t think that’s an option. She likes the place. I think she perceives it as outside her normal range of experience, but it feels safe. It’s a little dark, a little sexier than she normally goes for. It makes her feel like she’s doing something she shouldn’t and the lure of that is a strong one in most humans. And… Eventually, she’s going to find out and we’ll have to deal with that when it happens. Which is hopefully not now. She’s coming back.’
‘So what were you talking about while I was gone?’ Leanne asked as she slid back into her place.
‘You,’ Lisa replied immediately. ‘It’s a law.’
‘Section two seventy-three of the municipal code,’ Mike agreed. ‘“Discussion of persons missing from a drinking group.”’
‘Indeed,’ Dione said, ‘I was just saying that that dress really works for your ass too.’
‘Oh… You weren’t really.’ She dipped her eyes away and then looked up. ‘Does it?’
29th November.
Music announced a call on Dione’s phone: Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D minor. Dione said ‘Damn’ and reached for her coat. She flicked her thumb over the smartphone’s screen and held it to her ear. ‘Hunter.’ There was a pause and then, ‘All right, twenty minutes.’ Then she hung up.
‘Something wrong?’ Leanne asked.
‘Red flag. Something’s come up requiring our attention. Mike, are you okay to do this?’
Mike looked at the glass he was nursing. ‘After Wednesday, I was taking it really easy.’
‘Yes, but it’s one thirty and we’ll likely be up until first light.’ She gave Leanne a small grimace of sympathy. ‘Sorry.’
‘I can manage,’ Mike said.
‘This is what I get for loving a cop,’ Leanne said, but she was not sounding too upset.
‘All right then,’ Dione went on. ‘This place is open until three. You girls stick around. Go sit at the bar with Pat, keep her company. I’ll arrange for Tony to walk you home.’
‘Tony?’
‘The bouncer on the front door,’ Mike supplied.
‘Oh, you don’t need to–’
‘Two attractive young women walking through Hell’s Kitchen at three a.m. is, at least, a mugging waiting to happen,’ Dione told her. ‘Wait for closing, enjoy yourselves, and Tony will walk you back. Anyone messing with him deserves what they get. I need to talk to Pat so you get to kiss Leanne goodnight, Mike.’
‘And I get to watch,’ Lisa said, grinning as she slipped out of the booth to let Dione out.
At the bar, Dione leaned across and lowered her voice as Pat did the same. ‘Do you know a vampire named Peter Delvalle?’
Pat frowned. ‘Doesn’t use the Candle. Why?’
‘He got himself ended. I have to go look the scene over with Mike. I told the girls to stay until closing. They’ll probably join you up here. Could you get Tony to walk them home after? It’s a couple of blocks.’
‘Sure, I can do that. What do you think of Lisa?’
‘She seems like she could be a good one. And there’s the security implications… I might take her out of the pool. Want to share?’
‘If she’s amenable.’ Pat took in the look Dione gave her and giggled. ‘Okay. I guess we’ll see on Thursday, but yes.’
‘Okay. Time for murder.’
‘You have the best job.’
~~~
Peter Delvalle lived in a very nicely appointed corner penthouse right beside Gramercy Park. Dione’s nose wrinkled as she showed her ID to the uniform guarding the door, but even Mike could smell it: the aroma of copper and raw meat combined with the acrid tang of urine.
‘What do you have, Roscoe?’ Dione asked as soon as she had identified the man who appeared to be in charge, a rumpled-looking detective with close-cropped, brown hair and tired eyes.
‘Hunter, nice outfit for a crime scene,’ Roscoe said.
‘You could have me here fast or properly dressed.’
‘Fair enough. Who’s the kid?’
‘My new partner, Mike Williams, and less of the “kid.”’
‘Williams…’ Roscoe mused. ‘Right. You took down that Harlem freak. Might be tough enough for this. Basically, we have three homicides and I’d just write them up and start digging, but two came disassembled and regs say we call you when that happens. ME isn’t here yet. We’ve got one vic in the kitchen; the headless ones are in the master bedroom. A discerning eye might suspect the possibility of sexual activity prior to death.’
Dione sniffed, frowned, and then turned right. ‘Let’s go see the kitchen.’
‘How did you know the kitchen was that way?’ Roscoe asked.
‘Because there’s less blood in this direction, but there is a door.’
The body was naked, female, and lying on the floor as though she had been placed there carefully. Blood had pooled around the corpse and Dione and Mike stood at the door, looking in. There were glasses on the counter above her, a bottle of vodka. The girl had been pouring drinks when she died.
‘Mike? Anything?’ Dione asked.
Mike took a second to consider. ‘Wound in her back, but that doesn’t look like where most of the blood has come from. Long-bladed knife, maybe. Stabbed in the back.’ He looked back over his shoulder to where Roscoe was standing, watching them, and in the direction of the bedroom. ‘So she was killed first, quietly. Hand over her mouth and run through. Then she was lowered to the floor to bleed out. The killer didn’t want the other two knowing he was here.’
‘Good working hypothesis. Let’s check the bedroom.’
‘Hope you’ve got a strong stomach,’ Roscoe said.
‘Detective Roscoe has a point. I know you’ve been called out to homicides before, but this is likely to be nasty. If you feel like throwing up, do it in the hall.’
‘I’ll be okay,’ Mike stated, and regretted it as soon as he saw the room, but his stomach did little in the way of rebellion, despite what he was thinking.
There was another naked woman lying between the door and the California king bed. Her head was nowhere to be seen, but from the angle of the body, the missing part might have rolled under the bed. There was blood spatter, lots of it, over the walls near her and a lot more blood soaking into the thick carpet beside her severed neck.
Delvalle was also naked, lying on the bed in a wide spread-eagle, and held down with thick, nylon ropes. He had not been the most heavily built of men, actually quite thin, but he might have been handsome. That was difficult to tell. His head was resting between his legs, in a lot of blood which was soaking into the Egyptian cotton sheets. The killer, one presumed, had emasculated him and Delvalle’s mouth was wrapped around his own penis, testicles hanging obscenely in front of his chin.
‘Shit,’ Mike said.
‘Mostly urine,’ Dione replied. ‘Any more cogent thoughts?’
‘Uh… He was the target. Whoever it was who did this, they treated him differently from the female victims. I’d say she was killed first. Get her out of the way, scare the shit out of the guy. Maybe he was knocked out and tied down, or maybe they were playing bondage games when the killer came in. Either way… His penis was taken off before his head. I think there’s too much blood there. Tortured, maybe? Then he was beheaded and this sick scene set up. What’s up with his chest?’
There was a roughly oval shape in blood across most of Delvalle’s chest between his nipples. Whatever had been done there was obscured by the blood, but it seemed likely that the fluid had run from cuts in the skin.
‘It might be just marks from torture,’ Dione said, ‘or it might be something more significant.’ She turned around. ‘Okay, Roscoe, I’ll leave the recording up to you guys. When the ME gets here, tell him SCU will handle the corpses, usual protocols.’ She got a nod in reply. ‘What do we know about the victims?’
‘About the females,’ Roscoe replied, ‘nothing as of yet. No IDs anywhere we can find. Delvalle was an accountant. Apparently a pretty successful one. How much do you think a place like this’d set you back?’
‘You don’t want to know. Let’s see if my partner and I are in sync. Mike, plan for going forward?’
‘If he was an accountant and he was murdered in what I can only describe as an unduly messy manner, then he did something to piss someone off. Follow the money?’
‘Not just a pretty face, is he?’ Roscoe commented.
‘No, he’s not. I’ll get our tech on the accounts. You follow through on the women. I’m guessing you’ll find they’re escorts.’
‘I believe you may be right. Probably need to run fingerprints.’
‘If that doesn’t pan out, give me a call. I might have an idea which agency they belonged to. Otherwise it’ll be waiting for them to be reported missing. Mike, we’ll go back to the office and start the paperwork.’
‘Hey, Hunter,’ Roscoe called as they started for the door, ‘if you want to come down to the precinct in that outfit, no one’s going to complain.’
‘Bite me, Roscoe,’ Dione called over her shoulder.
‘I’m not sure how you put up with cops like that,’ Mike said once they were in the elevator and going down.
‘That last comment? Water off a duck’s back. I suppose I have different standards from most women. Most American women. Oh, you still see sexism, quite obviously, and the police force is still something of a bastion of it, but compared to what I’ve lived through… Believe me, Roscoe is a complete gentleman in comparison. In Rome, women were called “the wife of” whoever had married them. Athens was a nightmare for any woman who wasn’t a high-class prostitute. Voting for women, I would point out, is a recent invention. So I give back what I get and, hopefully, in another century or so, you males will get over your infatuation with mammaries.’
‘Not sure that’s ever going to quite happen, but I guess I see your point. We’re going to need a warrant for those accounts.’
‘Not a problem. I know a judge who’s always happy to sign off for me.’
‘Huh. Oh, the women, were they vampires?’
‘Just Delvalle. That’s why I think I know which agency they came from.’
Mike came to the immediate, obvious, conclusion. ‘There’s an escort agency that supplies supplicants?’
Dione smiled at him as the elevator doors opened. ‘You’re not just a pretty face, are you?’
~~~
‘You know,’ Mary said, ‘this will not go any faster just because you hang over my shoulder and will it to happen.’
‘I’m aware of this,’ Dione replied. She leaned back, but did not leave the room.
Mary decided that was the best she was going to get and went on. She had been running strike missions in Bravo Nine Kilo when the call had come in and knew she was running on fumes now, but Dione had a theory and it had both of them a little worried. ‘He had three accounts, private accounts, which have received large payments over the past nine months,’ Mary said. ‘They were all emptied into accounts in Switzerland this morning at one o’clock. I’m attempting to backtrack the source of the funds.’
‘Right.’ Dione had driven Mike to Leanne’s apartment just after three when they had finished putting the corpses away in drawers. Mike had objected, but Dione said there was nothing to do until the autopsies were carried out and Mary had worked her magic, and she would not be waking Winthrop up in the middle of the night for patients who were not in a hurry. If she felt he was needed, she would call him in. Otherwise, he was to get some rest because he might need it.
Vampires needed about half as much sleep as humans, but they did need it. Dione checked the time: almost ten a.m. and neither of them had taken any time to sleep. Winthrop was working on the bodies… ‘This will wait until you’ve had some sleep. I’m going to lie down for a few hours. You can pick this up this afternoon.’
Mary nodded. ‘I’ll just put down some markers and–’
‘Ladies, you may wish to see this.’ Winthrop’s voice came over the intercom from the autopsy room.
‘Be with you in a second,’ Mary said as she tapped at keys.
Dione went through to the morgue. She had been in twice before, assisting Winthrop with the bodies. At this point, Delvalle and one of the Jane Does were laid out on the tables. She was covered to the neck in a sheet and, since her head was attached, she was the one who had died in the kitchen. Delvalle’s body was covered too, his head forming an obscenely misshapen lump at the top.
‘Mary’s coming,’ Dione said as she walked in.
‘I’ll get started,’ Winthrop replied. ‘The big reveal will come later anyway. The headless female victim was killed instantly, no defensive wounds. She was taken by surprise, a single cut severed her neck. You can read the details if you wish; I won’t bore you and they are not especially informative. Both women show signs of recent sexual activity. The headless one had been bitten around thirty minutes to an hour prior to death.’
‘Any indication of what did the cutting?’
‘I would imagine it was the same weapon as the one used on this young lady.’ Stepping over, Winthrop put his hand on the bench beside the girl’s head. ‘A single thrust passing clean through the body and piercing the heart. The blade was long, significantly over ten inches, and curved.’
‘A sabre?’
‘That would fit.’
Dione gave a grunt and then turned to see Mary entering. A girl who looked like a fourteen-year-old should not be used to seeing dead bodies, but Mary showed no sign of discomfort at being in their presence.
‘Excellent. Good morning, Mary, now we can get on to the main event. Mister Delvalle was ended by a chopping blow to the neck. No big surprise there. He underwent some torment before his unlife was terminated, however. Aside from the severe genital trauma, I found burn marks on his chest and stomach, probably from a cigarette.’
‘He was tortured,’ Dione said.
‘He was, and then there is this…’ Winthrop pulled the sheet down to Delvalle’s waist and the cuts on his chest became visible.
Mary looked over his face briefly, registering no emotion, and then focused, with Dione, on the design which had been carved into Delvalle’s chest. It was a dragon or serpent curled into a roughly elliptical shape with the end of its tail wrapped around its long neck. ‘Societas,’ Mary said. ‘You were right.’
‘More than that,’ Dione replied. ‘It’s Elizabeth.’
‘It could be another–’
‘She can’t leave without carving that in her victim and the weapon was a sabre. It was her. Get an APB out for her, extreme caution advised, and run all her known aliases against entry and exit data.’
‘She’ll have a new ID.’
‘I know, but do it anyway.’ Dione frowned. ‘Get the APB out and start the searches, and then get some rest. We’ll both be more use with some sleep under our belts.’
~~~
Dione tracked Mike down in a lingerie shop in the East Village. He was sitting on a chair outside the changing rooms looking mildly embarrassed. That changed to mortified as he saw his partner sweeping towards him.
‘How did you find me?’ he asked.
‘Mary tracked your phone. Leanne’s in there?’ Dione indicated the curtained cubicles through the archway.
Mike nodded. ‘She decided that a little shopping would get us out of the apartment. We’re heading back to my place once she’s had me escort her around a few more places. Unless you need me on the job?’ He looked almost hopeful.
‘There’s not a lot you, or I, can do at this point. I just thought I’d come and tell you personally. I’m quite sure I know who the killer is, but finding the bitch is going to be difficult. I’m going to run out a few feelers, and Mary is still working on Delvalle’s accounts. There’s one person I know of that might know something, but pinning him down can be troublesome. If nothing else comes up, we’ll go out tomorrow night, after dark, and see if we can find him.’
‘Who’s the killer?’
‘Her name is Elizabeth Brandt, born in nineteen nineteen, converted in nineteen thirty-nine. She’s a thug. I’ll brief you on her and the people she works for tomorrow. For now, enjoy your break and try to get some sleep.’
As if on cue, Leanne’s voice came from the changing rooms. ‘Mike? Can you come tell me if this fits okay?’
Mike sagged slightly in his seat. Dione grinned and held an index finger to her lips before moving over to the cubicle where Leanne was twisting herself in knots trying to see herself in the mirror. She was wearing a push-up, half-cup bra and matching mauve thong with black lace and she did not see Dione as her head poked in around the curtain.
‘It fits perfectly,’ Dione said, ‘and I like the colour.’
Leanne jumped and she started to cover her chest, and then she set her face and straightened her back. ‘Another woman’s opinion is probably better anyway,’ she said, though it was partially to convince herself. ‘What do you think?’
Dione made a turning motion and Leanne revolved to give a rear view before turning back. ‘I think,’ Dione said, ‘that Mike is a lucky man. You look positively edible. Just try to give him a few hours’ sleep tonight. I know how you redheads can be.’
‘You do? I mean, how can we be?’
Dione smiled. ‘I noticed some boy-shorts which matched that bra. You might like to try them. Thongs are always appreciated, but the shorties frame your behind so well.’
‘Uh, thanks. I’ll give them a try.’
‘Get both, mix it up a little. I’ll leave you to your shopping. I’m going to need Mike tomorrow night, but you’ve the weekend free. Enjoy it.’
‘We’ll try,’ Leanne said as Dione vanished.
30th November.
‘The First World War resulted in a fair amount of disaffection in the soldiers who returned from it,’ Dione said. ‘In Germany in particular.’
‘Wasn’t Adolf Hitler in the German Army during World War One?’ Mike asked.
‘He was and that likely contributed to his politics. It wasn’t uncommon, but some people took it a little further than others. Hitler was one of those, and Andreas Veld was another. The difference is that Veld was turned into a transylvanian towards the end of the war. The Berlin Concilium was weak in the chaos after the armistice and Veld viewed them as an obstacle to making his lineage the rightful rulers of all vampires, and the world.’
‘Sounds like a whack job.’
‘Yes, but there have always been people who wanted an end to the council system and the rules it embodies. Veld found one such group, Societas Draconistarum. The original society was founded in fourteen oh eight, by the King of Hungary. It was a knightly order, like the Hospitallers or the Templars.’
‘Crusaders.’
‘Except they did not really crusade in the traditionally known sense. They were formed to keep the infidels out of Hungary. Vlad the second and third were both members. That’s why Vlad was known as Dracula. The new version was formed by vampires in seventeen ninety and they were more or less just an irritant until Veld came along in nineteen twenty-four and started pushing them in the direction he wanted. During the war, second one, Veld positioned Societas alongside, and inside, the Schutzstaffel. That’s the SS, in case you were wondering.’
‘My German isn’t that good. I’m a little better with Polish and Russian.’
‘Good to know. So, Societas is getting in bed with the SS and I was doing work for section six of the Directorate of Military Intelligence.’
‘Uh… MI6?’
‘They call themselves the Secret Intelligence Service these days. I got wind of Veld and his crew and I was ordered to go after them. I wiped out almost the entire leadership of the society. Veld escaped with his lieutenant, Elizabeth Brandt. Now she’s his lover, bodyguard, and enforcer. He sends her out when he wants someone punished, in a visible manner.’
‘But you wiped out the society’s leadership. If it was just him and all the others were wasted by a council agent…’
‘Ah, but then the Summus Concilium fucked up. September nineteen forty-five, they issued the Edict of Vlad which was basically a death sentence for every vampire belonging to the society and put more or less all the transylvanians under suspicion. I warned them it was a bad idea, but they went ahead anyway.’
‘And it forced the transylvanians into Societas?’
‘Well reasoned. Yes. They’ve never really grown into anything excessively dangerous, but they are worse than they ever were. More directed, more violent when they do act. They’re on the terrorism watch lists for just about every agency going, but most of those agencies think they’re just ordinary terrorists.’
‘Isn’t “ordinary terrorist” an oxymoron?’ Mike asked.
‘Isn’t “oxymoron” a long word for a New York cop?’
‘That’s mean. Who’s this guy we’re looking for?’
‘Marty. I’m sure he had a last name a few centuries ago, but everyone calls him Marty. He’s a corvus, which is important only in that it explains how he’s survived as long as he has.’
Mike frowned. ‘Winthrop only mentioned the corvus once. What are they? Carpathian subspecies?’
‘No, they’re a bit like succubi. They’re a remnant of something older. They’re tough, regenerate faster than other vampires, even regrow lost fingers, ears, stuff like that. They aren’t quick, but they’re like bloody cockroaches.’
‘And other vampires don’t like them?’
‘What? Oh, no, there are too few corvus around for them to have much of a reputation either way. Most of the ones who do exist are pretty old and that usually gains respect among our kind. No, Marty’s a total sleaze. Finding someone who likes Marty is kind of tough. I got word that he’s sneaking around an old warehouse in College Point. We’ll go see if we can find him.’
‘I’m sure it’s going to be real fun.’
~~~
There was a huge To Let sign outside the fence around the warehouse, and there were enough gaps in the chain-link that getting in was easy. The warehouse itself looked intact, no broken windows, yet, but it was in complete darkness. Dione took a slim flashlight from her pocket, but did not turn it on, instead sniffing at the air as though hunting for something.
‘This way,’ she said, heading for a small door in the side of the building. ‘He’s definitely been here recently.’ She tried the door and found it unlocked. ‘Okay, he’s not actually dangerous, but he’s annoying, scruffy, and he’ll probably run like the hounds of Hell are after him as soon as he catches my scent. If you can, aim for his limbs.’
Mike slipped his pistol from its holster. ‘Okay, but I’m not sure I’m that good a shot.’
‘If you hit him in the guts, he’ll just heal, but he’ll be annoying for longer.’
‘You really don’t like this guy, do you?’
‘Just wait until you’ve met him.’ She pushed through and into the open lower floor, moving fast enough that Mike had trouble keeping up. There was an iron staircase leading up on one side of the room and she headed straight for it, apparently following her nose. The storage area was double-height, but there had to be a floor of offices or something above it.
By the time Mike had got up to the top level, Dione was well ahead and casting around for a scent or sign of her quarry. Mike turned, scanning the beam of his own flashlight about, and caught sight of a pair of legs disappearing through a roof hatch. ‘There! He’s gone up.’
Dione bolted in the direction of the light, sprinting down the corridor and then leaping up to land halfway up the ladder. Mike ran after her, but she was fast. By the time he made it through the roof hatch, he found what had to be Marty standing at the edge of the roof with Dione a few yards away, one hand on her cocked hip.
‘You stay back,’ Marty whined. ‘You stay back or I’ll jump. You know I will.’ Marty looked like a whiner. Short and thin, he nevertheless had a potbelly mounted over skinny legs. His arms appeared the same, poking out of a large, oiled-cotton coat which looked at least two sizes too big for him. His face was long and thin, with a beak-like nose, and he had black hair which, if Mike had to guess, had seen neither shampoo nor a comb in weeks. His eyes, almost black and beady, were too close together as well.
‘Go on then,’ Dione told him. ‘You jump, then I’ll shoot you, come down the fire escape there, and kick the snot out of you. And you know how much I hate touching you so you know I’ll take that annoyance out on your hide.’
Mike walked up to stand beside Dione and figured he should play good cop. ‘We just want to talk, Marty. That’s all.’
‘Talk!’ Marty scoffed. ‘Talk! Her! Ha! She just wants to hurt me.’
‘He’s right,’ Dione agreed. ‘I really do just want to hurt him.’
‘See! See! You must be her new poodle. Has she got you doing tricks yet?’
‘Okay,’ Mike said, ‘he’s a charmer.’
‘Oh, Marty’s more than just charm. He’s a perverted, jumped-up, nasty piece of distended rectum.’
‘Why d’you have to be so mean to me, Dione?’ Marty whined. He was edging away from the precipice, his hands coming together to wring in front of his chest.
‘You know bloody well why!’ And she moved, taking off like a bolt from a crossbow towards the little man. His eyes widened and he started to turn, but she was on him before he got one foot in front of the other, grabbing the back of his coat and yanking backwards. His legs flailed in the air as he smacked down on his back and Dione grabbed an ankle.
‘Ah! What’re you doing?!’ Marty yelped out.
Dione ignored him, dragging him the rest of the way to the roof’s edge and then swinging him out into empty space. ‘Now that I have your attention,’ she said, ‘what do you know about a Societas cell operating in New York?’
‘Nothing!’
Mike walked over, pushing aside the fact that his partner was dangling a man over a three-storey drop by his ankle. Presumably Dione knew what she was doing. ‘You sure?’ he asked. ‘I don’t think she likes you, and landing on your head might not be good for you.’
‘And I may be a vampire, but you’ve put on some weight, Marty,’ Dione added. ‘Can’t keep this up for too long…’
Marty let out a moan. ‘I heard they sent that enforcer of theirs, Elizabeth, over here. I heard she had some cleaning to do. Some problem with someone they had doing work for them.’
‘So you do know something. You lied to me. I should drop you just for that. Who were they having the problem with, Marty?’
‘Some accountant. And maybe some others…’
‘Be specific. I’m getting tired…’
‘Maybe he was paying off some local boys to keep quiet about him skimming some funds and Veld found out.’
‘Give me a name.’ She jerked his ankle down and then back up and he let out a shriek.
‘Swales! Tor Swales!’
Dione let out a grunt of displeasure, stepped back, and dropped Marty on his face on the roof. She turned towards Mike, ignoring the whining vampire grovelling at her feet. ‘I know Swales. Carpathian. Had a couple of warnings, but no one’s ever pinned anything major on him.’
‘So, we look for Swales?’ Mike asked. He was watching Marty as the gruesome little man got to his feet and, against all instincts for self-preservation, started reaching for Dione’s chest.
‘Yes, we do,’ Dione replied, then she turned, slapped Marty’s arms aside, stepped in, and drove her knee into his groin. Marty made a sound which was difficult to describe: somewhere between a moan and a squeal. As he doubled over, Dione pushed him away from her and he fell, landed on his rump, rolled backwards, and vanished over the side of the building. There was an ugly-sounding thump from below.
‘Holy shit!’ Mike exclaimed, rushing to the edge.
‘Oh, don’t worry about him,’ Dione said dismissively. Mike flashed his light around the ground below anyway and, to his amazement, saw Marty clambering to his feet. He was stumbling and did not exactly look well, but he was moving as fast as he could manage away from the building. ‘See? Just like a cockroach. In fifteen minutes, he’ll be back to his normal, disgusting self.’
‘Why on Earth did he try that?’
‘He’s a pervert! He’s a pervert with an excessive love of boobs and no self-control.’
‘Well, I’ve got a thing for breasts, but I’m not that stupid.’ Shaking his head, Mike turned and saw the slight grin on Dione’s lips. ‘What?’
‘You have a thing for breasts, do you?’
‘Uh… yeah. Mom says I get it from Dad.’
Dione made a pleased sort of sound and turned smartly on her heel, heading for the roof hatch. ‘Good to know,’ she said.
1st December.
The APB went out for Theodore Swales on Sunday night, but by midday on Monday they knew there was no point in hunting for him. Dione and Mike stood in the doorway of a seedy little motel off the I-95 just south of New Rochelle, looking at what remained of the man they were looking for.
He had been tied to a straight-backed chair with thin wire which had cut deeply into his wrists and ankles. There were cuts and burns over a large area of his skin, and it looked like Elizabeth had left the same motif carved into his chest. His head was sitting upright in the middle of the bed, staring at the door with his tongue lying beside it.
The maid who had discovered the body was being treated for shock in a local hospital.
‘She doesn’t do things by halves, does she?’ Mike commented.
‘No,’ Dione agreed, ‘her speciality is violent statements. She leaves messages.’
‘And the message here is?’
‘Don’t betray Societas Draconistarum. It implies we still have a few of them in the region. I’ll need to brief the Concilium.’
‘Do you think she’s still in New York?’
Dione frowned and turned to the ME examining the body. ‘Do we have a time of death?’
‘Between four and five this morning,’ the man replied. ‘There are some irregularities in the temperatures or I’d be more exact.’
‘Yeah. I’ll need the body transferred to SCU for the autopsy.’
The ME shrugged. ‘Fine by me.’
Dione nodded and walked out of the room, Mike on her heels. ‘She’s still here. Not enough time before dawn to get out. To me, sunlight is tiring, but to a transylvanian, it’s deadly. They avoid it as much as possible.’
‘So we might still catch her?’
‘Miracles are not my strong suit, but yeah, it’s not actually impossible.’
~~~
It was after nine in the evening when Mike’s phone rang. He frowned at it briefly: the number was blocked. He was still fairly sure who the caller would be and he doubted it was going to be good news. He flicked his thumb over the screen to answer.
‘Williams,’ he said into the microphone.
‘It’s me.’ Dione’s voice, of course. ‘Mary called. We’ve called off the APB on Elizabeth.’
‘She’s skipped town?’
‘Via a marina in Long Island. Assaulted a security guard and took off with someone’s yacht. It’s got plenty of range, so she could have gone anywhere.’
‘And the guard?’
‘She ran him through with a sabre. He was conscious when the medics got to him and he managed to give enough of a description that I’m sure it was Elizabeth. But they’re not hopeful.’
‘Damn.’
‘Couldn’t have put it better myself. There’s no point in us going down there; normal detectives can handle it. I have to go see the Concilium first thing so I’ll be in late. This isn’t, directly, NYPD business. Yet. There’s no need for you to put up with them.’
‘I take it they’re not all like Leo?’
‘Oh, I wish.’
2nd December.
‘It seems likely that Swales was not the only Societas member in the area,’ Dione said. ‘Practically, I’ve always assumed there were a few around, but unless they do something to bring themselves to my attention, hunting them down is not any form of priority. The fact that they appear to be up to something makes it a higher priority, but they’re hidden and digging them out will take resources away from direct threats.’
‘There are direct threats to consider?’ The speaker was Paul Roget, lawyer and nit-picker, a thin-faced man who always wore expensive, tailored suits with a carefully folded pocket handkerchief.
The venue was the Concilium’s official meeting room, part of a small suite in an apartment block on Park Avenue. Dione had long thought the place needed an update, but no one was going to agree to any changes so she was stuck with the stuffy atmosphere of a late Victorian drawing room, without the charm. The dark red, flock wallpaper was occasionally obscured by paintings of past councillors, most of them looking sober and disapproving. There was a fireplace in one wall, with a fire burning in it even though those present would have been quite comfortable in cooler temperatures. The nine councillors sat in large, leather, wing-back chairs, facing the fire and the smaller chair which their current subject of interest sat in. The position was designed to be intimidating.
‘Not currently, and if you wish, I can task Mary with running full background checks on every vampire in the region, while she has the spare time.’ Dione turned her head to focus her bland expression on Roget. ‘That’s every vampire. No exceptions. It’ll be intrusive and take months, probably more than a year, with only one person doing the work, but we might find them. And when word gets out that we’re doing it, I’ll leave it up to the Concilium to field the shitstorm flying our way.’
‘It’s a pointless waste of resources,’ Leo, sitting in the middle of the nine, said, ‘and we all know it.’
‘The Edict of Vlad–’ Roget began.
‘Was a huge mistake and largely responsible for what power Veld has managed to amass since the war. It also requires us to end known Societas members, not to conduct witch hunts.’
‘Perhaps there’s an alternative solution,’ Randall Cartwright said, his tone conciliatory, but Dione knew he was about to get some form of dig in. ‘If the Hunter is unable to track these people down, perhaps a team of special agents should be formed to do so. People with suitable experience–’
‘And we’re back to witch hunting,’ Leo growled.
‘I think that’s an excellent idea,’ Dione said. Leo’s eyebrows went up and Cartwright frowned. The latter had not been expecting agreement from the Hunter. ‘Currently, Societas are doing nothing to bring themselves to the attention of the humans. Their only crime under vampire law is belonging to an illegal organisation. I cannot condone the use of SCU resources to find them, and I would find it difficult to allocate my own time to it. So a separate team, resourced independently, would seem an ideal solution until such time as the cell does something to warrant my attention. At that point, your team better not get in my way or I’ll consider them to be aiding and abetting enemies of vampire society, and I’ll end them.’
Cartwright’s eyes flashed. He was a transylvanian, the only one on the Concilium, and it had cost him a lot to get the position despite his age. Under Dione’s icy glare, he looked away rather quickly.
‘Yes, agreed.’ Bella Tivoli was a very pretty black girl, the eldest vampire on the Concilium, and the only other nubian besides Leo. Despite her venerable age and stature in vampire society, she was a humble woman and worked as a dancer in Kitty Has Claws. She also had a fair amount of political experience. ‘Motion to form a team as suggested by Randall, under his authority and responsibility.’
‘I–’ Cartwright began.
‘Seconded,’ Peter Hu said. Peter was the only han, an exile from China.
Leo could see a set-up when one was put before him. ‘All in favour?’ He looked around. ‘Carried, seven to two. Yvonne, would you look into allocating some funds for the operation.’
‘Of course,’ Yvonne Shannon replied in her rather lilting, Irish tones. Over four hundred and fifty years a vampire and she still had the accent.
‘Good. Randall, you’ll keep us informed of your progress. Your team is not authorised to move on any suspect without Concilium clearance. It’s the Hunter’s job to make final determination and end them if required. I assume that’s okay with you, Dione?’
Dione smiled. ‘Of course. If that’s all, I have clean-up on Elizabeth’s mess to continue, and a partner to train.’
 



Part Three: Vampires Are Real?!
New York, NY, 4th December 2014.
Lisa knelt on the pristine white sheet in the white-walled room and waited. She was nervous. Her heart rate had increased as soon as she had walked into the room and the door closed behind her. It had hiked up another notch once she had removed her clothes and settled into place on the floor. Every sound, though there were few of those through the soundproofing, caused another spike of adrenaline.
Could she actually go through with it? She had decided on the full experience, so to speak, and ticked the boxes on the form for any lineage, any gender, with sex as an option. Had she done the right thing? If some strange man walked in, could she really just do what he wanted? Anything he wanted. She was not even allowed to know his name, or him hers. Anonymity was the name of the game. It was an exchange: he gave her pleasure; she gave him blood. That was it: no names, no phone numbers, and if they saw each other on the street, they would react as though they had never met. She had had her fair share of one-night stands, but… Okay, so how different was it to that? The formality of the whole thing, the rules and regulations, made it seem different, but she was going to get to feed a vampire, to know what that was like. Even if she never came again, she had to know.
The door opened a crack and Lisa looked quickly down at the sheet. She did not want to know what she was getting. Not yet. Not until he spoke or approached. The hinges were well-oiled and made barely a sound, but she heard the door close with a rather solid thunk, and then the locks engaged. Locks. They sounded very final. Lisa swallowed her heart down from where it was hammering in her throat. For a second, she thought she was going to chicken out after all.
And then the warm, sultry voice said, ‘Hello, Lisa.’
Lisa’s head snapped up and her eyes widened. ‘D-Di? But they said… We aren’t supposed to…’
‘Rules are made to be broken when they need to be. You’re a special case so Pat asked me if I would handle your induction. If it makes you feel more comfortable, you can call me “Mistress.”’
‘Oh, I… I could do that anyway.’
Dione’s lips curved. ‘Then I’ll call you “pet.”’
‘Yes, Mistress.’
Now the vampire chuckled. ‘It’s your first time and I need to ask you two questions. If the answer to both is yes, then there’s no turning back. Do you understand?’
‘Yes, Mistress.’
‘Good, that wasn’t the first question. Are you still willing to act as my supplicant and provide me with the blood I need to sustain myself?’
So this was it. If she said she was not, then it was over and Lisa knew that Dione would let her walk away. ‘Yes, Mistress.’
‘Very well. You indicated that you were willing to engage in sexual activity. I need you to indicate, to me, that this is the case.’
‘I get to have sex with you?’
‘Once we start, that is likely to be a forgone conclusion.’
‘Oh, yes. Uh, Mistress.’
Dione nodded and, as she slipped her coat from her shoulders, allowed her scent to expand around her. Winthrop called it a ‘pheromone analogue,’ but whatever it was, it helped soften up her ‘victims.’ Beneath the coat, Dione was wearing a simple, white shift. Dropping the coat into the box beside the door, Dione took up the hem of the dress and pulled it up over her head.
Lisa let out a whimper and shifted forward, up onto her knees as though she wanted to reach out for the muscular, yet lush, body in front of her.
Dione turned her head and looked down at the blonde. ‘Not yet, pet. Sit down and wait.’
‘Yes, Mistress,’ Lisa mumbled, sitting back on her heels.
Dione nodded and slipped off her pumps, dropping them into the box with the shift and coat. She closed the lid, turned, and reached up, stretching her back. Lisa let out a whining, keening sort of sound. ‘That’s my girl,’ Dione said, her voice soft. She knew that the sudden, more or less uncontrollable lust which was afflicting Lisa was down to the chemicals now swarming through her body. Partially at least.
Slowly, smoothly, Dione closed the distance to Lisa, stepping onto the sheet and then reaching down to trail a finger over the blonde girl’s cheek. Lisa whimpered. Dione reached further down and ran a finger slowly around Lisa’s left nipple, which was now standing out like a thimble. Lisa moaned. Dione tilted Lisa’s head back, bent forward, and their lips met. There was no tender brush; it was an onslaught. Their tongues met, probing, slipping over each other, battling for sensation. Dione saw Lisa’s eyes glaze over as the virus worked into her system.
To Lisa, it felt as though her whole body had just raised in temperature by a degree. Her skin tingled as though someone was playing a very light electric current over every square inch of it. Her mind, so focused on a desire to fuck it was almost painful, became fuzzy. She did not notice that Dione had laid her out on the sheet until she was already on her back. Dione’s large breasts were pressed against hers, skin sliding over skin. Their lips parted and Dione moved down, tongue stroking over Lisa’s throat, moving lower, flicking over nipples which felt harder than they had ever felt before. Lisa thought she was whimpering, or maybe the sounds were too incoherent for that. She thought she knew what was coming next and she could not wait.
But Dione skipped down and the next thing Lisa felt was Dione’s finger stroking over her stomach, Dione’s tongue, hot and wet, on her left thigh. She heard Dione’s voice then. ‘This will hurt a little, pet, but not for long.’ Lisa did not care.
There was a sharp pain that lanced through her thigh and straight into her groin. Lisa gasped, but the pain subsided rapidly, amazingly rapidly. There was a dull feeling of pressure where Dione’s fangs had gone in, but that was rapidly vanishing into a delirium of warm, throbbing, mindless pleasure. Dione’s fingers strayed down, finding Lisa’s mound, her labia. Fingers pressed and stroked and Lisa came, her back arching as orgasm flooded through her body like a wave, a tsunami. She had never come so fast in her life, and it was not over.
Dione turned, her tongue slipping between Lisa’s labia to the nub of flesh hidden in the folds. Every lick was another flare of white light in Lisa’s mind. She was nothing but a conduit for the pleasure washing through her. After a minute, she could do nothing but lie there, her head rolling as her body tensed and relaxed, small whimpers escaping her lips. Dione reached down between her own legs and began to stroke herself. A silent prayer began to circle in Dione’s mind as her fingers worked at her clit. As Lisa’s body finally relaxed, as the primary effect of the bite wore off, Dione lifted her head and moaned in release before crawling up to lie beside Lisa, pulling her in and spooning against her back to wait for her to regain her senses.
~~~
‘This place is beautiful,’ Lisa said as she walked into Dione’s lounge.
‘Thank you,’ Dione replied.
‘I think I should be the one to thank you. That was the most intense experience I’ve ever had. If you don’t mind me asking, though, why am I here?’
‘For a chat. You have time for a chat?’
‘If you can give me a lift to the hospital in that sex machine of yours.’
Dione chuckled and waved Lisa to a seat. She sat down herself, selecting the corner of the sofa beside the table, near to Lisa. ‘All right. There are some aspects to you being a supplicant which need to be addressed.’
‘It’s not a problem is it?’ Lisa’s brows furrowed; she had not considered it might cause trouble.
‘It’s a manageable problem. You know me, you know Mike, and you know Leanne. I’ve already seen that you can keep the secret around Leanne, but I would ask you to be extra vigilant about slips there. I know she’ll find out eventually, but I’d rather it was… controlled, for her sake and Mike’s.’
‘Of course.’
‘Good. Then there are the security implications. Someone may discover that you know us and use that.’
‘Oh.’
‘So, management. I’ve spoken to Pat and we would like to take you out of the pool at the Candle.’
‘Oh,’ Lisa said, her heart sinking.
‘And I can tell you’ve taken that the way I expected. There are supplicants who gift privately, not quite what we call a “straight” relationship, but serving a limited group of vampires. The ones we trust also go on a list for emergencies, and we believe you would be a valuable addition to that list.’
‘So, I’d be gifting to a small group and others if they needed blood in a hurry?’
‘Yes. The group is very small, me and Pat. She’s one of the few vampires I trust under the circumstances. We would not allow you to gift quite as often. In the pool, it’s every week, sometimes more often. You would get me once a month, and Pat once a month, plus emergencies which are not frequent.’
‘Okay… Is it the same with Pat as with you?’
‘She’s a valentine, not a succubus. The effect of her bite is not quite so intense, but it is very pleasant and she has other talents which more than make up for it. Frankly, so do I, but when I’m feeding, there’s little point in all the techniques I learned.’
‘M-maybe we could… You know? Um, try some of them out without the gift. Sometime. If you wanted.’
Dione smiled. ‘Have you ever been with a woman before today?’
‘Once. My roommate at university. We were both curious and there was wine.’
‘I see. I’d be happy to oblige, but if you’re more interested in men–’
‘The curiosity was never entirely satisfied,’ Lisa said quickly, ‘and after what just happened… Even if it’s just once, I’d like to say I had great sex with a woman.’
‘If you’re going to be supplicant to Pat and me, I think you’ll find your knowledge of same-sex intercourse is going to become extensive, but we’ll do something about that when we have more time. Any questions?’
‘Oh, God. You know how you go to interviews and things, and you know you’re going to get asked that, and you plan a few clever ones out beforehand, and then they ask and your mind goes blank?’
Dione laughed. ‘No, but I believe I can grasp the concept.’
‘Well, I could ask the one I forgot when Pat said it. There’s no chance of me turning from gifting someone, is there?’
‘There’s a chance. While the virus we carry is active in your system, if you die somehow, you might convert. We say “convert,” not “turn.” It’s rare, but it can happen. For maybe thirty minutes after the bite, there’s a danger. That’s one of the reasons we insist you stay in the Candle for a while after coming up.’
‘So, extra care crossing roads immediately after.’
‘Precisely.’
Lisa nodded and settled back into the sofa. ‘It really was incredible. The bite was healed before we left. There’s not even a mark. And what you did to me…’ She closed her eyes and let out a little moan at the memory. ‘How long was I coming?’
‘Hmm… four, maybe five minutes.’
‘It felt like four or five hours.’
Unaccountably, Dione felt a little thrill of satisfaction at the words. ‘Well, we aim to please.’
15th December.
‘Okay,’ Leanne said having cornered Lisa in the break room, ‘spill. What’s going on?’
Lisa blinked at her. ‘What do you mean, “what’s going on?”’
‘Every time you come back off a break day, you’re acting like the sun is shining just for you. You’ve got this ridiculous grin on your face all the time. What gives?’
Lisa frowned. ‘It’s kind of a secret… Oh, I don’t think she’ll mind. It’s Diana.’
‘Diana Hunter, Mike’s partner, the woman voted least likely to need a life preserver in the open ocean?’
‘With the long, long legs and the slim waist, and you wouldn’t believe how tight her body is. I swear the only fat on her body is in her boobs.’
‘Wait… You’re banging Diana?’
‘No,’ Lisa replied, waving the question away. ‘Banging is so totally the wrong term for it. I’m having the most awesome sex of my life with Diana.’
‘You’re dating my boyfriend’s partner?’
‘Not really. It’s more like… fuck buddies. She is incredible.’ Lisa reached out and grasped Leanne’s hands, staring into her eyes with a mix of glee and sincerity. ‘She’s kinky as Hell, but she’s so tender with it. Yesterday evening, at sunset, she had me chained up in this little window thing she’s got, hung by my wrists, stark naked, and she got down and–’
‘I am really not sure I want to hear this,’ Leanne stated warily. ‘I thought you were straight.’
‘I am, but I wouldn’t miss this for the world. Men are all about themselves. Especially when you look like me. Diana’s all about mutual satisfaction.’ Her voice dropped an octave. ‘God am I mutually satisfied.’
‘Okay. Well, thanks for clearing up that conundrum. I’m… happy for you.’
‘Thank you.’ Lisa watched Leanne leave the room and then took out her phone, pulled up the SMS app, and typed. Told her. She looked a bit jealous. Then she hit send.
In the SCU offices, Dione twitched as her phone vibrated against her hip. She pulled it out, prodded at it, and read.
‘Problem,’ Mike asked, since Winthrop had stopped talking when Dione had taken out her phone.
‘Nothing work related. Exactly,’ Dione replied. ‘I think we’re going to have to cut down on social engagements involving me and Leanne. I think she’s getting curious and, frankly, I don’t want that kind of complication in our relationship.’
‘Oh. Uh… Not sure what to say, exactly. Oh, except that it’s going to be more difficult than you think. When we were over at Mom’s place yesterday, she asked me to invite you over for Christmas dinner.’
Dione looked at him for a second. ‘Oh. I don’t really celebrate Christmas. Not a feast day for Aphrodite. I get presents for friends–’
‘When she remembers,’ Winthrop put in.
‘Hey! It’s been quiet and I’ve got all of that sorted out already.’
‘So there are miracles at Christmas.’
‘Less of your lip. Compared to me, you’re not too old to spank.’
‘The chance, my glorious goddess, would be a fine thing.’
‘Will you come?’ Mike said, trying to get the conversation back on track. ‘I know there are issues, but I’d like you to meet her and I think she can handle knowing… Well, knowing about you and her father, and that you’re a vampire.’
‘I suspect she can,’ Dione replied. ‘I take it Leanne will be there.’
‘She’s spent every Christmas with us since her parents died.’
‘That may be more of an issue, but I don’t think she’ll get too… curious at Christmas dinner. All right, assuming that nothing comes up, I’ll go. I’ll be a little late, around one?’
‘We don’t eat before two, usually. And then we spend the rest of the day recovering.’
‘Oh… Well, that sounds… interesting. I’ll be there.’
Winthrop smirked. ‘This is what you get for picking a partner with family.’
Dione glowered at him. ‘You were telling Mike about necros,’ she said.
‘Indeed I was. A fascinating lineage, quite unlike any other…’
18th December.
‘I guess it’s a good thing Winthrop told me about them then,’ Mike said. They were down in Sutton Place, walking alongside the East River under the bridge. Cars hummed past on FDR Drive, but no one paid much attention to a couple walking along the river at ten in the evening on a cold December night.
‘Learning about them and meeting them are not at all the same thing,’ Dione replied. ‘Just keep yourself together and try to ignore the smell.’ Her eyes cast around in the dim light. ‘Where is he? He said he’d be here tonight. He called us so he’ll be here. I see people, but not Caliban.’
‘I see shadows and a few lumps.’
‘I have good night vision. Some of the lumps are humans. Possibly supplicants. Caliban moves around with his entourage, which usually includes a few homeless people willing to give them blood for a high.’ Her head lifted and she sniffed at the air. ‘Ah, there he is.’ She pointed to a building, which looked like it needed a lot of renovation doing to it, and started off at a brisk walk. ‘Now, they aren’t dangerous, no matter what they look like. Just remember that.’
‘You mean they’re no more dangerous than any vampire.’
‘Probably less so. They can’t afford to get hurt as much as the rest of us.’
There was a man sitting outside a busted down door on the river side of the building. He looked like your typical itinerant, with a thick, if tattered, coat and a hoodie pulled up over his head. But the smell hit Mike’s nose a few yards away and his stomach rebelled almost immediately. The man looked up at them as they approached and Mike saw his face: you could see bone through the skin of his left cheek and his left eye was cloudy. He nodded to Dione but said nothing as she walked past. Mike held his breath and followed.
Inside, down a short corridor, they found Caliban and his cronies. They had set up shop in an open-plan office, maybe twenty of them sitting around the walls. In the middle of the room was an oil drum with a fire burning in it. Thick smoke billowed out, some of it leaking away through a hole in the ceiling, but a lot backing up into the room. Mike coughed and tried to focus watering eyes on the figure beyond the fire.
Caliban was, maybe, seven feet in height and heavily built with a rock-solid jawline, a broad nose, and black skin which did not look quite right. He did not seem to have the disfigurements of his companions, but his skin had a grey undertone. Necros vampires were unique in that they did not heal the way other vampires did. Directly drinking blood could repair damage, but if a wound was left too long, it would never fully heal up. Caliban had obviously been lucky, or skilled, but his affliction was catching up with him in other ways.
‘Aphrodite’s paps, Caliban,’ Dione said, waving her hand in front of her face, ‘what are you burning? Old socks?’
‘The fire is for your new partner, Hunter,’ Caliban replied. His voice was quite rich, but there was a rasp to it which jarred on the ear. ‘And we thought the smoke might mask the smell from us. Maybe.’
Dione walked around the fire to where Caliban was sitting on the only chair in the room. ‘I haven’t thrown up in front of a necros since the fourth century. I’m not going to start now. What can we do for the King of the Outcasts?’
‘Straight to business then? All right. First, and I know you’ll give me a straight answer, the Concilium hasn’t taken it upon themselves to rid the city of my people, has it?’
‘If they have, they haven’t told me. Which means Leo doesn’t know about it either.’
‘I thought as much. Then there’s a problem and it won’t stay isolated to the necroi forever. We’ve had four go missing in the last ten days. Now, a couple of them I would say could have wandered off to pastures new, but the other two were New York vampires down to the bone. No one’s seen them for days. Someone’s ended them, Hunter, and disposed of what’s left of their bodies.’
Dione frowned. ‘You think there’s a sanguinem venator in the city?’ She held up a finger to let Caliban know she needed a pause. ‘Sorry, new partner and I’m spouting Latin. A vampire hunter, literally a blood hunter. That’s a human one.’
‘A vigilante, basically,’ Mike said.
‘Not far off. Oh, Caliban, this is Mike Williams. I’d appreciate it if you told your people about him. They’re harder to get to than the more conventional vampires.’
Caliban nodded. ‘I will, and I’m not saying it’s a certainty, but I’d appreciate it if you would look into it. The four that went missing spent a lot of time in Central Park.’
Dione gave a grunt of displeasure. ‘If this guy is hunting around there, he could come across all sorts. Pardon me for saying, but necroi are an obvious target. If he starts on the other lineages, he’s going to end up killing a human.’
‘Maybe. Maybe he kills one or two homeless with skin conditions too.’
Dione gave him a sour look. ‘That won’t bother people half as much as it should. You keep yourself safe, Caliban. We’re going to get out of here before Mike does irreparable damage to his lungs.’
They walked out to the sound of rasping laughter. Mike waited until they were clear of the building before saying, ‘Now I know what a smoked salmon feels like.’
‘Well, he was trying. Necroi are a bit of a grey area. They pay lip service to the Concilium, but they aren’t really governed by it. Particularly the population regulations. They mostly prey on a part of society that no one really bothers looking at, the homeless. They keep themselves to themselves, because they have to. They pretty much police themselves too. Caliban will personally end one of his people if they risk exposing us. But they were consulted on the Agreement and they fell in line with Concilium thinking on the matter and we look after their interests when they let us.’
‘How old is Caliban?’
‘Not sure. He’s past the two century mark. A vampire’s smell changes as they get older and he’s at least two hundred, probably not much more.’
‘The smell changes because there’s more… decay, for want of a better word?’
‘Actually, older vampires smell too clean. Bacteria won’t grow on us. We’re dead. Necroi smell because of the way the virus works in them. The rest of us smell wrong because we don’t have the natural bugs that every human lives with constantly. That’s where the thing with animals hating us comes in, but that’s a learned behaviour. Even humans can detect it, but they’re just bad at it.’
‘Huh. So what do we do about this… other hunter?’
‘We see if we can track him down and put a stop to it.’
‘Kill him?’
‘Not unless we have to. He’s a human so he’s subject to human laws. If he’s caught, he’ll probably be declared insane and locked up.’
‘Well, I guess if you’re going to run around thinking vampires are real, you have to be nuts, right?’
‘No comment.’
22nd December.
‘I’m just saying,’ Dione said, ‘that I have no idea what to get Leanne. I found something I think your mother will like, but Leanne…’
‘You don’t have to get her anything,’ Mike said. He was doing his best to keep up with her long stride as they marched across the grass in Central Park. ‘You don’t have to get any of us anything. The idea was for Mom to meet you, my new partner, not to get more presents.’
‘It just seems rude to turn up without.’
‘It sounds like you’re trying to come up with excuses.’
‘I am not. I just… Huh. Well, I did think of something for Leanne, but it’s not really appropriate and it’d probably make matters worse.’
‘Lingerie?’
Dione frowned. ‘Yes. How did you guess that so easily?’
‘I’m struggling over whether to get her something in that line myself. I mean, when in a relationship, do you get to buy skimpy undergarments for your girlfriend? I don’t know these things!’
Dione stopped and turned to face him. ‘You’ve never bought her so much as a pair of panties?’
‘No,’ Mike replied, rather defensively.
‘You’re thinking about moving in together, Mike. I think you’re allowed. You know her sizes, right?’
‘Thirty-B, thirty-eight inch hips.’
‘More than most men can manage. Get her something.’ Dione began walking again, heading for the lights and the crowd of cops ahead of them.
Mike ran a pace to follow. ‘Uh, out of interest–’
‘Thirty-D,’ Dione said before he could finish. ‘Thirty-seven in the hips, twenty-four-inch waist. Oh, and a thirty-four-inch inseam.’
‘Oh.’
‘They’re big, but not freakish. My legs are almost unfashionably long and it’s a real bitch getting the right size. Now, mind on the job.’
Mike scowled. ‘How am I going to manage that?’
Dione decided that the scene in front of them would likely do the job. ‘Detective Oliver,’ she said, identifying a pretty woman in a suit which did not quite fit perfectly as the likely lead on the investigation, ‘what do we have?’
What they had, obviously, was two victims, male and female. Both had been beheaded by someone who did not seem to know what they were doing. The wounds looked like it had taken several blows in each case. But that was not really the weird thing about the murders.
‘What we’ve got,’ Oliver said, ‘is a weird one. I mean, freaky weird. Right up your alley, Diana.’
‘Well, the outfits are certainly a bit odd,’ Mike said.
Both victims were now lying on their backs in body bags, set side by side, their heads resting where they should have been if they were attached. The scene had been documented and the ME had come in to examine them, and only then had SCU been called. The male was young, younger than Mike, and dressed in a black frock-coat, knee-length pantaloons, white stockings, and shoes with a buckle mounted on them. The girl was in what was best described as a white, lacy gown with a low bodice.
‘Cosplayers,’ Dione said. ‘It was the Winter Solstice just after eleven last night. What was the time of death?’
‘Around eleven,’ Oliver replied. ‘We have a witness who heard screams about then. They called it in. But there is one thing which is… weirder.’ Bending down with a gloved hand, Oliver tilted the boy’s head back and pressed his jaw open. He had fangs: long canines which glinted in the lights the cops had brought in.
Mike frowned. He had got no sensation of vampire from the bodies, but then the same had been true with Delvalle. Maybe it only worked with live ones. Or unlive ones anyway.
‘Cosplayers,’ Dione said again. ‘Do you have a pair of gloves I can use?’
‘In my kit,’ Oliver said, waving to a box lying nearby.
Dione pulled a pair of latex gloves from the box, pulled them on with expert ease, and knelt down beside the body. Taking a light grip on his temples, she reached into his mouth and pulled. Then she held up a pair of fangs attached to a row of incisors. ‘Plastic. Not cheap ones, but not even proper veneers. These two were out playing vampire and damsel in distress for Midwinter, and someone thought it was real.’
Mike had pulled gloves from his own pocket and was checking the girl. ‘She doesn’t have them. Why kill her? I mean, why kill her the same way?’
‘Which was,’ Oliver put in, ‘a stab through the heart using a thin, square-sectioned blade prior to hacking their head off. ME thinks maybe a machete for the chopping, but he’s not sure about the sticker.’
‘Maybe a foil,’ Dione said. ‘A fencing weapon. Some daggers designed to go through chinks in armour had a square sort of cross-section. As for why her too… Either he was being cautious or he saw them necking and assumed she would turn. Vampire lore tends to be unclear on the process.’
‘So they died because they were pretending to be those kids from the vampire movies?’ Oliver asked.
‘I think this is more Anne Rice or Hammer Horror. Period outfits. She’s definitely trying for Ingrid Pitt.’ Dione got to her feet and stripped off her gloves. ‘You don’t need us for this one, Bea. What you’ve got here is a straight-up nut who’s murdered a young couple because he believes in vampires.’
‘Or someone who knew them,’ Mike said, ‘and wanted to throw the police off.’
‘Good point,’ Dione agreed.
‘Okay,’ Oliver said. ‘I can work with that. Thanks for your time.’
‘The other hunter?’ Mike asked as they walked back to Dione’s car.
‘Almost certainly,’ Dione replied.
‘And we’re just going to leave it?’
‘Mary will keep an eye on the case. Bea Oliver is a capable investigator and this is, technically, a mundane case. He screwed up doing this. Now he’ll have the cops hunting him and the press will paint him as a madman. Better yet, I know the type and making a mistake will shake his convictions. He’ll stress about killing innocent people. Sanguinem venatores are usually religious and this is a bad time of year to be screwing up in the name of God. He’ll likely vanish until after Epiphany to purify himself.’
‘Okay. Would that work? The stabbing through the heart thing?’
‘If he’s doing it because he knows what he’s doing, yes. It’s actually a fairly clever technique. We can… hibernate. Shut down our bodies to conserve energy. It happens automatically if we’ve depleted our reservoir of live blood, or if our hearts are pierced by something. We can fight it off, keep going, but it’s hard. So if you put a stake through a vampire’s heart, which is no mean feat, they will appear to be dead. Chop their head off while they’re down and you end them. But you have to leave the stake, or spike, in the heart or they’ll be up in a second or two and pissed off.’
‘So he’d need two of them. The daggers, or whatever he used. One for each of them. And he has to have learned where to stick them. You’re right, hitting the heart isn’t easy unless you know what you’re doing.’
‘Yes… I’ll get Mary to contact some of the other Concilium Hunters. Maybe this guy’s hit elsewhere before coming here. Maybe we can even find out who he is and where he came from.’ Dione flashed Mike a grin. ‘You see, this is why I like having a human partner. You think of things I don’t.’
Mike grinned back. ‘Glad to be of service. Now, maybe you could help me pick out some lingerie for Leanne…’
Dione chuckled. ‘If I pick something out, you’ll be too embarrassed to give it to her.’
25th December.
Christmas at the Williams household began on Christmas Eve when Mike and Leanne arrived. Both had managed to secure Christmas Day off. Leanne was on call on Boxing Day and might have to go in, was expecting to have to, in fact. There had been no sign of the other hunter since the solstice, and nothing else had come up, but Mike made sure his mother and girlfriend knew that he might have to rush out at any time; it was just that Dione had said she would handle things herself unless she really needed him. So the family settled in for the seasonal celebrations in the belief that nothing was going to disturb them.
Whenever Mike and Leanne stayed over, they slept in separate rooms. The house had a master bedroom, a slightly smaller guest bedroom, and Mike’s room which, despite being the smallest, was the one he preferred and he had never changed the arrangement. The sleeping arrangements generally made Georgina roll her eyes, but the children would play at propriety so she let them get on with it.
Christmas morning dawned bright, if a little cold. Georgina was up early, starting to prepare the food and ignoring Mike sneaking into Leanne’s bed to cuddle. She knew they did it, just as she was quite sure they never let themselves go further than kissing in case she heard, but Leanne always came down looking a little more mussed than she might, still in the strappy T-shirt and shorts she wore to bed. Georgina recognised the little sparkle in her adopted daughter’s eyes and was happy to see her happy.
Mike always dressed before emerging. This was partially to give a gap between Leanne coming down the stairs and him arriving, but also because he preferred to be fully clothed around the house, as had his father. Once they were all down, there was breakfast, not a large one because everyone was saving space for the dinner coming later, but enough to get them through the opening of presents.
There was always a tree. Mike got it the week before Christmas, Georgina decorated it, and the presents were placed under it, sorted by recipient, the night before. This year there were four piles, though one of those was significantly smaller than the others.
‘You said she would arrive around one?’ Georgina asked as they all looked at the piles.
‘She visits Mary and Doctor Winthrop on Christmas morning,’ Mike said. ‘I think she was visiting Pat last night, so it might be a slow start.’ The comment was meant to suggest alcohol would slow Dione down, but Mike had been told the basics about the relationship between Dione, Pat, and Lisa, and he was moderately sure that, since all three were meeting up, it would be physical exhaustion that was the problem.
‘Well, she can open hers later then. Let’s get started.’
There were the standards: Mike always bought his mother a bottle of vodka, because she liked it and refused to buy it herself, and Georgina always bought Mike socks and Leanne panties, because she said you could never have too many of either. There were the jokes: Mike got a bobble-head Dracula figure from Leanne which had Georgina giggling. Mike was not entirely sure how Dione was going to react to it, though he suspected there would be more giggling. There was the embarrassment of Leanne opening up a flat box to discover a black, lacy, thong-backed teddy. Neither was sure who was more embarrassed given that Georgina was saying how lovely it was and how she thought Leanne would look wonderful in it.
And then there was the book. When everyone had finished with presents, leaving Dione’s waiting, there was one left, a thick block perhaps twelve by nineteen inches and three inches thick.
‘That is for you, Mike,’ Georgina said. ‘It’s not bought, so I think it counts as an extra. It’s just been gathering dust here and I think it might be interesting to you.’
Frowning, Mike undid the wrapping paper and found himself looking at a leather-bound folio book with no indication on the cover of what it might be. Rather carefully, he opened the cover and looked at the text on the first page. ‘It’s in Polish.’
‘Yes, you were quite good at that once.’
‘Huh… Myths of the… Slavs?’
Georgina smiled. ‘Very good. Even if the text is difficult to understand, the illustrations are quite beautiful. It was your grandfather’s, my father’s. I believe his grandfather gave it to him when he was quite young.’
Mike flipped over a few pages and Leanne gasped. ‘Oh, that is beautiful,’ she said, though exactly what the carefully painted picture was showing was another matter. It appeared to be a beautiful young woman, somewhat willowy, with long, red hair. She was up to her waist in water and appeared to be quite naked, her arms reaching out to beckon the viewer closer.
‘Rusalka,’ Mike said, reading the text beneath the plate.
‘They were a vengeful spirit,’ Georgina said, ‘in some ways like a mermaid. They would lure young men to their deaths, drowning them in a river.’
‘Okay,’ Leanne said, ‘so the myth isn’t very nice, but the artwork is.’
‘Well,’ Mike said, ‘I’m going to look at it properly later. Diana will probably find it interesting too, and I think her Polish is better than mine.’
Georgina looked at him, clearly a little surprised. ‘She speaks Polish?’
‘And Russian, uh, Spanish, French, German, Mandarin… Greek… There were some others, I think.’
‘I do believe I’m going to find your partner quite fascinating.’
Mike had no doubt that that was true; he was just a little worried about how his mother was going to take quite how fascinating Dione was.
~~~
It was just after one p.m. when the doorbell rang and Georgina was on her feet and hurrying to the door before Mike could head her off. Leanne had decided that clothes were in order for Dione’s arrival, so she was dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, her feet still bare. Heading Georgina off had been partially to check on what Dione was wearing because her casual attire was usually a little risqué, but Mike need not have worried on that count: Dione walked in wearing a short, black dress, but it was relatively conservative, made from a closely woven woollen fabric with a high collar and sleeves. She had a large bag with her: possibly presents.
Georgina, however, looked a little strange as she followed the vampire back into the lounge. If Dione was right and Georgina was a sensitive, then maybe she was feeling what Mike did around persons of the fanged persuasion, but he was not sure whether she knew what that meant.
‘I guess I should do the formal thing,’ Mike said. ‘Diana Hunter, my partner, this is Georgina Williams, my mother.’
Dione smiled and held out her hand. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Williams. Mike talks about you often.’
Georgina rallied herself and took the offered hand. ‘It’s nice to meet you too. Especially so early. It always took ages for Davey to invite his partners over. His second one took even longer, but she was attractive and blonde.’
Dione laughed her melodic laugh. ‘Leanne was lucky. We met even before Mike knew he was going to be my partner.’
‘Would you care for a drink? We have… various things.’
Dione nodded. ‘You’re drinking wine. A glass of that would be a good start.’
‘I’ll check the turkey while I’m in the kitchen. Mike, would you give me a hand?’
‘Sure,’ Mike said, climbing to his feet and following his mother. When Georgina poured the wine and then stood, facing away from him, he knew more or less exactly what was coming.
‘Michael…’ She used his full name when she had something hard to say and he held his breath. ‘Is… Is there something about Diana you’d like to tell me?’
‘Uh… probably one or two things.’
Georgina turned around. ‘You’re hedging, young man.’
‘Well… Yeah, because I’m not absolutely sure what you’d like me to say.’
Narrowing her eyes, Georgina turned again and opened the oven door, checking inside before waving at her son to lift the bird out. She closed the door again as he put the basting tray on the hob, and then she reached for a meat thermometer to check it was cooking through.
‘Diana is not… quite like other women,’ Georgina said. ‘Considering the unit you work for, I’m going to find it hard to imagine that you don’t know how different she is. I… sense things around some people, and I sensed it when I opened the door. She’s–’
‘A vampire.’ Georgina and Mike turned at the sound of Dione’s voice from behind them. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you, but your intent was obvious enough, Mrs Williams. We’ve met before. Do you remember?’
‘It was a long, long time ago. Your hair was different.’
‘I used to wear it up back then. And you were Georgie, a quiet little girl with red hair.’
A quick flicker of a smile crossed Georgina’s lips. ‘Mike, give us a moment, please. If Leanne asks, tell her we’re consulting on turkey readiness.’
‘If you’re sure,’ Mike said. Georgina gave him a nod, as did Dione, and he walked out, fixing a smile on his face.
Dione held out her hand again. ‘Hello, Mrs Williams. I’m Dione, once of the city state of Sparta, now the official enforcer of vampire law in New York, what we call a Hunter.’
Georgina’s lips tightened a little, and then she took Dione’s hand again. ‘Considering that you knew me when I was little Georgie, I believe you might call me Georgina. I assume that Leanne doesn’t know.’
‘Oh she knows. I told her straight out.’
‘But being Leanne, she doesn’t believe it.’ There was an implied ‘of course’ in Georgina’s statement.
‘Exactly. To her, I am currently an object of curiosity with some odd dentition and overly sensitive eyes. Oh, and to set her mind at rest about me and Mike being partners, I’m a lesbian.’
‘What lineage are you?’
Dione raised an eyebrow. ‘You know more about us than I’d imagined.’
‘Oh, my mother told me about my father and what happened. Several years after he died, when I was old enough to understand. After she was gone, and with Davey being so rational about things, it was easy to just put it aside as myth and legend, but now and then I’d meet someone who felt… different.’ She lifted fingers to touch her right temple. ‘In here.’ Turning, she checked the thermometer, nodded. ‘Could you lift it back in? My back isn’t what it once was.’
Dione picked up the gloves Mike had used and lifted the bird without effort. ‘Mike inherited the same sensitivity. It’s one of the reasons he was picked. And I’m a succubus. Not a common lineage.’
‘Not one I was told about. I can see why you’d want to put Leanne’s mind at rest. Perhaps you can put mine at rest too. Is my son safe?’
Dione waited until the turkey was back in the oven before answering. ‘I won’t lie and say he is, but he wasn’t when he was just a normal detective. I’ll say this… I will do my utmost to ensure that Mike stays alive for as long as he’s my partner. I’m sorry to say that that isn’t always good enough, but it’s the best I can do.’
‘And it’s all I can really ask.’
‘But you wish you could ask more.’
‘Of course, he’s my son.’ Dione nodded: there was really nothing else to say. ‘At the wake for my father,’ Georgina said after a second, ‘you said something to me. You said, “I’m sorry, I can’t bring your father back, but I can find the men who did this to him.” Did you?’
‘Every last one of them,’ Dione replied, a hard edge in her voice.
Georgina picked up the wine glass and handed it over. ‘Thank you,’ she said.
~~~
Dione flopped onto the sofa beside Leanne, groaning as she did so. ‘You eat here every week?’
‘Well, every time I’m free,’ Leanne replied. ‘The residency has put a couple of holes in my schedule.’
‘Why aren’t you shaped like a beach ball?! I won’t need any more food before New Year!’
Leanne giggled. ‘Exercise. And metabolism. Always had a fairly fast metabolism. You’re one to talk. Lisa says there isn’t an ounce of fat on you.’
‘Not entirely true. There’s a couple of pounds sitting in plain sight. Anyway, Georgina, my meagre talents bow to your skill in the kitchen.’
‘Your assistance was valued,’ Georgina said. ‘I suspect you of downplaying those talents you mentioned.’
‘Hmm, maybe a little. I’m not bad in a kitchen. But that was excellent, even if I’ll have to upsize my clothes for a day or two.’
‘Presents!’ Leanne squeaked. She did not exactly bolt for the remaining pile of gifts, and she groaned as she sat up, but she was soon kneeling beside the tree to hand gifts over to Dione. In turn, Dione reached for her bag.
‘If you’re going to insist on this in my current condition,’ Dione said, ‘I have a few to hand out too.’ She pulled one free and handed it over to Georgina, waiting for her to unwrap it. ‘Mike said you liked vodka and I know he gets you some, but I know a man who imports various brands and I like Biała Dama, so…’
‘White Lady,’ Georgina said. ‘Named for the ghost of Julia Lubomirska, a Polish princess, no less.’
‘Indeed.’ Another package came out and was handed to Mike. ‘Winthrop thought this might be useful.’
Mike unwrapped, and grinned. ‘Right… Mythology for Dummies. Very good.’
‘Oh, you have to see his other book later,’ Leanne put in. ‘Open this one.’ Dione unwrapped a flattened box not dissimilar to the one Leanne’s teddy had arrived in. Raising an eyebrow, Dione opened the box and then lifted out a short, lacy silk wrap. Leanne was blushing a little, but she sounded confident enough. ‘I saw it that time you found us shopping, and when I knew you were coming today, I thought I’d get it for you. You can, uh, wear it for Lisa.’
‘It’s beautiful, thank you.’ Another box, smaller, was removed from the bag. ‘And this is yours.’
Leanne unwrapped the gift quickly and pulled out a silver chain with a carved silver tablet hanging from it. The tablet showed two seated figures, an older man holding a staff and a younger woman who seemed to be talking to the snake climbing onto her lap. ‘Is that–’
‘Asclepius and his daughter Hygieia. I know someone who makes unusual items of jewellery and I thought that was appropriate. The father of medicine for a doctor.’
Mike’s present was more practical: a new shoulder rig for his pistol with holders for two spare magazines. Leanne described it as ‘all black, futuristic, and sexy,’ which made Dione laugh. There was also a note from Mary saying that Mike’s present would be waiting in the office when he was next in, ‘in case he had forgotten their date.’ Mike had had to explain that the date was online in a shooting game. Mike had bought Dione a black velvet choker with a little cloisonné brooch mounted on it, given that chokers seemed to be a thing with her.
‘Where’s this “other book” I’m supposed to look at?’ Dione asked when they were done.
Leanne picked up the huge book, returned to her place beside Dione, and handed it over. ‘It’s in Polish, but Mike says you can read that.’
‘It’s been a little while, but…’ Her eyes widened as she opened the cover and fly sheet. ‘Oh, it’s the Lisiewicz! There can’t be more than a dozen of these left and there were never more than a hundred or so. Where on Earth did you get it?’
‘My father was given it by his grandfather,’ Georgina said. ‘The history before that… Your guess is as good as mine.’
‘Well, it dates back to seventeen fifty or thereabouts. It was printed, but then each plate was coloured by hand. Lisiewicz spent a couple of decades gathering the stories together and then creating the pictures. He was… nowadays you’d call him an anthropologist, I guess, and quite an artist, though his style did not appeal to all. Considering that some of the images are a little risqué for the time, the book was sold by private subscription and many of them have just gone missing.’
‘It’s valuable?’ Mike asked, frowning.
Dione flipped open another page. ‘It’s in good condition, and rare. They never come up for auction so it’s hard to judge, but I’d imagine it would raise quite a price.’
‘All the more reason to have it living with a policeman,’ Georgina said, seeing where her son’s mind was going.
‘Winthrop would certainly love to see it,’ Dione said. ‘The plates are as beautiful as I’d heard. He had a rather modern style, in many ways. He liked angles, striking, unnatural features.’
‘And naked women,’ Leanne said.
‘I did say it was risqué. Let’s see… An easy one. This is Baba Yaga.’
‘She was some sort of witch, right?’
‘Something like that. Wise woman, crone. She could be nurturing, helpful, or she could try to eat you. Always an ugly, disfigured, or ferocious woman, she lived in a house which rested on one or two chicken legs.’
‘Where do they come up with this stuff?’
‘I honestly have no idea. I’d imagine it’s myth spun on myth. Perhaps someone met an old woman in a forest who lived in a tree house and the story built from there.’ Dione turned the page and chuckled. ‘And here we see Lisiewicz’s love of the female form showing. The heading is “Bannik” which was a spirit who occupied bath houses, and here he is watching over three young women bathing.’
‘I think I am detecting a theme. We saw the Rusalla page earlier.’
‘Rusalka.’
Leanne gave a little grimace. ‘Okay, but I think it’s a good job you didn’t give Mike this when he was a teenager, Georgina. He might have developed some very strange tendencies.’
Georgina smiled in response. ‘Instead, he’s just a breast man, like his father. Though he blushes more easily than Davey ever did. To be honest, I’d forgotten about that book until Mike told me about the unit.’
‘It’s lucky you remembered,’ Dione said. ‘Ah, and here we have the domovoi, a household spirit. Every home is supposed to have one to protect it, not unlike many other household entities found throughout Europe. This one is clearly something of a Peeping Tom since he’s watching the wife of the house asleep in her bed.’
Leanne giggled. ‘Definitely a theme here.’
‘Not always, but did you know that the Slavs believed German was a male spirit who brought rain and hail?’
‘It doesn’t seem a far stretch,’ Mike commented.
‘Well, I hope you placated him last night or we could be in for some rough weather. This is the female version of the domovoi, the kikimora. Like him, she would do good deeds if all was in order, but she could turn disruptive if the house was not to her liking. She’s also linked to nightmares, because of this one.’ Dione flipped over a page or two and Leanne looked down at the plate.
‘Oh! That’s… maybe the best one so far.’ The picture was of a tall, elegant woman, a black robe wound about her body to hide her hips and one leg, but her breasts were bare aside from the mass of long, black hair which fell almost to her nipples. The face was angular, shadowed, and the eyes were dark. ‘She… looks kind of like you, Diana.’
Mike peered at the painting and raised an eyebrow. ‘She actually does,’ he said as Dione held the book up for Georgina to see.
‘That one,’ Georgina said. ‘I always thought that was the best of his pictures. Somehow there’s more life in it, even though the subject is… not that pleasant.’
‘Mora,’ Dione said, ‘the Slavic version of the nightmare or mara. In Croatia, she was said to take the form of a beautiful woman who would come to men while they slept, torture them with desire for her, and suck the life from their sleeping bodies.’
‘Night terrors,’ Leanne said. ‘I recall that a lot of this kind of legend is put down to parasomnia.’
‘Hmm… Night terrors are not at all common in adults, but it is the usual explanation for the feeling of something sitting on your chest, the panic.’
‘Well, what else could it be?’
Dione leaned back on the sofa and drew in a breath. ‘All right, just to play Devil’s advocate… If there were a creature, a spirit, which could enter a house undetected and then influence a sleeper, paralysing them and suppressing their breathing, that would be an explanation. You would say there is not, but how would you prove that someone having an attack is not being afflicted by such a creature?’
‘Uh… I’d get them into a lab environment, use EEG to monitor brain activity…’
‘And you’d watch them exhibit abnormal brain function, but their sleeping mind, trapped in a state where reality is subject to the subconscious, is also being subjected to a terrifying situation. They can’t move or breathe, their heart rate will rise, brain activity will go wild. You’re looking for a cause by observing effects.’
‘Okay, well… Occam’s Razor. The simplest solution…’ Leanne trailed off, her lips tightening and her brow furrowing as she tried to think of a simplest solution which was not supernatural.
‘There are actually thought to be a number of possible physiological initiators, including sleep deprivation and fever, and there is possibly an inherited predisposition, but something is causing this reaction in sleeping people and no one really knows what it is. It could be an invisible spirit and that is actually quite a simple solution. Just because we’ve never seen one, it doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. Black holes can’t be seen, and it took several geniuses to produce the theories predicting them, but we now have evidence of their existence by observing their effect on other objects.’ Dione paused, grinning. ‘And now you see the problems we have to put up with at SCU.’
Leanne’s expression had been getting annoyed, but now she broke into a grin. ‘Yeah… It’s got to be incredibly frustrating but kind of fascinating. Your Doctor Winthrop has got to be quite an amazing scientist. He’s a doctor of physics or something, I assume.’
‘He’s a doctor of all sorts,’ Mike said, ‘including medicine. He’s older than Mom so he’s had plenty of time to learn this stuff. He does our autopsies as well as a lot of other analysis.’
‘I think it would drive me nuts. Having problems that just don’t have a solution you can look at and say, “Yes, that’s the answer.”’
‘You’re saying that you always know what’s causing problems with a patient?’ Dione asked.
‘Oh… Well, no, I guess not. Diagnosis can be really difficult in some cases. Hey, that’s the whole plot in that House programme, right?’
‘Yes, but that’s a TV programme so there’s always a solution.’
‘True. I suppose… Well, I’ve never had a case I couldn’t solve so far. I won’t know how I react to it until it happens.’
‘I think you’ll cope,’ Dione said. ‘Intelligent people usually realise that some things are always going to be impossible to explain. When it happens, you’ll understand that and come to terms.’
‘Well, I sure hope so. Hey, are there vampires in there?’
Dione flicked forward through the book. ‘Here we are. Slavic vampires tended to be related to the disease mythotype. So he’s not a very nice-looking creature.’
‘But there’s two,’ Leanne pointed out, ‘and that second one looks a lot like the mora picture.’
‘More gore around the fangs,’ Mike pointed out.
‘And he undoubtedly needed a half-naked woman in the vampire plate,’ Dione added.
‘Well, obviously,’ Leanne said, grinning.
~~~
‘I should really think about making a move,’ Dione said. She did nothing to move and did not really want to. She was comfortable right where she was, on the sofa. It had been a longer day than she had expected, and very pleasant, but it was getting late.
Leanne, who had decided that it was appropriate to stretch out in the middle of the sofa with her legs in Dione’s lap and her head in Mike’s, made grumbling noises. If Dione was going to leave, she was going to have to move and she had no desire to do that either.
‘Don’t be silly,’ Georgina said. ‘You’ve had quite a lot to drink, it’s late and dark, and these two are staying. Arrangements can be made.’
‘There are only three rooms,’ Mike pointed out.
‘And one arrangement is that you two will have to give up this pretence of not sleeping together when you’re here. Your bed is a little small, Mike. Perhaps you and Leanne can take the guest room, if you’re okay with Diana using yours.’
Dione’s lips twitched upwards at the edges as she watched her partner’s cheeks colour. ‘Isn’t it funny how they always think they’re being so circumspect?’
‘Oh, it’s as if they forget we were all once their age.’ Georgina’s own lips curled into a smirk as she looked across at Dione. ‘Of course, in my day, it was a little more difficult. Davey had a Chevy Caprice with a huge back seat and we’d park up over by–’
Mike covered his ears. ‘Mom! I don’t need to hear this.’
‘And, of course, they always think you were celibate, despite the fact that they aren’t adopted.’
‘I sort of am adopted,’ Leanne said as the older women laughed and Mike went crimson.
‘That’s no excuse,’ Georgina told her. ‘Your choice, Mike, shall we put Diana up in the guest room or yours?’
‘I guess it would be better for the two of us to use the bigger bed,’ Mike mumbled.
‘That’s settled then. Unless you really can’t stay, Diana?’
‘I would be honoured to,’ Dione replied. ‘Thank you, Georgina.’
‘Right then,’ Leanne said, ‘that’s settled. Ghost story?’
Georgina chuckled. ‘I suppose it’s that time.’
‘Know any ghost stories, Diana? You must have some good ones.’
‘Hmm,’ Diana mused. ‘Would a tale of vampire horror and romance do?’
‘Sounds perfect.’
‘Very well.’ Diana settled her shoulders, took in a breath, and began. ‘It’s the summer of thirteen forty-nine and the richer residents of Venice have taken to escaping the heat of the city to go up to their summer dwellings in the mountains where the air is cooler. The previous year saw plague strike the city and those who can prefer to leave rather than risk a painful death. One such family is the Garibaldis.’
‘Like the biscuit?’ Leanne asked.
‘Just like the biscuit. This year, the Garibaldis have a guest with them, Paulo Santorelli, a young nobleman who is courting the youngest of the Garibaldi daughters, Alexandrina. The couple are very much in love and hope to be married the following year. Paulo has intentions to broach the subject with Gianni Garibaldi while they are away and then he plans to propose. He has the spot picked out already, in an arbour of roses in the garden.’
Leanne sighed softly and Dione waited for her to stop before continuing. ‘Now, it so happens that Paulo has taken to long constitutionals in the morning since coming to the Garibaldi estate. He walks out along the road to the village nearby and then back along a track which runs along the foot of a cliff. While he tells everyone that he enjoys the mountain air so much, his real reason is to pluck up the courage to talk to Gianni for he is quite nervous.’
Another sigh interrupted the tale and Dione looked across at Leanne. ‘This will go smoother if it’s not interrupted.’
‘Sorry, it’s just… romantic,’ Leanne said.
‘Quite. Hush. On the morning of his fifth attempt to get up the nerve to speak to his future father-in-law, Paulo was walking down the road and was almost at the village when he spied a procession coming towards him. It was a sad scene. A coffin was being carried to the local cemetery. Women in black were wailing, and the men looked more stern than sad, as though there was something strange about this burial. Paulo stepped aside and doffed his hat in respect, but his curiosity was piqued and he stopped one of the mourners as they passed. “What great sorrow has befallen this poor person that all appear so shaken and disturbed?” he asked, and he was told that the coffin held the body of a girl not yet sixteen. That was sad enough, but to make matters worse, her death was unusual and the villagers believed that a strix had killed her. Many worried that she would return to plague the living and her corpse had had a stake driven through its heart to avoid this fate.’
Dione paused to take a sip of wine, checking that Leanne had nothing to say on the matter, and then continued. ‘Now a strix is a kind of bird or bird-woman who is believed to prey on beautiful young women, draining them of their blood at night, and Paulo, being an educated man, knew of other beliefs, related beliefs, in other parts of Europe. The strigoi and moroi of Romania, and the lilitu of ancient myth. He knew of them, but he did not believe in them, and he put the entire thing down to peasant superstition. Still, the funeral disturbed him a little and it was not until the following day that he went before Gianni and asked for Alexandrina’s hand. Of course, Gianni had known full well what Paulo had planned and gave his consent with some vigour. Now all that was needed was for the love of Paulo’s life to say yes.’
There was another sigh, bitten off as Dione fixed Leanne with a glare. ‘But that night, the house was awoken by a scream from Alexandrina’s room. They rushed to find out what was wrong, expecting robbers or bandits, but the girl was huddled in her bed, quite alone, and she said that she had had a terrible nightmare. A dark shape, like a huge bird, had stolen into her room and held her down, smothering her. She had fought to break free and succeeded, and then she had awoken, still with the terror of it in her heart. It all seemed odd, but they thought nothing of it. Her sleep disturbed, Alexandrina was unwell the following day, and Paulo had no chance to propose.’
‘Should’ve listened to the–’ Leanne began and then hid her face under Mike’s arm when Dione looked her way.
‘It’s always the most rational ones who feel the need to comment.’ Dione sipped her wine. ‘There was no disturbance on the next night, but Paulo noticed something odd about his love when she came down from her room. She seemed distant, almost distracted. She was happy, very happy it seemed to him, but not quite herself. And she had wound a scarf about her throat for no reason he could see and would take it off for no one. Once again, Paulo delayed his proposal to allow Alexandrina to recover, but the following day things were worse. Alexandrina had a fever, her skin was pallid, and she would do nothing but lie in her bed, moaning softly and complaining of “the black bird.” A doctor was called and he declared that she was anaemic. Paulo saw the doctor leaving Alexandrina’s room, and he looked almost as white as his patient, so Paulo stopped him and demanded to know what had frightened him so. And the doctor told Paulo of the marks he had seen on Alexandrina’s neck.’
Leanne let out a little squeak and hid her face against Mike’s chest. Dione let that one pass since it was cute, wet her throat, and went on. ‘And so Paulo went to the servants and demanded to know of the village gossip concerning the strix. When he heard that the funeral he had seen had not been the first, he vowed to stop the creature from taking his beloved and petitioned Gianni to stand guard that night, with a rapier at the ready such that he could dispatch the thing. Gianni, who had heard the gossip too, agreed and Paulo sat up on a chair at the foot of Alexandrina’s bed, his rapier in his lap and his eyes on the window.’
Now Dione paused, sipped her wine, and said, ‘How am I doing?’
Leanne let out an affronted squeak and came out of hiding. ‘You can’t take a break there! What happened?’
‘The rational ones always seem to get so wrapped up in the story too,’ Georgina said. Mike patted Leanne’s head and grinned at her.
‘I’ll take that as “I’m doing okay” then,’ Dione said. ‘Alexandrina slept fitfully, tossing and turning in her bed. Paulo sat in anguish for it was clear that his love was tormented by foul dreams and there was nothing he could do until the monster showed its face. And then, just after midnight, she stopped her thrashing and lay still. Paulo heard her whimper and then moan. He turned to look and saw her pushing aside her bedclothes, arching her back as though awaiting a lover. Embarrassed, he turned away, and that was when he saw the shape of a huge, black bird alight on the window frame. Rising quickly to his feet, he ran at it, rapier raised, but the bird transformed before his eyes into a tall, dark man with piercing eyes. The glare of those eyes caught Paulo, relieving him instantly of his strength, and he fell into a dead sleep at the man’s feet. When he awoke in the morning, Alexandrina was gone.’
This time there was a chorus of squeaks from Leanne and Georgina, and Dione shook her head, grinning. ‘It was clear that the strix, or whatever it was, had taken Alexandrina and intended to make her like him. Paulo vowed that this would not happen, or if the worst came to the worst, that she would not be forced to live as one of the undead. He went to the wisest of the village elders and asked what could be done, and was told that Alexandrina was almost certainly lost, but that if Paulo could find and dispatch the creature which had taken her before the next dawn, then she might be saved. Now, Paulo had an idea of where the creature might have made its lair. In the cliff face he walked past each morning there were caves and, taking his rapier and an axe, he went out to search for his beloved Alexandrina. All day he searched, for there were several caves and they cut deep into the mountain. When night fell, he did not give up and tried not to think what the monster might be doing to his love now that it would be awake. All night long he searched the caverns, restless and worried, for the dawn, and Alexandrina’s demise, grew ever nearer. The sky in the east was growing pale when he entered the last of the caves he knew of and there, towards the back, he discovered the vampire, sluggish from the coming dawn, settling down in a coffin beside a second box in which Alexandrina lay, still as the grave.’
Leanne made a little whimpering noise and pressed her lips together, eyes wide and fixed on Dione. Dione smiled at her. ‘You’re looking a little tense, Leanne. Perhaps this is too much for a Christmas night. I should–’
‘You can’t stop there!’
‘I don’t know…’
‘Don’t tease, Diana,’ Georgina said in an even tone though she was looking a little wide-eyed herself.
‘Dashing forward, Paulo raised his axe and struck at the monster, but even in its weakened state, it was strong. It pushed the boy aside and fixed him once again with that terrible stare. Paulo felt himself weakening and stepped back, and the vampire pressed forward, raising clawed hands to rip out Paulo’s throat. But Paulo knew that only he stood between his love and a horrible fate. Gripping his axe tightly once more, he swung and, in one cut, beheaded the creature. The once-handsome form Paulo had beheld turned to a decaying corpse before his eyes and Paulo knew he had won.’
‘Yes!’ Leanne said as quietly as she could so as not to disturb Dione, who ignored the outburst entirely and sipped her wine.
‘But all was not well. For Alexandrina still lay as still as any body laid out for its final rest. Thinking that he had been too late, and that the sun had already risen, it was with a heavy heart that Paulo took up his would-be bride and carried her to the mouth of the cave where the dawn light had turned the sky into a beautiful blue. He knelt down upon the rocks and laid Alexandrina in front of him, preparing himself for the task which he knew he had to perform. He raised the axe and said a prayer, and just as he was about to cut her head from the neck he longed to kiss, the sun burst over the mountains. Alexandrina drew in a breath and opened her eyes. He had not been too late.’
There was another chorus of sighs and Dione sucked on one of her fangs for a second, lips twitching as she tried not to grin. ‘Paulo proposed to Alexandrina right there and they were married that autumn, and they lived long lives, but always with a cross above their beds and garlands of garlic flowers grown around their bedroom windows.’
‘Oh, you can tell the ghost story next year too,’ Leanne said. ‘Did you just make that up on the spot?’
‘Not entirely. It’s based on some events that did happen in Italy in the fourteenth century, but I just embellished a little.’
‘Well, I won’t be sleeping with the window open this summer.’
‘Thank the Lord for air conditioning,’ Mike said. ‘That must really cramp your style if you’re a vampire.’
Dione shrugged. ‘Burglars aren’t the only people who can learn breaking and entering techniques. So make sure you have good locks or I might come get you in the night!’ She widened her eyes and bared her fangs at Leanne.
Playing along, Leanne gave a squeak and hid against Mike. ‘Save me, my beloved,’ she said in a melodramatic tone. ‘Save me from the vampire lady.’
Mike shook his head. ‘Alcohol does very strange things to her,’ he said.
‘I am not drunk. I’m pleasantly inebriated. And getting tired. Maybe we should turn in.’
‘You two go up,’ Georgina said. ‘I don’t know about Diana, but I think I’ll have another drink before I go to bed.’
‘I’ll keep you company,’ Dione said.
‘Okay,’ Leanne said a little too quickly. ‘Goodnight.’ And then she pulled something out of her present pile before heading for the back of the house and the stairs.
Mike got to his feet. ‘Night, Mom. Goodnight, partner.’
‘Sleep well,’ Dione said.
‘When you get to that part,’ Georgina added, and Mike was blushing as he followed Leanne up the stairs. ‘She really doesn’t have a clue, does she?’ Georgina said once her son was gone. ‘“Save me from the vampire lady” indeed.’
‘She’s a sweet girl and they seem to be made for each other. It’s one reason I’m doing my best to avoid any suspicions that Mike and I may become involved. She’s had enough tragedy in her life without that.’
‘You know about her parents?’
‘We do very thorough background checks on anyone we plan to invite onto the team. I know what happened. I know it hurt and that you essentially took her in while she got herself back together, but I wasn’t there to see it.’
Georgina sighed. ‘They’ve known each other since they were children. They met on their first day at school and they’ve been almost inseparable ever since. Oh, they both dated other people for a while because they didn’t realise they loved each other like that, and they were apart while Leanne did her degree, but even then Mike would visit whenever he could. And then her parents died. A car crash, just one of those stupid accidents. She was devastated, Mike too. I’d known Sam and Lidia as long as Mike had known Leanne, and it was hard for me too, but they needed someone to keep them going. She treats me as though I adopted her and, if I’m honest, I like that. What about your parents? I’m not sure how old you are. Do you remember them?’
‘I said I was from Sparta, yes? That’s the old one, Ancient Greece. My father… I’ve more or less managed to blot him out entirely, but I still remember my mother. She was called Ianthe. I remember her as a tall woman with long, dark hair which she usually wore up. Strong, fit, but compassionate. When I woke up after I’d been converted, everyone wanted to burn me alive and she begged… got down on her knees in front of the house, and my father, and begged them to let me leave. It must have cost her everything she had to do that. I’m never going to forget her.’
‘Your own father wanted to kill you?’ Georgina asked, and there was less sympathy and more disgust in her voice.
Dione gave a small shrug. ‘Being a vampire isn’t all blood and roses.’
26th December.
Mike felt the rhythmic clench and release around his shaft which told him Leanne was close and that he would soon be lost. He focused on his lover’s face now to keep himself from coming early and almost lost it then and there.
Leanne’s hands were in her red hair, a look of bliss on her face. Her eyes were closed, her lips parted; she was lost in the moment, in the rise and fall of her hips, in the pleasure welling up through her. Mike loved it when she took charge though she was often quite passive in the bedroom. Less so recently, in his estimation. Since their first night at the Black Candle, when Pat had juiced Leanne up on valentine virus, Leanne had been growing more adventurous. It just made him love her more.
Her inner muscles tightened, her brow furrowed. ‘Oh… God…’ escaped her lips before her jaw widened and she clamped a hand over her mouth, screaming into it. But she kept riding.
Mike lost sight of her as his eyes went blind and his teeth clamped together, and he was lost, the release so sudden and complete it felt as though he was pouring his soul into her.
‘You can buy me more lingerie,’ Leanne whispered. At some point, while his senses were elsewhere, she had bent forward and was lying on his chest. He could still feel aftershocks rippling the muscles around his semi-hard cock.
‘I will,’ he replied. She had put on the teddy and posed for him. She had never had much of an exhibitionist streak: they usually made love with the light off. Tonight there was light and he could see the sleepy pleasure in her eyes. ‘We should get some sleep.’
Leanne giggled. ‘Yeah, but I need to clean up or I’ll be lying in a puddle. I think you emptied two months’ supply into me.’
‘I had reason to excel,’ Mike told her, grinning.
With another giggle, Leanne lifted, slowly, off him, a look of intense concentration on her face which only released when he came free and she gasped. ‘God, I’m sensitive tonight. It’s great. Back in a couple of minutes.’ She hopped off the bed and picked up the discarded teddy, pulling it up her legs and reaching back to tie the halter in place.
‘That is not exactly covering much,’ Mike pointed out.
‘Everyone’s gone to bed by now and it covers me… a bit… just in case.’ She slipped quietly out of the door and crossed the landing to the bathroom, moving quickly, but as quietly as possible in the dark. She was reaching for the door handle when the door opened by itself and she found herself looking at Dione.
‘Oh,’ Dione said. She looked almost as surprised as Leanne and stepped back a pace. She was dressed in the robe Leanne had bought her. Leanne could see the shadows of her breasts through the sheer, silky fabric. Her nipples dimpled the cloth. ‘You look beautiful, Leanne,’ Dione said after a second. ‘Mike was so worried over buying you something.’
‘Uh… You think it looks good on me?’ Trying to rally her composure, Leanne brought her hand up to her head and cocked her hip in what she thought might be a sexy model pose. The teddy was quite brief, a sort of halter bra connected to a thong by a cross of fabric over her stomach. The fabric itself was a mesh with black roses appliquéd onto it. Leanne was acutely aware that, with the bathroom light full on her, everything showed.
‘He went for something a little more risqué than I expected, but you can carry it off.’ Dione knew she should be apologising and leaving, but she could smell the sex on the girl and it was just too much to ignore. ‘Very sexy,’ Dione said.
‘Thank you,’ Leanne replied, focusing very hard on not stammering. ‘That robe really works for you too.’
Dione ran a hand over the fabric, down her stomach where it was, thankfully, a double layer and opaque. Leanne watched the hand move. ‘It feels good against my skin,’ Dione said. ‘Thank you for the gift.’ She stepped forward and Leanne held her breath, but Dione stepped aside as soon as she was through the door. ‘It’s all yours.’
‘Right.’ Leanne slipped quickly into the bathroom and closed the door.
Dione turned to her room with a sigh. So much for not making things worse.
~~~
The sound of piano music drew Mike down the stairs. It was a light, rolling tune, classical, possibly a pastoral, but Mike did not recognise it. His mother had taught piano after his father died, but he rarely heard her play anymore. Maybe Dione was up and had asked about the piano in the corner of the lounge.
It came as a surprise, then, when he walked into the lounge and found Georgina sitting in her chair with a mug of coffee while Dione sat at the piano, fingers drifting across the keys with grace and precision.
‘Isn’t she good?’ Georgina said. ‘At least as good as me.’
‘Yeah… I didn’t know she played,’ Mike said.
‘The flute too.’
‘Courtesans,’ Dione said, ‘were expected to be able to do more than entertain in the bedroom. I spent about thirty years in Japan as an oiran, in the Edo period. I was tayū class. I learned flute there, among other things. They called me “The White Lady.”’ She cocked her head and segued into something more uptempo. ‘Leanne’s coming down.’
‘I’ll make coffee,’ Mike said, heading for the kitchen.
‘You play piano too?!’ Leanne exclaimed when she arrived.
‘I’m multi-talented,’ Dione replied, grinning, and shifted into something more like jazz.
~~~
‘This,’ Winthrop said as he looked over Mike’s book, ‘is a thing of beauty. Of course, he was writing down the mythology rather than the facts, but it’s still a fascinating work.’
‘Check out the page for “mora,”’ Mike suggested and Winthrop leafed through to find it.
‘Oh…’
‘That looks just like Dione, doesn’t it?’
‘It should do,’ Dione said. ‘I spent a week posing for it. I’m fairly sure he just liked looking at me in a sheet. The vampire one was quicker.’
‘You met him?!’
‘Obviously. I was heading east, generally, away from the councils, and I came across this strange little man who recognised me for a vampire and didn’t seem especially bothered. And then he asked if I’d pose for the paintings. I figured, why not?’
‘Huh. Oh, what’s an oy-ran?’
‘Oiran. An upper-class “woman of pleasure.” Yūjo were the general sex workers, but oiran were a cut above, expected to be able to entertain in many ways. They were replaced by the geisha, to a large extent. There were two classes, tayū at the top and kōshi below.’
‘Does that mean you can do that tea ceremony thing?’
‘Actually, yes.’
Mike grinned. ‘Is there anything you can’t do?’
‘I’ve yet to master turning into a bat.’
‘Huh. Hey, that story you told last night, the Garibaldis. How much of that was true?’
‘The names were different. The vampire was a carpathian I’d been tracking for several months. By the time I arrived in the area and learned he’d been busy, he had already taken “Alexandrina” and “Paulo” was dead, his throat ripped out when he tried to stop the bastard. I was the one who found him, and a rather terrified filia, in a cave in the hills.’
‘Alexandrina,’ Mike said, nodding. ‘Filia are brand new female vampires. I may be getting the hang of Latin, a bit.’
‘I ended the carpathian, finally, and Alexandrina was allowed to go on, but she never got over Paulo’s death or what she now was. The following summer she threw herself onto a bonfire.’
‘Not quite the happy ending you told last night.’
‘Happy endings,’ Winthrop said, ‘are not as common as we would like.’
Dione gave a shrug. ‘I’m still enough of a romantic, despite my age, to believe in them anyway.’
27th December.
Despite the fact that Mike walked to the crime scene, he was there when Dione arrived, talking to the detective who had caught the case.
‘Mike,’ Dione said, nodding to her partner, ‘and it’s… Dolan, right?’
Dolan smiled as though he had just won a prize. ‘Yeah, good of you to remember. Seamus Dolan. I remember Mike from when he was with the thirty-second.’
‘Back in my uniformed days,’ Mike said. He held up a plastic evidence bag with a metal object inside, like a crucifix with the top broken off. ‘What do you make of this?’
Dione took the bag and examined the object inside. It did look as though something had been broken off the top of it: clean metal glinted irregularly in the overhead lights of the apartment. ‘Broken dagger of some kind. Homemade, from the looks of it.’
‘With a square cross-section.’
‘Yeah… Could be. Dolan, you’re going to want to talk to Detective Oliver in Central Park, see if the cases tie in. Where’s the body? Probably headless.’
‘No body,’ Dolan said. ‘There was an attempt to make one. Someone set light to the guy who lived here, but the paramedics said they had a pulse or something and they rushed him to Harlem.’
‘Leanne’s on A and E this evening,’ Mike said. ‘Maybe she’s got him.’
‘Maybe,’ Dione said. Now that she knew about the burns, she was seeing evidence of a fire around one of the chairs: burned fabric on the furniture, burned carpet around it. ‘Doused the guy in something and set light to it?’
‘Lighter fluid, we think,’ Dolan said.
‘If someone walked into your home and squirted lighter fluid on you, would you sit there and take it?’
‘Well, no.’
‘And they say he was alive when they took him away?’
‘That’s what they said.’
Dione frowned at nothing in particular and Mike said, ‘Maybe he missed. Knife in the chest has to hurt.’
‘Missed?’ Dolan asked.
‘The heart. This guy thinks he’s killing vampires, so he rams a square-bladed knife through their heart to stop them moving. Of course, it does, because a knife in the heart will do that.’
‘I thought it had to be a wooden stake.’
‘Depends which book you read.’
‘No,’ Dione said, ‘there’s something not right about this. And why’d he switch to fire? He cut the heads off the couple in the park.’
‘Maybe he’s watched Blade too many times,’ Dolan suggested. ‘“Getting tired of chopping you up, thought I’d try fire.” Come to think of it, Blade uses silver stakes.’
‘Loved that movie,’ Mike said, smiling reminiscently.
‘Wesley Snipes,’ Dione said. ‘Dodgy vampire mythology, but you can’t fault Wesley Snipes. Mike, get on to the hospital and check the status of our possible vic, would you?’
Mike pulled out his phone. ‘I’ll try the shortcut way first before I work through all the admin.’
‘Good plan.’
~~~
Leanne felt her phone vibrate against her thigh and ignored it. ‘I’m calling it. Official ToD is… eleven thirteen, but if he was alive when he came in, I’ll eat my scrubs.’
Nurse Juliana Nails nodded sadly. She was a cute, mid-height girl with light chocolate skin, brown eyes, and bobbed hair which was somewhere between brown and red. Generally, she looked happy, but not now. ‘How could someone do that to another human being?’
‘They’re sick? My boyfriend’s a cop. Between what he tells me and the things I’ve seen here, I may have a jaundiced view of people.’ She looked down at the corpse and sighed. The face was almost gone, blackened by the fire and burned through to bone in places. There was no hair. The chest was almost as badly damaged on the surface layers, but the fire had been put out before it could get into deep tissue. Her attention was drawn to the face. ‘Huh, that’s weird.’ With a gloved hand, she pushed what was left of the upper lip aside.
‘He’s got fangs?’ Nails said, eyes widening at the sight.
‘It’s a genetic thing. The weird thing is that I know someone else with the same problem. This isn’t her, obviously.’
‘If your friend is a her, then no.’
‘Strange to see the same defect when I didn’t even know it existed until I met her. What the Hell is that?!’ She had scanned down and seen something glint. Pressing around the area produced a piece of metal which was protruding through the ribs. ‘He’s got a chunk of something buried in his chest. Uh, get me some forceps and a kidney bowl. The cops’ll want it.’
It took some effort to pull out the six inches of metal spike which had been driven into the man’s chest. Leanne dropped it into the kidney bowl and frowned at it for a second. ‘Uh… chain of custody thing… Look, Juliana, could you watch this guy and that… thing.’
‘It kind of looks like a weird knife blade,’ Nails commented, peering at it.
‘Yeah. You make sure it stays there. I’m going to call my boyfriend. I have a feeling he might be on this case anyway.’
Leanne walked out of the curtained-off cubicle and retrieved her phone. She noticed that Mike had tried to call her and figured he was, indeed, after information about the John Doe she was dealing with. She hit the call-back button and got voicemail. ‘Damn, he probably rang admin.’ She waited a few seconds and was about to try again when her phone vibrated in her hands. Caller ID said it was Mike. ‘Hey,’ she said into the microphone, ‘are you calling about this unnamed body I was handed?’
‘Burned, maybe stabbed?’ Mike asked.
‘That would be the one. Definitely stabbed.’
‘Well, I can give you a name. He’s Aaron Quade, student at City College. I’m at his apartment. We wanted to know his status.’
‘I’d say cold and dead, but it’s a bit callous and he looks like someone lit a bonfire on his head. Also, I have some evidence for you. I’ve got my nurse watching–’
The scream from behind her made Leanne turn. It had sounded a lot like Juliana’s voice. ‘Hold on, Mike, there’s something…’ There was a crashing noise and Leanne bolted forward, pushing through the curtain without a thought. ‘Shit! Mike, get here fast. The body’s gone.’ She cut off the call before he could answer and rushed on through the other side of the cubicle. It was not just the body that was missing: Juliana Nails had vanished with it.
There was a service door behind the curtain and no sign of anyone about, so Leanne ploughed on, through the door and into a corridor with storerooms off it, a fire door at the end. That door was alarmed and there were no bells ringing, so whoever had grabbed Juliana was still in the building. Leanne moved down the corridor, listening, and slowly coming to the realisation that she was doing something really stupid. She stopped. The sensible thing to do would be to go back and get security. That was what she should do.
She paused as she heard something like a moan to her right. Was that door a little ajar? Maybe… Then that was where security should look first. ‘Move, Leanne,’ she whispered to herself. ‘Come on, move.’
The door was flung open and she had a brief image of blackened flesh and then a fist connected with her jaw and her vision went blurry. She felt herself falling and then hands grabbed the front of her scrubs and lifted her as though she was a rag doll, spinning her around and then slamming her back into the wall. A fist pounded into her stomach: once, twice… She heard something, maybe shouting, and she found herself falling, sprawling on the floor. Bells began to ring and she struggled to turn herself to the door her attacker had come from. She caught a brief glimpse of Juliana, sprawled on the floor of a store cupboard in a pool of blood, and then Leanne blacked out.
~~~
‘It just cut off,’ Mike said, again.
Dione pulled off a highly illegal manoeuvre around a car she decided was going too slowly and jerked her own vehicle back into lane before hitting oncoming traffic. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘There’s no point in worrying until we get there and find out what happened.’
‘I’m sure I heard someone scream.’
‘Yes.’ Dione slammed the car across the street, jammed it into a vacant spot near the hospital’s entrance, and was out and moving before Mike’s brain had registered they had stopped. He followed and heard the locks engage behind him.
‘Where did you learn to drive?’ he asked.
‘I took lessons from Henry Ford,’ she snapped, pulling her ID from her coat as she ran for the doors. Fire alarms were still sounding through the building and there was generalised chaos as people milled around, unsure of what to do, but flashing her shield at a nurse got a pointed direction and Dione set off at a rapid walk in the indicated direction. ‘Someone shut that bloody alarm off,’ she yelled as she walked.
Mike caught her as they reached the service door. The corridor was occupied by far too many people. When you had injuries in a hospital, there were no shortage of doctors and nurses, but there were also security guards and one NYPD uniform, the latter trying to clear extraneous people from the area. He was about to say something to Dione as she pushed through the crowd, but she lifted her badge to his face and then lifted her head.
‘Will everyone not directly involved in dealing with this incident please leave.’ The words seemed to cut through professional curiosity and worry. A second or two later, there were only two doctors, a nurse, two security guards, and the cop left. Dione looked at the uniform. ‘Where’s your partner?’
‘He went out the fire door. Witnesses reported the attacker escaping that way.’
‘Go after him, check on him. Both of you back here, make sure no one else comes or goes via that door.’
‘Yes, ma’am.’
Dione turned to a guard. ‘You secure the other door. No one in or out.’ She got a nod and both guards went: there was likely nothing to do now that the police were taking control. Dione turned and looked around at the scene before stepping closer. Leanne was on the floor and the nurse and one of the doctors were busy sliding a backboard under her. There appeared to be no wounds, but Dione could smell blood, quite a lot of it.
Stepping closer, Dione asked, ‘How is she?’ before Mike could gather his wits to ask himself.
‘This one is bruised and unconscious,’ one of the doctors replied. ‘Maybe a concussion. We’re being cautious about moving her, but we think she’s probably okay. The other one…’
Dione stepped around him to look in the storeroom. That was where the smell of blood was coming from. A nurse lay there in a pool of it, eyes still staring at the ceiling. The neck of her scrubs had been torn open and part of the sturdy, white, cotton bra she was wearing was visible. The wound to her neck was not a clean bite, but Dione had seen wounds like it before.
‘All right.’ Dione turned, stepped up to Mike, and gripped his shoulders. ‘We need to work. The doctors will take care of Leanne. There is nothing you can do for her that they cannot do better.’ She enunciated the last sentence firmly and carefully. Mike looked into her eyes for a second and then nodded. ‘Good. Call Mary and get her to send an ME here for the nurse. Tell her to ask Winthrop to come over and handle the forensics personally.’
‘He’ll do that?’ Mike asked, his voice sounding a little numb, even to him.
‘She’s one of us, even if she’s not in the unit. You’re in charge here; handle it like any other crime scene as soon as they’ve moved Leanne.’
‘What are you going to do?’
Dione looked towards the fire door. ‘I’m going to see if I can track the bastard who hurt her.’
Outside, she checked on the two uniforms while she picked up the scent. Blood and vampire was not hard for her to locate, even in an urban environment, and she hurried off through the buildings and rapidly found herself stalking down Malcom X Boulevard, heading north. She took her time, not running, and a few minutes later she found herself looking at the 145th street subway entrance.
‘Damn,’ she muttered and pulled out her phone. ‘Mary? It’s me. Have you started running this Quade character?’
‘The basics,’ Mary said. ‘A carpathian, just out of filius. Moved here last fall to study classics.’
‘Right. See if he’s got a pass for the subway, and if he has, see if he’s used it in the last thirty minutes. If he has–’
‘I get it, Dione, no need to spell it out.’
‘Okay, sorry.’
‘How’s Leanne? Mike was not very communicative when he called.’
‘They don’t know yet. They think she’s just battered, but they’re being cautious. Look, if this guy was a carpathian, then we’ve got an issue here. You’d better make sure the isolation room is ready to receive a patient. Winthrop will bring her back with him.’
‘Damn. Quade has some explaining to do.’
‘Yes, well, there may be some extenuating circumstances, considering someone tried to end him, but it’s not going to go down well with the Concilium. I’ll brief them when we know more, but first we have to find him.’
‘I’m on it,’ Mary said, and the line went dead.
~~~
Leanne opened her eyes and, for a second, wondered where she was. Then the pain hit her and she groaned loudly before trying to sit up. A hand landed on her shoulder before she had moved more than half an inch and pressed her back against the pillow.
‘Lie still,’ Dione’s voice said.
‘How are you feeling?’ That was Mike from the other side.
Leanne decided that looking in either direction would just hurt. ‘My head’s throbbing. My jaw feels like someone hit it with a baseball bat. Oh, God, my stomach’s been used as a punching bag.’ Memories started to come back and she realised how appropriate the last sentence was. ‘Shit… Juliana?’
Dione did not believe in sugaring the pill around people intelligent enough to work out you were delaying. ‘I’m sorry, she didn’t make it. I’m going to get your attending. Just stay still until he’s declared you fit to move.’
‘How bad is it?’ Leanne asked once Dione had gone.
‘Well, that’s what the doctor’s going–’
‘No, how bad’s the enormous bruise on my jaw?’
‘Oh, it’s… impressive.’
Leanne groaned. ‘I don’t want to know what my stomach looks like. I think he hit me… four times. She wasn’t even twenty-one, Mike.’
‘Yeah,’ Mike said. Mary had sent the data on Juliana Nails to their phones an hour ago. Born on the second of January nineteen ninety-four, she was six days away from her twenty-first birthday. Police and hospital staff were on their way to tell her parents she would not be getting there. ‘We’ll get the guy who did this.’
‘I should tell you what I saw. Thought I saw.’
‘In the morning. Now you do what the doctor says. I pulled a couple of strings and flashed my badge, so I’ll be with you all night.’
‘Thanks. I think… I think I’m in shock. I’ve got a mild concussion. Feels like… Feels like bruising across my shoulders, stomach, and jaw. They should test he didn’t damage anything internal…’
Mike grinned. ‘What do we need the doctor for?’
‘Easy. I can’t prescribe painkillers for myself.’
28th December.
‘The paramedics must have made a mistake,’ Leanne said, ‘because that guy was dead when he came through the door.’
‘It wouldn’t be the first time,’ Dione said. ‘It’s also possible that he expired before he got to you, but was still fighting when they loaded him into the ambulance. It’s not really an issue. Someone set him on fire and he’s dead.’
‘There wasn’t just the fire. I pulled a spike out of his chest. Did you get it?’ Leanne looked at Mike.
‘I did. Chain of custody is blown, but Winthrop will match the break to the part we found at the scene.’
‘There were no fingerprints,’ Dione added, ‘so it’s no help in finding out who this madman is. Unfortunately. Now, Mike thought he heard a scream over the phone.’
‘Yeah. I was about to tell Mike about the spike… blade, whatever, and I heard Juliana scream.’ Leanne rolled her eyes. ‘I know it was stupid, but I ran in and they were gone. Juliana and the patient. So I told Mike something was wrong and I went out the back. I’d got about halfway down the corridor there and I started realising that I was being stupid…’
‘Intelligent people can sometimes take a while to come to terms with doing something they know is, perhaps, foolish.’
‘Huh, yeah, thanks. I was about to turn around and get help and… I think I heard a moan. And then it just happened so fast. I’ve been trying to remember details, but it doesn’t make sense. Someone came out of the storeroom and hit me. After that it gets foggy, but the guy had to be wearing a mask. A balaclava maybe. I… couldn’t see his face. No, had to be… a mask, or something.’
Dione, standing beside the bed, could smell the confusion, the fear. Leanne was looking a lot better after a night’s drugged sleep, and the pain was easing a little. There were a few internal organs which were not as happy as they might be, but not seriously. Bruised, but not broken. Her physical condition was not the source of her emotions now.
‘Just say what you think you saw, Leanne,’ Dione said softly. ‘We won’t think you’ve gone mad or anything. We deal with the weird stuff, remember?’
Leanne closed her eyes. ‘I swear I saw burned skin. Like it was the corpse attacking me. That’s impossible, right?’
‘For a corpse to attack you? I won’t say it’s impossible, because I haven’t seen everything in the world, but I’d say it was highly unlikely.’
‘We could probably say it was impossible,’ Mike said, ‘to simplify things.’
‘Huh, thanks,’ Leanne said, opening her eyes again. ‘Anyway, I think security arrived, and he dropped me and ran. I remember seeing Juliana before I passed out. I kind of knew she was dead. I hoped…’
‘There was nothing to be done about her,’ Dione said. ‘She’d lost too much blood by the time help arrived.’
Leanne frowned. ‘It’s funny. There didn’t seem to be that much on the floor.’ She shook her head, then winced. ‘Remind me not to do that.’
‘Don’t shake your head, Leanne,’ Mike said, grinning. The grin did not quite make it to his eyes.
‘Thanks. They’re saying, if I continue to improve as well as I have been, I can go home on Tuesday. I’d kind of prefer–’
‘You’ll stay at my place,’ Mike said. ‘Dione and I already talked about it. There’s a chance, a small chance, that this guy might come after you. You saw him, might be able to describe him. He might decide to tie up loose ends.’
‘So Mike or I will be here until you’re released,’ Dione continued, ‘and you’ll stay at Mike’s apartment during your recuperation. His place is more secure. Even if he’s not there, you’ll be safe.’
‘You really think he might come after me?’ Leanne asked.
Mike glanced at Dione. ‘There’s the other thing… We think the guy who attacked your walking corpse killed a couple in Central Park before Christmas. The guy was dressed up like Dracula or something and this nut thought he was a real vampire. He killed the girl because he thought she would turn into one. You were attacked, so…’
‘I’ve got a vampire hunter after me? Oh, this just keeps getting better.’
‘We don’t know that,’ Dione said. ‘He may not know about the attack on you. Miss Nails’ death was reported in the newspapers today, but your name was kept out of them. However, being cautious is the best way to proceed. I think you’ll recover better with some TLC from Mike anyway.’
‘Ain’t that the truth,’ Leanne said, grinning.
29th December.
‘Quade is in the wind,’ Mary said. The team were gathered in Winthrop’s lab for a quick briefing, except for Mike who was with Leanne. Mary was itching to get back to her own room. ‘My best guess would be that he hid out in the subway tunnels rather than riding the trains. He has a pass, but the crime scene people found that in his apartment.’
‘This is aberrant behaviour,’ Winthrop said. ‘He should have gone to the Concilium and petitioned for a new identity, as I understand it.’
‘That’s the normal procedure when a vampire is, apparently, killed,’ Dione agreed. ‘Usually you relocate to another city.’
‘So he may be worried over his reaction on waking. He killed a human, hurt another. Then there is fear of the one who attacked him to consider. Mister Quade is almost certainly not in his right mind.’
‘Well,’ Mary went on, ‘he’s got no money, no plastic, no ID, and no shirt since they cut that off him at the hospital. I’ve put a watch on burglaries from clothing stores, but this guy is not exactly B and E material. I ran his background with Chicago. Turns out he was orphaned, more or less. His creatrix abandoned him after about two years and the local Concilium were sloppy. They assigned him to one of their seniors who just wasn’t that interested. He took the first chance he got to relocate. The psychological background on him suggests he’s the kind of vampire who broods in libraries reading medieval romances and old poetry. He’s blonde and blue-eyed, otherwise he’d be Byronesque. Not exactly a realist.’
‘His bibliography bears that out. Byron, yes, but also Coleridge, Keats, Wordsworth, Macpherson, and Shelley. Apparently he reads French since he also has de Musset and Gautier in there. There are three different editions of Le Morte d’Arthur, as well as Sleepy Hollow, The Scarlet Letter, and a number of works by Poe.’
Dione grimaced. ‘Well, everyone has to have a hobby. Anything on the would-be slayer of vampires?’
‘He remains elusive. No fingerprints, no unidentified blood at the scene. If Mister Quade managed to fight back at all, there’s no evidence of it. I confirmed the use of a petroleum-based charcoal lighter fluid as the accelerant. There was residue on Quade’s shirt. The broken weapon was, indeed, homemade. Our hunter is relatively skilled, but no metallurgist. He used a hard steel for the blade which is more liable to brittle fracture under lateral stress. From the fracture pattern, I’d say he stabbed Quade, who then twisted to the side, snapping the blade off at a weak point where it narrows to fit into the hilt.’
‘Okay, well… keep digging. We need to find these people. Preferably before anyone else dies.’
‘There is one other thing,’ Mary said before Dione could leave. ‘I got somewhere with the bank accounts Delvalle was siphoning funds from. They belonged to a company called Early Worm Biotechnologies which turns out to be owned by a German investment company, Drakon Investitionen. Drakon is… a rather vaguely organised private company. Finding out who runs it is proving difficult. Early Worm is apparently working on life extension pharmaceuticals.’
‘Worm and Drakon? I don’t like it. Send a message to Leo, and ask him to get the Berlin Concilium involved in working on Drakon. You dig further into Early Worm.’
‘I’ll put it on the list.’
~~~
The room was dark. She could see nothing, but her other senses seemed to be working overtime. She could hear sounds, soft skittering, something that might have been flapping wings. She could smell and even taste blood, lots of blood, and something else, something… burned.
She turned and he was there, rushing at her. Her arms tried to lift, but they were sluggish, weak, and he grabbed her, lifting her up. He roared and she saw the white fangs gleaming against blackened, twisted flesh. He was pulling her towards those fangs and she tried to fight them off…
‘You’re having a nightmare, Leanne. Let it go. Wake up. You’re safe.’
The voice, warm and velvety, sensual, cut through the dream and the burned man evaporated before her. She fell into the blackness.
‘Come on, Leanne, up you come.’ Warm arms caught her, wrapping around her and lifting…
And she was in her bed in the hospital, her sweat-slick body pressed against Dione’s who was sitting on the bed, holding her up. The scent of her hair filled Leanne’s nostrils, driving away the stink of overcooked pork.
‘There we are,’ Dione said. ‘You’re all right. Just a dream. Nothing to worry about.’
Leanne figured she should probably ask to be let free of Dione’s arms, but the burned face was still in her head, and the scent of the olive-skinned woman was warm and comforting, and just a little exciting. ‘I was dreaming about the man. Quade,’ Leanne said. ‘I was in the dark and I could smell blood, and then he was there. I must have got that story you told at Christmas mixed in there, because he was going to bite me. He had enlarged canines, like you. Isn’t that weird?’
‘Yes, it is. Unless it’s more common than you’d think.’
‘Maybe. It must have been the story. I mean, dreaming he was a vampire… It’s… Vampires aren’t real. Are they?’ The question was supposed to come out as a request for affirmation and came out more like a plea for confirmation.
There was a look of slight disappointment as Dione lowered Leanne back to her pillow. ‘Your unconscious mind is trying to work through the details and make sense of them,’ Dione said. ‘You have a man, apparently dead, who seems to have returned to life and attacked your nurse and you. He had, for want of a better word, fangs. Your reaction is quite natural.’
‘I… suppose…’
‘But, for the sake of argument, let’s just examine the structure of the problem. Vampires. The dead brought back to life. How many times have you performed CPR on someone who was, technically, dead?’
Leanne blinked. ‘In anger? A dozen, maybe a few more, but that’s not–’
‘Humour me. Medical science has had to revise its view on what life and death are as technology and technique have pushed the boundaries of what state a person can be recovered from, haven’t they?’
‘Yes. Yes, they have.’
‘And what is life anyway? A biochemical process. Neurons firing to regulate certain functions. Hormones and proteins, neurotransmitters. Death, cell death anyway, is the same. A biofeedback mechanism where the demise of a cell initiates the death of the cells around it. There are known drugs able to eliminate almost every sign of life from a person and still be recoverable. Could there, perhaps, be other chemicals able to arrest the process of necrosis? Could there be something which would chemically stimulate a body, apparently dead, back into a state we would describe as living?’
‘We would have found something like that…’
‘Everything was unknown until it became known. The chemistry of life continues to be uncovered, new molecules are found or created. Is it not possible that something like a vampire could exist? Even if only as a transient event.’
‘So… some disease. Something which suppressed vital signs, or even killed the guy. Biologically dead, but with something in him which fired him up again.’
Dione smiled. ‘It’s just a mind game, Leanne. A hypothesis we’re exploring.’
‘Of course… And it doesn’t explain the blade in his heart. Unless… Unless it was keeping him dormant. If it inhibited the reaction… And I took it out.’ Leanne curled up, pulling her arms in across her chest.
Dione chuckled softly. ‘And this is why one should never discuss hypothetical circumstances with a traumatised individual.’ She reached out, cupping Leanne’s cheek. ‘You did not cause Juliana Nails’ death. There was nothing you could have done to prevent it. If I find you recriminating yourself over this, I’ll be very stern, possibly sarcastic.’
Leanne giggled. Dione’s scent was in her nostrils again, quelling the disquiet. ‘Sorry. Um, where’s Mike anyway?’
‘I sent him home to get some proper rest. You’ll be out of here tomorrow and he should be awake for that.’
‘Yeah. I should get some sleep. It just seems like it’s all I’ve been doing.’
‘And you’ll want yet more of it before you’re recovered. I’m happy you liked the pendant.’
Leanne reached automatically to the fob of silver hanging between her breasts. ‘Yes… And it’s job-appropriate.’
‘Indeed. Now, sleep.’
‘Okay,’ Leanne said brightly, and settled back under the covers, closing her eyes.
Dione went back to her chair and sat back, listening as Leanne’s breathing settled into a resting rhythm. Leanne was getting close to realising the truth. This incident had pushed facts at her which might, if she chose to look at them the right way, make her a believer. Dione was just not sure what the reaction would be when that happened.
30th December.
An ambulance carried Leanne and Mike the few blocks to his apartment. She was functional, but still weak and a little slow, and was under orders to get plenty of rest. She had nodded at her attending physician and vowed to ignore him, but the journey in the back of the boxy vehicle had done nothing for her constitution and she had to admit that, maybe, rest was a good idea. It was going to make New Year a bit of a let-down, but at least she would be free and not on call.
Leanne was about to open the back door of the ambulance herself when Mike stopped her. ‘Hold on,’ he said, pressing a finger to his right ear. ‘Okay, we’re clear.’
And the door opened to reveal Dione standing outside. ‘Let’s get you inside,’ she said. ‘It’s not exactly a balmy July day.’
‘Huh,’ Leanne responded. ‘Where’s global warming when you need it?’
The reason for the hurry was obvious to Mike: Dione wanted Leanne out of sight as fast as possible. Leanne said nothing to suggest she had guessed, and did actually shiver as the door shut behind her.
‘I checked inside as well,’ Dione said, lifting a key from her pocket and holding it out to Mike. ‘No sign of anyone, or that anyone tried to get in.’
Mike reached for the key and then pulled back. ‘Keep it, for now. You may need to get in here and I’d rather keep my door where it is.’
Dione gave a shrug and pocketed it. ‘Okay. Mike, you have your research to do. Leanne, you have your resting to do.’ Leanne grunted at that. ‘I have other things to be getting on with, so I’ll leave you to it.’
‘Coffee,’ Leanne said when Dione had gone. ‘I haven’t had a decent cup, make that a mug, since Saturday night. I know I’m supposed to rest, but I’ve had enough of beds for now.’
Mike nodded: he had expected such and was not going to argue. ‘Okay, but change into your night things and we’ll wrap you in a blanket on the sofa. If you feel like nodding off, you can just stretch out.’
‘Sounds utterly wonderful,’ Leanne replied, heading for the bedroom.
~~~
Dione watched through an observation window as Winthrop, assuming the role of medical examiner for the operation, conducted the Nails family through the viewing of their daughter’s body. When he put his mind to it, Winthrop could be a caring, sensitive man, and he knew exactly how to handle the current situation. It was a situation which did not come up often, but they had an arrangement with the morgue for when it did. Juliana had been brought up from SCU and now lay with a sheet draped over her body, all the way up to her chin. It was supposedly to spare the family the sight of her wounds.
‘She looks so peaceful,’ Aryanne Nails said. She was close to tears, you could hear it in her voice, but she was trying to sound happy. Dione was never sure why people did that. The woman had lost her daughter and should be allowed to show it. ‘It’s almost as if she could wake up at any moment.’
Juliana’s brother, Daniel, stood there with his face set in stone. It looked to Dione as though he was trying his absolute best to keep it together and it was making him come over as cold. ‘Have they found the… man who did this yet?’ Daniel asked, his voice tight.
‘I’m afraid I don’t know,’ Winthrop said. ‘If he comes to me, he won’t be going to trial, and they don’t often update us on the progress of a case.’
‘I heard… I heard that if they don’t find him within forty-eight hours–’
‘A truth hiding a falsehood. The key time for gathering evidence is the first forty-eight hours. Witnesses have things fresh in their memory, leads are current. However, many homicides take longer to resolve, but they are still resolved. Some of the best detectives in the NYPD are on this, Mister Nails. I assure you that the man who harmed your sister will be found.’
Bartholomew Nails gave a rumbling cough, his eyes never leaving his daughter’s face. ‘When…’ Despite the cough, his voice cracked and he began again. ‘When can we have the body? We’re hoping to hold the ceremony this week.’
‘Arrangements are being made, Mister Nails. I understand she’s to be buried?’
‘Yes. She… We all have quite strong beliefs. She’s to go into the family plot.’
Winthrop nodded. ‘I’ll ensure you can have it done as soon as possible. If you have no objections, we’ll arrange the embalming. There are techniques which will limit the damage to any evidence we might find should we need to go back to the body.’ He held up his hands. ‘God forbid, and it’s most unlikely, but if we can do that, we can expedite her release.’
‘Yes,’ Aryanne said quickly, ‘please. She needs to rest, finally. She needs peace.’
Dione entered the room once the family were gone and stood looking down at the girl on the cold, metal bench. ‘Peace? That’s something she’s unlikely to get.’
‘No,’ Winthrop replied, ‘but we can give them some.’
Dione twitched the sheet down, away from Juliana’s neck. The gashes left by Quade’s fangs were almost entirely gone now, just reddened score marks on the skin. ‘How long before she wakes up?’
‘You know that’s hard to judge. If we hand her over now and do the switch at the graveyard, there’s no chance of her coming around in the service. He did far too much damage for that. It’s probably going to be weeks before she comes to.’
It was true: conversion was often a slow process. A vampire’s accelerated healing required a supply of live blood to power it and without that, it was just the body’s natural ability to repair itself working to bring her back to health. And she would not wake until she was fully repaired. The healing of the neck wounds had largely been done by the active virus in Quade’s saliva and that effect lasted for a relatively short time. It had evolved to help hide a vampire’s activities, not make it easier to make more vampires.
‘Right, of course,’ Dione said. ‘Let’s get her back to SCU and see whether Mary has come up with anything new.’
~~~
Leanne opened her eyes, blinking. ‘Did I nod off?’
‘Yeah, but your snoring didn’t bother me too much,’ Mike replied from the chair opposite where she was propped up on the sofa.
‘I do not snore.’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘I guess I needed more rest than I thought.’
‘I guess.’
Mike was reading something on his laptop, which was in his lap, and Leanne was curious, but getting up was something akin to effort and she was not going to make any if she could help it. ‘What are you reading?’ she asked,
Mike considered lying, but it was nothing secret. ‘Stuff about vampires. The myths throughout the world, progression of the various superstitions, how those superstitions have been interpreted in modern times.’
‘I guess if you’re trying to find someone who’s hunting for vampires, what he might think they are could give you leads.’
‘Yeah. And it’s kind of interesting. Academically, you know?’
‘Yeah… I had a chat with Diana about them. Vampires. How they could be– Well, not how they could be real, but how it wasn’t impossible if an undiscovered and kind of bizarre set of circumstances existed.’
‘Oh?’ Mike said, trying to keep the wariness out of his voice.
‘Oh, I’d had a nightmare.’
‘The same one?’
‘More or less. It seemed clearer last night. Diana pulled me out of it, kind of like you did, and we talked for a bit. I think she was just trying to put my mind at ease. I mean, I don’t believe vampires are real, but that guy…’
‘Did she? Put your mind at rest?’
‘Yes, and no. And yes. She was suggesting ways a body could apparently come back from the dead and I suggested a disease that triggered the body to move. And then I remembered the dagger blade and thought, maybe, if I hadn’t taken it out, Juliana might still be alive.’
‘You can’t think like that,’ Mike said, his tone a little harder than he had intended.
Leanne did not seem to notice. ‘I know. Diana laughed and said she shouldn’t have started, and told me I wasn’t to blame, and I think it got through.’
‘Good.’
‘Anything in there about viruses creating vampires?’
Mike looked back at his screen. ‘In this? No. It’s mythology. It’s all about being born with a caul, or on a certain day of the week, or being murdered by drowning, or… Oh, does people being accused of being vampires because there happened to be a cholera epidemic count?’
‘I don’t think so. And cholera is a bacterial infection.’ She frowned. ‘Severe cholera cases can result in pretty bad dehydration and electrolyte imbalance. So you get cold, stiff skin, sunken eyes, and wrinkly hands and feet. I guess that might make people look twice at you.’
‘Dehydration does that?’
‘Uh-huh. Basically, your bowels turn to water and you can’t keep anything in, and your body drains of fluids.’
Mike’s face screwed up. ‘Remind me not to discuss diseases with you.’
‘Mike,’ Leanne said, ‘don’t discuss diseases with me; it grosses you out.’
‘Yeah, thanks.’
~~~
‘We are not having much luck,’ Dione said. She was sitting on the sofa, her head laid back, having turned up to brief Mike on developments. It was going to be a short meeting, but she felt he needed to be kept up to date. Leanne had retired to the bedroom after nodding off repeatedly throughout the afternoon.
‘Nothing’s come up?’ Mike asked, frowning.
‘Quade hasn’t. He’s hiding somewhere, but I’ve no idea where. Mary did a background run on him and we discovered that he had something of an unhappy childhood. After he was converted, that is. His creatrix abandoned him, and the replacement was negligent. He moved here to get away from the Chicago scene and study classical literature. He’s more or less a loner. No indications of a girlfriend, or boyfriend, in his apartment. I ran down a few people who knew him and discovered that they knew nothing much about him, but they don’t recall him ever having had a relationship, or even a one-night stand. Mary also found a couple of people who knew his creatrix and I called them. Apparently she converted him for romantic reasons. He liked reciting poetry to her. Then she discovered that she couldn’t do a thing without him wanting to be with her.’
‘Too clingy for her?’
‘I guess. I’m not sure where the fault lies, but she ran a long way to get away from him. And it sounds like he’s still pining for her if he’s never found anyone else.’
‘He used the Candle?’
‘Oh, yes. Pat remembers him. Quiet. Preference for redheads, but never had sex with any of them. All business-like, no frills. Seems a waste to me, but there you go. He kept himself to himself, didn’t go out much. How the venator found him I have no idea.’
‘He’s trolling the universities,’ Mike said. ‘Central Park is on the lookout for him so he’s switched to areas with a lot of people moving freely about. He’s probably young and fits in with the students. Maybe he’s a sensitive. Maybe he just looks for likely candidates and then watches them. But there are… dozens of university campuses around the city and he could be moving between them. Different place every night until he finds a target.’
Dione nodded. ‘That makes sense. I’ll get word put around to be careful in those areas. Maybe we’ll get lucky and someone will pick him out of the crowd.’
The sound of the bedroom door opening brought the conversation to an end, but there was no sign of Leanne. ‘Maybe she went–’ Mike began, and then the bathroom door closed. ‘Yeah.’
‘You’ll stay here tomorrow,’ Dione told him. ‘It won’t hurt and it’ll benefit your education. Thursday is New Year. I’ll call you if I need you. Friday I think she’ll be fit enough that you can leave her. Just so long as she doesn’t leave the apartment.’
‘At the moment she’s sleeping half the time, so it shouldn’t be a problem.’
There was the sound of the toilet flushing, then the door opening, and then Leanne appeared, leaning against the wall and blinking at them. Her hair was a tousled mess, and she was dressed in a pair of blue boy-shorts and a short, spaghetti-strapped, camisole-like T-shirt in a greener blue which did not quite match her shorts. In all probability, she had forgotten that the shirt’s fabric was thin enough to be translucent in stripes down it. Nothing really showed, just shadows, but she was likely to be embarrassed about it if she remembered. Also visible were the dark splotches of bruises over her stomach, as well as the more livid purple over the left side of her jaw. ‘I heard voices,’ she mumbled. Then she yawned and rubbed at the side of her head with one hand. Her eyes were barely half-open.
‘I was briefing Mike on developments in the case,’ Dione said.
‘There are developments?’
‘Not nearly enough, but telling him about what we have means there are two minds processing it.’
‘Oh…’ Another yawn. ‘Sorry.’
‘Don’t apologise for natural body functions. Not to me anyway. How are you feeling?’
‘Sleepy, but restless. I still ache a fair bit. And I wish this bruise didn’t look at me in the mirror. But I’m getting there.’
‘Good.’
Leanne nodded absently and then perked up a little. ‘Hey, Mike, you had a close call recently. Did you think about stuff you haven’t done afterwards?’
Mike raised an eyebrow. ‘Not… really. I wasn’t dead so I still get to do them.’
‘I was thinking, you know, like you do. If I’d been the one that stayed with the body…’
‘You didn’t.’
‘I know, but if I had… There’s stuff I’d regret not doing. I’m not getting morbid, just… Makes you think, right?’
Dione smiled at her. ‘What kind of things?’
‘Um…’ Leanne wandered into the room and propped her hip against Mike’s chair, as though she was not planning to stay. ‘Well, I’ve never been to Paris. Or London.’
‘Overrated, but I can see the attraction.’
‘I’ve never played a slot machine in Vegas. I’d kind of like to do that boat trip under Niagara Falls. I’ve never seen the Grand Canyon, or the Golden Gate Bridge.’
‘You’ll be travelling a lot,’ Dione said to Mike.
‘I have never ridden a horse. Except a wooden one at a fun fair. Um… There are a couple of things I’d like to try that I won’t mention in polite company.’
‘We’re in polite company?’ Dione responded, appearing bewildered.
Leanne giggled. ‘Oh! I’ve never kissed a girl to see if I liked it.’ Mike winced at the reference and did not notice Dione starting to move.
‘Well, that’s one we can fix easily enough.’ Leanne’s eyes widened as Dione crossed the space between them in two quick strides and pulled the smaller woman into a kiss.
Leanne let out a squeak and resisted for about a second before the virus caught her up and she relaxed. Warmth flooded through her body, taking the pain away as it spread. Her mind filled with a pleasant fog and she fell into the sensation of Dione’s lips on hers, Dione’s tongue probing her mouth, Dione’s breasts pressing against her own…
Dione broke the kiss and calmly laid Leanne down in Mike’s lap. Leanne was wearing a vacant, happy grin, as though she was just a little drunk, or high. Her nipples were tenting the fabric of her top. Mike knew more or less what was working through his girlfriend’s head, and knew it was not going to hurt her. In fact, it would likely result in her healing faster, and he suspected that was why Dione had done it. But all he could think about right now was how hot it had been watching his vampire partner French-kissing his girlfriend.
‘I should be getting back to my home,’ Dione said. ‘Don’t tire her out too much.’
‘Uh… right,’ Mike said. The kiss of a succubus tended to increase the recipient’s libido. He knew that. He had not known that watching a succubus kiss someone could do the same.
‘My cushion’s lumpy,’ Leanne said, and started giggling.
‘I’m definitely going now,’ Dione said, and did.
31st December.
‘The bruising’s gone,’ Leanne said, looking at herself in the bathroom mirror. Her fingers probed over the skin like a man examining his morning shave. Then she stepped back and pulled her shirt up. ‘Here too. Wow, I’m going to start a new trend.’
‘How so?’ Mike asked, reaching out to run his fingers over the, now white, skin of her stomach. He felt the muscles flutter under his touch.
‘I’m going to start prescribing a kiss from Diana and light sex to my patients. Seriously, I feel like I’ve had a week’s rest.’ She pressed harder on her stomach and winced. ‘Still a little tender. I’m not a hundred per cent.’
Reaching out, Mike pulled her into his arms, and she giggled and wrapped her own arms around his waist, resting her head on his shoulder. ‘Good,’ Mike said, ‘because it’s New Year’s Eve and you’re on medical leave, and I’m under orders to watch over you until Friday. So we’ve got two days to snuggle up and pretend the world doesn’t exist.’
‘That sounds great. Lisa’s going to the Candle tonight. I was kind of hoping to go too, but… I think a night on the sofa with a little wine and some cuddles might be a really good alternative.’
‘Cuddles, huh?’
‘Yeah,’ Leanne said, clinging a little tighter, ‘cuddles.’
~~~
The New Year party at the Black Candle had become something of an event for the Manhattan vampire community in the past decade, after the club’s reputation had become established. Even those who did not attend had heard of it and considered going, but there were fire regulations and Tony was turning people away at the door by ten p.m.
At the bar, Dione sat in her usual place, Pat drifting down to join her on the rare occasions she caught a break in the drinks requests. Lisa was on the stool beside her, thinking that she should probably be regretting the tiny skirt she had decided was suitable attire for the evening and failing to achieve a state of embarrassment over it. She had had six propositions walking through the dancefloor, only two of them requests to gift. The purple leather collar she was wearing was, partially, to fend off that kind of suggestion.
Leo and his crew were occupying one of the central tables in the room. Leo’s rolling laughter filled the room quite frequently. He was enjoying himself. Lisa had been introduced to him when she had arrived and he had smiled broadly and said, ‘So you’re the girl who’s managed to get our Dione out of her funk,’ like it was a community service. Lisa had not known where to put herself, especially since this was one of the most important vampires in the city and he was treating her like an old friend. Later, she had wondered why Dione did not affect her the same way: Dione was more or less as important as Leo and they both seemed approachable; perhaps Dione’s beauty even made her seem more above the status of a normal human. Somehow, however, Dione just made Lisa’s heart flutter a little every time the succubus smiled.
‘Anyone need more drinks?’ Pat asked as she walked over. She was wearing a gold, one-shouldered mini-dress with matching high-heeled sandals tonight; Lisa was quite sure the only reason she could stand being on her feet was that vampires did not really feel pain.
Lisa looked at her glass of wine and found it barely touched. She shook her head a little. ‘Uh, no. The effects of that last kiss you gave me have only just worn off.’
‘I’m fine,’ Dione said, lifting her whiskey.
‘Okay, but you get to heat Lisa up again this time.’ Pat smirked at their shared supplicant.
‘I’m giving her a little break. We’ve hours before closing time.’
‘Yeah, but I want her horny enough to eat her way through my dress.’
‘Shouldn’t need to worry,’ Lisa said, ‘I’m already there.’ She frowned. ‘Oh, there’s something weird I thought I should mention, now my head’s clear.’ She had been riding wave after wave of succubus kisses since she had arrived, it seemed.
‘My kind of weird?’ Dione asked.
‘Not sure. I was at a party on Boxing Day. God it was boring. Too many drunk letches. Anyway, there were a few chemical enhancements going around.’ She paused before adding, ‘I don’t. Ever. Just so you know.’
‘Good.’
‘I’ve got a far better natural alternative now anyway. So there was something. I’m not sure exactly what, but I heard “Apollo” mentioned, and a couple of people were taking it. Two guys and a girl, I think. They were high, even more lecherous than usual, and a bit pushy. That was the guys. I decided it was time to leave when the girl started inviting anyone who wanted to fuck her on the lounge carpet. Andy, of course, was right in there. Seemed like it was a disinhibitor.’
‘Okay, new designer drug. What was weird?’
‘Well, there were no vampires at the party, but I felt vampires. I felt vampires after the Apollo was handed out.’
Pat raised an eyebrow. ‘A drug that turns people into vampires?’
‘A drug,’ Dione corrected, ‘which infuses people with some properties of vampires and affects them the way the virus typically affects a live host. It wouldn’t be the first time someone has used vampire “products” to produce a drug.’
‘Eros,’ Pat grumbled.
‘Yes, but it would be a first for this sensitivity effect.’
‘What’s Eros?’ Lisa asked.
‘It’s a drug we suspect the CIA manufactured,’ Pat said. ‘They synthesised something from the vapour valentines breathe out when we want someone.’
Lisa grinned at the memory of its effect on her. ‘Oh, yeah.’
‘The effect is more like the scent I give off,’ Dione said, ‘but it was not fit for purpose due to the side effects and it ended up as a street drug. It’s a slightly more subtle form of a date-rape drug with the added benefit that the person taking it becomes highly sensitive to sexual stimulation. That was the problem. Their agents would do just about anything to keep getting the stimuli once they’d taken the drug.’
‘Sounds like it’d be more useful to women than men. I mean, a guy on that would be popping like a cork as soon as you touched him.’
‘It’s expensive too. One of life’s little ironies. You pay through the nose to get anyone you want, and then you get premature ejaculation on top.’
Lisa giggled. ‘I’d call that justice, almost. They were handing these little tabs out like they cost a couple of bucks, though. It can’t be that expensive.’
‘Maybe someone’s come up with something different and cheap. I’ll look into it. Could be valuable information, so about your reward…’ Dione reached out and hooked a finger into the ring on the front of Lisa’s collar; that and the D-rings on the sides were another reason she had worn it. Dione pulled and Lisa went with it, knowing that her brain was about to go fuzzy again, and really not caring at all.
2nd January 2015.
The year’s first event was not a good start. Mike and Leanne stood near Juliana Nails’ family and listened as a priest droned on about young lives with much promise taken too quickly, and how they could take comfort in the fact that their loved one was now in ‘a better place.’
Leanne did not believe in either Heaven or Hell, and would not have taken comfort in the words even if she had. She had enough of a grounding in psychology, however, to recognise that the family needed this. Leanne had insisted on coming when she had heard about the funeral, and now she was not entirely sure why she had. It was a dismal day, heavily overcast and threatening rain but not delivering, and Leanne was cold and miserable. But, while she would not have considered Juliana a friend, she had been a personable woman and an efficient nurse, and Leanne had more or less watched her die.
Mike was not sure what he felt about the ceremony, but he had a suspicion that it was not what it seemed, and the words had an extra layer of emptiness. Dione had not actually said anything, but Mike had read up on the vampire conversion process and he had a strong feeling that this was not the end for Juliana Nails. He was not the only representative of the NYPD present, and the hospital had sent someone besides Leanne. Thankfully, the official representatives were heavily outnumbered by the family and friends: Juliana was getting a good send-off. Mike glanced out across the grass of Flushing Cemetery. There were few trees here, but he knew Dione was out there, under one of them, watching.
Dione watched and listened, and she knew that Juliana was only in a better place if you counted the isolation room at SCU. The coffin contained a weighted dummy which had been swapped out for the real Juliana after the final viewing at the funeral home. Her thoughts on the nature of an afterlife were complex. If Elysium or Tartarus had ever existed, she doubted they did now. She kept up her observances out of tradition and a sense of duty to a long-distant past, and she had never considered the religions which had come after as anything more than interesting philosophies largely suborned by politics. She listened, and her eyes scanned the area through dark glasses: even in the grey light, her eyes were uncomfortable, adapted as they were for moonlight. There had been some chance that the venator or Quade might come to the funeral, but she was seeing no sign of either.
Where the Hell had they got to?
‘You were the doctor hurt trying to help my daughter.’ Leanne blinked, turned her head, and found herself looking at Aryanne Nails.
‘Yes, ma’am,’ Leanne replied. She felt Mike close in on her right shoulder, just in case. ‘I just wish I could have done more.’
‘You did your best. Juliana knows that, in her last moments, you were fighting for her. Thank you for coming.’ Aryanne reached out and gripped Leanne’s hand for a moment, then she turned and walked back to the rest of her family.
~~~
Leanne ducked into Ross’s Groceries with a spring in her step. She would not have admitted it, but the service had been some sort of closure for her, perhaps because of Mrs Nails’ words, and she was feeling happier. The air seemed warmer, the light a little brighter, and the milk in the fridge at home was out of date.
Eddy Ross noticed her as she pulled a carton from the fridge and started across to him, and he frowned briefly before putting a smile on his face. ‘Doctor Drake, I heard how you were recuperating from some incident at the hospital.’
‘I’m pretty much recuperated, and we’re out of milk,’ Leanne responded, smiling back.
‘You should be resting. They said someone died.’
Leanne nodded, her face falling. ‘A nurse. Her funeral was this morning.’
‘I’m sorry to hear it. You take your milk and get on home. Put your feet up.’
‘I will.’ Paying for the milk, Leanne gave Ross another smile and then headed for the door.
Ross waited a second before coming out from behind the counter and finding Delia. ‘Go after her. Make sure she gets back safely. And keep an eye out. If anyone’s watching her, the Hunter will want to know about it.’
Outside, Leanne quickened her pace, though she was unsure why. She was not supposed to be out. Mike would likely be annoyed at her for doing it and, now that she was heading home, she had a sudden feeling that maybe it was a bit of a stupid idea. The back of her neck prickled. Was that what being watched felt like? Stupid idea. But she pushed herself a little harder, stretching her legs to cover the distance.
With the key in the door, she paused and looked around. There were people on the street, certainly, but none of them were watching her. None that she could see anyway. Kicking herself for being stupid, she opened the door and walked inside.
~~~
‘Thanks, Eddy,’ Dione said into her phone and hung up.
‘Leanne left the apartment?’ Mike asked.
‘For milk.’
Mike frowned. ‘Should have known.’
‘Eddy sent Delia after her to make sure she got back okay. Delia said Leanne was walking fast enough it was hard to keep up, so I think your wayward girlfriend may not be so wayward again. Delia didn’t see anyone watching either, so…’
‘Okay,’ Mike said and turned back to the matter in hand. Through the window of the isolation room, he could see Juliana laid out on the bed, covered by a sheet. She looked like she was sleeping until you noticed that her chest was not moving. ‘What happens to her?’
‘This isn’t the first time someone’s been converted accidentally, and it won’t be the last. We have procedures for handling it. In this case, it’s going to be made more painful by the public nature of her death. If she had been killed somewhere private, we might have been able to insert her back into her life, but as it is, she’ll be given a new identity and a foster creatrix to handle her filia years. It’s going to be hard for her. I’m not sure she’s going to handle it, to be honest, but we’ll do our best.’
‘Normally the guy who bit her would be her creator.’
‘Yes, but even if the Concilium lets him continue, I doubt he’ll be considered suitable for the mentoring the role involves. If he’d just bitten her… The circumstances were stressful and they might consider leniency, but he’s been hiding. He was badly hurt. He’ll need to top up his live blood supply and he hasn’t been to the Candle. If he kills someone else to get blood…’
‘You’ll be ordered to end him,’ Mike completed for her. ‘We haven’t had any bodies turn up since this one.’
‘True. Small mercies. It’s possible he crawled down into the subway tunnels, used up his live blood healing himself, and went into diu somno. Uh, “long sleep.”’
‘I know. Winthrop mentioned it when we were covering live blood and its effects. Hey, why is it “live blood” and not “livius bloodius” or something?’
Dione winced at his mangled pseudo-Latin. ‘Cruor. It means “blood from a wound” and it’s kind of gone out of fashion. These days cruor is only used for blood taken by force and we use live blood as the general phrase. Language drift happens to vampires; it just tends to take longer.’
‘Huh. Do we know when she’ll wake up?’
‘Not really. It’s a slow process, or can be. We’ll get some warning. Her scent will change during the last twenty-four hours, and her fangs will form then. You may be able to sense it if you’re nearby. I assume you can’t now.’
Mike shrugged. ‘It’s not directional. I can feel something, but it’s likely just you and Mary. One more vampire isn’t going to make much difference.’
‘That’s what they all say ’til she sinks her fangs in your throat.’ Mike turned and gave Dione a look. ‘That was a joke,’ she added.
~~~
The body on the slab had definitely seen better days. Mike watched through the autopsy room window as Winthrop worked on it. Winthrop was wearing a biohazard suit, just to be on the cautious side. An autopsy had already been done, but Winthrop was back inside the body, extracting tissue samples.
Dione emerged from Mary’s office, followed by Mary. Mike looked around to see the wolf girl pausing to look through the medical bay window to the body in the isolation room. Dione continued and Mary hurried forward to catch up: she was not a tall girl, but she could move as fast as Dione.
‘Okay,’ Dione said, ‘the prints the ME took at the first autopsy come up as Victor Muld, no fixed abode. He’s been locked up once or twice. B and E about thirty years ago, vagrancy several times since.’
‘And two counts of indecent exposure,’ Mary added.
‘Okay, not an upright citizen,’ Mike commented. ‘Why’s he here?’
‘The ME found bruising on the throat, so he thought strangulation. He also found the right wrist severely lacerated, so exsanguination.’
‘But?’
‘But no petechial haemorrhaging, and very little blood at the scene, despite the fact that there’s very little blood in the corpse.’
‘Body dump?’
‘Doubtful, but it’s not impossible. That’s why Winthrop is taking samples. The virus leaves a residue which–’
‘Decomposition components of the viral shell,’ Winthrop said as he emerged with his tubes, ‘can be analysed to determine what kind of vampire bit the man, assuming a vampire did bite him, which seems likely.’
‘Likely?’ Dione asked.
‘I found some deep-tissue punctures on the wrist which were not entirely masked by the lacerations. I’ll have the results on this in a couple of hours.’
Mike glanced at his watch. ‘I guess we’re waiting then. I’ll let Leanne know I’ll be late.’ He pulled his phone from his pocket and then paused. ‘Where did they find the body? And when?’
‘The twenty-eighth,’ Mary replied. ‘Christmas had the morgue backed up and it took them until today to get to this guy. He was down as a homeless person who died in the cold. They found him in Saint Nicholas Park.’
‘That’s not far from my place, and from the subway station Quade vanished into.’
‘And that,’ Dione said, ‘is why we’re putting a rush on finding out what killed him.’
~~~
Leanne got to her feet as soon as she heard the key in the door and was standing there with her hands clasped in front of her when Mike walked in.
‘Hi,’ he said. He had already decided not to berate her about the milk thing, even if Winthrop’s tests had come back positive for carpathian and it almost certainly meant Quade was still around, and around their area. ‘Or should that be “honey, I’m home?” How was your afternoon? I know the morning kind of sucked, but–’
‘I went out and got milk,’ Leanne blurted out. Mike just looked at her. It was surprise at the sudden confession, but she took it as reproach and hurried on. ‘I know I wasn’t supposed to go out, but I was feeling so good and it had warmed up a little and the milk was going over so I went to Ross’s Groceries and got milk but then I was kind of scared on the way back like someone was following me and I hurried–’
Mike stepped forward and put his hands on her shoulders. ‘Breathe,’ he said.
Leanne realised her lungs were empty and sucked in air like a drowning woman. ‘Sorry,’ she said.
‘Nothing happened. You’re all right. You were probably just being paranoid, you know?’
‘I… I know. I just had this feeling, like someone was staring at the back of my neck. Yeah, it probably was just paranoia.’
‘And I’m here now, so we can settle down, have a drink, and settle your nerves. It kind of looks like you could use one.’
‘Won’t say no, but I want cuddles. Lots of them.’
‘I’ll cuddle you all night, don’t you worry.’
‘You’d better.’
5th January.
The latest body lay in Morningside Park. Mike put a handkerchief over his nose as they approached it because the smell of burned flesh was strong. How Dione was coping with it he had no idea. He approached one of the uniforms on the scene while Dione peered at the charred corpse.
‘Where’s the lead detective?’ Mike asked.
‘I’m looking at him,’ the officer replied. ‘With the stuff that’s been going on around here recently, when we called it in, dispatch said they’d just call you. You’re SCU, right?’
‘Yeah,’ Mike replied, but he waved a hand at Dione, ‘but she’s the boss.’
‘And the boss says get on to the office and tell Winthrop his services are required.’ Dione turned and looked at the officers. ‘Are crime scene coming, or do we have to handle that too?’
‘I think they decided to just let you guys run the show,’ the man told her. ‘This shit’s just too weird for me. Behead someone and then burn them? Kind of overkill.’
Dione nodded. ‘Okay, we’ll handle it, but get on to dispatch and get some more uniforms out here for crowd control. We don’t need this on the morning news.’
‘The venator,’ Mike asked when he had called Mary.
‘Seems likely,’ Dione replied. ‘Nubian, I think. My nose isn’t so good with this stink. Female.’
‘And we’re right beside Columbia.’
‘Which tends to confirm your university theory. We’ll run it as a serial killer threat. It’s going to cause problems, but we’ll have everyone on the lookout instead of just the vampires. Okay, you watch the body, and I’ll take a walk around and see if anything springs out at me. When Winthrop gets here, I’ll help him with his kit. You’re in charge of the uniforms.’
‘We’ll want a canvas of the local area. Maybe someone saw something.’
‘I’m not holding my breath. And I can do that for a very long time.’
8th January.
Leanne emerged from the consultancy room with a slightly bemused smile on her face. Mike waited for her in one of those chairs it was impossible to quite get comfortable in, so he was quite glad to see her and got to his feet immediately.
‘Well?’ Mike asked.
‘He was surprised, but I’m fit for work,’ Leanne said.
‘Surprised?’
‘Yeah… He told me the full list of injuries and I’m a little surprised myself. I healed really fast. I’m not to go back to work before Monday, just in case.’
‘That sounds like a wise precaution,’ Mike agreed. He followed as Leanne started out of the reception area.
‘He was expecting another week, so… Well, I guess it wasn’t as bad as they thought. I want to go out, Mike. Tomorrow. The Candle. It’ll be safe enough there, right? And if I’m going back to work anyway…’
‘Yeah… Yeah, okay, we’ll go out to the Candle tomorrow. But you take it easy until then, okay? I don’t want a relapse or something.’
‘Of course.’
~~~
Leanne assumed what Lisa called the monkey pose, legs in splits to front and back, arms stretched up as high as possible to extend the torso, and held it. She was naked in the middle of the lounge floor because there was no one to see, she had no exercise gear at Mike’s place, and there was nowhere else to do it. She had had to push Mike’s chair back to make room as it was.
She might have been declared fit, but she still felt a little stiff, and the yoga exercises were good for that. And Lisa had declared that Leanne was quite good at the exercises. Leanne suspected her friend was being nice, but she could manage the bends fairly easily, and Mike enjoyed it on the rare occasions when she utilised her flexibility in the bedroom. Leanne grinned: Mike would likely have enjoyed the current display to no end.
Lifting up, Leanne checked on the furniture arrangement and then dropped into a standing forward bend, placing her palms on the floor and holding that for a minute, then she shifted into ‘downward-facing tree,’ which everyone else called a hand-stand. That took some concentration; she held the posture for a slow count of ten and then dropped backwards into ‘wheel,’ arching her back and pushing upwards with her pelvis until she felt the muscles stretch. Oh yeah, that felt good. She dropped into ‘reclining hero’ to relax, closing her eyes and letting the tension drain from her muscles.
The last few days had been insane: a rollercoaster of excitement, stress, and emotional upheaval. Leanne decided that relaxation was a good idea right now. She needed to get her head together. There had been times, in the hospital when the nightmares had struck, when she had doubted her own senses, her own mind. That would not do. There were no vampires. Dead men did not get up and attack nurses. That was shock and guilt talking. Time to get back to real life.
9th January.
If you could call the Black Candle on a Friday night ‘real life.’ There was something about the place which Leanne could not quite fathom: some feeling of unreality about it, at least on the dancefloor at the bottom. The dancers, maybe. The way they moved, the way they watched anyone coming in with a sort of predatory look. Not that they looked quite the same way at Mike, Leanne, and Lisa, but that was another thing: there was almost deference in the glances Leanne saw coming their way which just seemed weird.
On the middle floor, the band was playing some form of techno-rock-ambient… Leanne had no idea what it was and was fairly sure it would not grow on her, but then they were going to the bar so what the Hell. Maybe it would be cool to get Mike on the lower dancefloor later. They did not dance much, but down there, maybe they could get into the swing…
‘Hey, what’s above the bar?’ Leanne asked as they started up the stairs. ‘Anyone know?’
‘Staff break rooms and storage, then Pat’s apartment,’ Lisa replied. ‘It’s really cool up there. It’s quite modern, but there’s a lot of retro, hippy-type stuff.’
‘You’ve been up there?’
‘Uh-huh. I stayed over after New Year. It was really late when they closed up, so me and Di didn’t leave.’ Lisa kicked herself a little: sometimes it was really hard to avoid mentioning too much about her current relationships.
‘Oh, right.’
They got to the bar and, of course, Dione was there. But tonight some extra stools were arranged so that the three friends could sit up at the end of the bar with Dione, and enjoy visits from Pat when she was free. That was more often tonight since many people were taking it a little easy after Christmas and New Year had sapped their funds and energy.
‘You’re feeling better, Leanne?’ Pat asked as they started on their first round of the night.
‘Much. Back to work on Monday. We were a little surprised that I recovered so fast, but everything’s settled and back to normal.’
‘Oh, that’ll be Di kissing you,’ Lisa said, a slight smirk on her lips.
‘You know about that?!’ Leanne felt her cheeks reaching flame-point almost instantly.
‘It came up in conversation,’ Pat informed her.
‘Really,’ Lisa said, ‘what a set-up. “I’ve never kissed a girl to see if I like it.” You just had to ask, you know?’
Leanne looked at Mike for help and he said, ‘I am staying out of this one.’
‘Don’t tease the invalid!’ Leanne tried.
‘You were declared medically fit for work,’ Lisa countered. ‘That means you’re fit for teasing too. Anyway, who said I was teasing?’
‘I was weakened and sleepy. I wouldn’t normally… I mean…’
‘You didn’t like it then?’
‘I… No, I did,’ Leanne said, because it would have been rude, and lying, to deny it, ‘but I liked what Mike and I did after a little more.’
Now Mike’s cheeks flushed. ‘Okay, no teasing the invalid,’ he said.
Dione raised her glass, rescuing them both by saying, ‘It’s the first time we’ve all been together this year, so… To the New Year, may it be all we wish of it.’
‘I can drink to that,’ Leanne said, ‘though it could have had a better start.’
‘Then it should be all uphill from here, should it not?’
12th January.
Leanne was not entirely sure that being back on a medical ward was uphill, but it was routine and, relatively, quiet. The hospital administration had decided that putting her back on A and E so soon would be unwise, so here she was dealing with various patients undergoing minor operations or recovering from them. Lisa was on the same ward, so that was something. They were busy, but there were mandatory breaks which they sometimes actually got to take.
‘You’re sleeping with Pat as well as Diana, aren’t you?’ Leanne asked on one of them. They were alone in the area laughably called the ‘break room’ by those who had to use it. There were a couple of seats, a kettle, and some instant coffee.
Lisa considered for a second and then said, ‘Okay, yeah, I am. They’ve been friends for fifteen years, on-and-off lovers for a lot of that time. They share.’
‘They share you?’
‘God, yes, it’s amazing when both of them are working on me. I feel like I’m going to explode or something. Uh, but that doesn’t happen too often.’
Leanne pushed what she thought might be jealousy out of the way. ‘Why didn’t you mention it?’
‘Well… I didn’t want you to think I was a slut or something. It just kind of happened…’
‘I don’t think you’re a slut. I think you’re kinkier than I thought you were, but it’s not like you’re bedding people left and right.’ Leanne frowned. ‘You’re not, are you?’
‘No! I haven’t even had a one-nighter since I met Di. Haven’t felt the need for it. You are looking at a satisfied woman.’
Leanne giggled. ‘I’m happy for you. Really I…’ The slight frown on Lisa’s face made Leanne pause, and she was about to ask what was wrong when they heard the voice.
‘Aimee.’ In the doorway a man stood, his pale, somehow iridescent, blue eyes fixed on Leanne. He was tall, thin, and pale with narrow features framed in untidy, blonde hair which fell around his neck. He was not unattractive, in a gaunt sort of way.
‘I’m sorry,’ Leanne said, ‘you must have me mistaken for someone else. I’m Doctor Drake. Can I… help you somehow?’
He smiled thinly. ‘Of course, you don’t remember me, but I see it’s you, Aimee.’
Out of the corner of her eye, Leanne saw Lisa taking her phone from her pocket, keeping it hidden from the man in the doorway. ‘My name’s not–’
‘No, they’d have given you a new name, like they did for me. When you’ve lived for over a hundred and seventy years, you go through a few names.’
Lisa was on her feet now, moving around to Leanne. ‘Back away from him,’ she hissed.
The blonde man’s eyes flicked to Lisa and went hard. ‘You keep out of this. I lost her once and no one’s going to–’ The statement ended in an ‘oomf!’ as something barrelled into him from behind, carrying him into the room and onto the floor at Leanne’s feet. Leanne barely had time to be confused before Lisa was dragging her off her seat and back toward the window. Leanne’s coffee mug hit the floor, shattering.
The newcomer looked to be in his late teens, not tall but heavily built. His clothes, T-shirt, jeans, and a long coat, were black and had seen better days. He had black hair bound up into a ponytail, which might not have seen much care in the last month, and dark brown eyes which seemed even darker as he flashed a glance at Leanne and Lisa, and then yanked something from his coat. Leanne let out a scream as she realised it was a knife, cross-hilted with a thin blade.
And then the blonde turned, swinging his elbow around to connect with the teenager’s jaw. The boy fell backwards, rallied, and stabbed at the blonde, punching the thin blade into his shoulder. It seemed to make no difference at all, and the blonde swung his fist up and connected with the teen’s stomach. There was a grunt of pain and another stab, low, straight into the blonde’s thigh.
That was when Dione rushed in. Her eyes flicked over the room and then she turned, grabbing the blonde’s arm, twisting, and then swinging. Unbalanced, he was tossed into the wall across the room. Dione began to turn again, and the boy stabbed her in the side under the ribs. Lisa screamed with Leanne now, but Dione seemed oblivious, continuing to turn and snapping the blade off. She slammed the underside of her fist into the boy’s cheek and he stumbled, reaching into his coat again.
Mike rushed into the room, his eyes falling on Leanne, apparently unharmed, and pausing long enough there that he did not see the boy change his mind about finding a new weapon. Instead, he ploughed forward, pushing Mike into Dione and then rushing out. There was the crash of glass as the blonde threw himself out through the window.
Leanne checked that Mike was basically unharmed and disentangling himself from Dione, who looked really pissed off, and then turned to look out the window. It was a two-storey drop, and she could see the blonde man running away.
Dione rushed out into the corridor, looking both ways, but the dark boy was nowhere to be seen. She walked back into the room. ‘Fuck!’ she said. ‘Is everyone all right?’
‘You’re not!’ Lisa said, moving forward.
Dione held up a hand, glowering down at her torn coat. Then she calmly unbuttoned the black blouse she was wearing, reached to her side, felt around for a second, and pulled out six inches of steel. ‘I’ll be fine,’ she said, dropping the blade and starting to button her blouse up again.
Mike started toward Leanne, but she held up a hand, stopping him. She looked pale, confused, and with a hint of anger brewing. ‘What just happened… isn’t… He ran away from a two-storey fall after getting stabbed, twice. I just saw Diana pull a knife blade out of her side which she barely noticed going in. And you knew those two would come here?’
‘No,’ Mike said, ‘Di suspected they might, so we were nearby when Lisa texted us.’
‘He has fangs.’ Leanne’s gaze turned up from the floor to Dione. ‘You have fangs. Tell me the truth, are you a vampire? Is he?’
Dione looked her in the eyes. ‘Yes.’
The straight answer still caught Leanne by surprise. Her jaw worked for a second and then she started for the door. Mike reached out for her, but she pushed his hand away. ‘You knew,’ she snapped. ‘You knew and you said nothing. Just… Just keep away from me. Keep away until I can… I need to… think.’ And she rushed out.
‘Let her go,’ Dione said when Mike started to follow.
‘Those bastards could–’
‘Those bastards will be licking their wounds for at least a few hours and we’ll know where Leanne is at all times.’
‘How?’
‘Well, for one thing, there are only two places she’s likely to go. She’ll go to her apartment or your mother. For another, the pendant I gave her for Christmas has a GPS tracking chip in it.’ Mike stared at her. ‘She’s your girlfriend, Mike. I take precautions. I’ve been trying to work out how to do the same with your mother, but she’s less of an issue since she’s a sensitive, and I asked a few of the local vampires I know I can trust to keep an eye out for her.’
Mike’s lips tightened, and then he relaxed. ‘If you broach it the right way, Mom would probably agree to wear something. I think she’d view it as nice that you were thinking of her safety and my well-being.’
‘I… hadn’t thought of just asking her.’ She gave Lisa a glance. ‘See why I like having humans around?’ Lisa nodded dumbly. ‘I’m sorry, you’re worried about me and I’m being pissy. I’ll be fine in a few minutes. You’ve never had to see one of us heal. We do it fast.’
‘Do you need blood?’ Lisa asked, unconsciously lifting her arm to offer her wrist.
‘Not right now. Unless I run into trouble, I’ll be fine until next month.’
Lisa managed a smile. ‘Shame.’
‘Now, hush. Security’s coming. Lisa, you’ve had a nasty shock. I’ll be taking your statement and then running you home. Mike, you’ll handle the uniforms and hospital authorities. After you call Mary and get her to activate Leanne’s tracking chip.’
‘I don’t like this,’ Mike said.
‘I know, but she needs space. I think she’ll go to her apartment, it’s closer. Lisa will talk to her and she’ll come around. Don’t worry.’
~~~
It was dark when Lisa opened the apartment door, but there were no lights on inside. She was beginning to think that Leanne had been there, taken the pendant off, and then left when she heard Leanne’s voice.
‘I don’t want to talk about it.’
Sitting in the dark in the lounge, and she did not want to talk about it. Right. ‘Can I turn a light on before I trip over something?’
A table light clicked on. Leanne was sitting on a sofa, her knees pulled up. ‘You knew about her too, didn’t you?’
Lisa ignored the fact that Leanne had said she did not want to talk about it. ‘Yes, obviously. So why are you talking to me and giving Mike the silent treatment?’
‘I’ve known him since I was five. I don’t want to talk about it.’
Nodding, Lisa began taking off her coat. Mark and Andy were on the night shift so there would be no interruptions. She could do this. ‘I’m going to open a bottle of wine and we’re going to get drunk. And we’re not going to talk about it.’
‘Okay,’ Leanne said, smiling weakly, ‘let’s do that.’
13th January.
‘Do you let her bite you?’
The question came out of nowhere and surprised Lisa. They had been resolutely not mentioning the v-word for hours, and now Leanne was going there. She figured there were a couple of ways to go with this, but Dione had counselled that truth was the best way, so Lisa went with that: honest and total.
‘Simple answer, yes,’ Lisa said.
‘It’s more complicated than that? You let her bite you and suck your blood out. She’s a vampire and they drink blood.’
‘They eat food too. You had Christmas dinner with her. Which I envy you a little, by the way, but I was with her the night before and she bit me then, but didn’t take blood. Look, vampires aren’t like they are in the movies.’
‘They’re dead people animated by some sort of virus. Natural, but not exactly natural.’
Lisa’s eyes widened. ‘Yes. How did you know?’
‘A “hypothetical” conversation I had with Diana. She told me all about it and I just… Am I monumentally naïve?’
‘They’ve been around for thirty or forty thousand years, in one form or another. They aren’t the incredible, supernatural beings of legend. They have to hide among us. You don’t think, after all this time, they haven’t got really good at it?’
‘Huh… I guess, yeah.’
‘To be honest,’ Lisa mused, ‘I know Dione figured you’d eventually work it out, but I think she wanted you to, for Mike’s sake. It can’t have been easy, keeping it from you, but he couldn’t tell you. He has to abide by vampire law as well as ours, and keeping the secret is, like, the first one on the list. It’s why they have vampires like Di.’
‘So, her name’s not really Diana?’
‘Oh no. She’s had loads of names. Diana’s Roman, right, and she’s Greek. Spartan, actually. Her real name is Dione.’
‘How the Hell old is she?!’
‘Knocking on twenty-five centuries. But that’s unusual. Most of them are a few centuries at most.’
‘And what is it that… Dione does? What’s Mike mixed up in?’
Lisa took in a deep breath. ‘When a vampire does something that threatens the secret, or a few other crimes against their laws, Dione’s the one who ends them. In New York, there’s something they call “the Agreement.” The city’s Hunter, that’s Dione, works with the NYPD to keep a lid on things and the city wants her to have a partner, a human one. That’s Mike.’
‘He’s hunting dangerous vampires for a living?’ There was a warning hint of worry in Leanne’s tone.
‘With the best equipment and the absolutely best partner there is. They’re out there, Leanne, and if one goes bad, like the one in Harlem, would you rather he was a normal cop who didn’t know what he was facing or the guy with the explosive shotgun rounds? You know how it went when he didn’t know about them. He almost died. Dione was there to save him.’
Leanne considered the statement for a few seconds. Dione had been alone when she saved Mike that time, so what had happened to her previous partner? But that was a question for Dione, not Lisa. Lisa was helping, smoothing things out at the edges, but to get to the core of this, Leanne was going to have to talk to Dione, and Mike. It hurt that he had not told her, but there were always things about his job he was barred from talking about, and Lisa was right: it cost him to keep secrets from the girl he had loved from a time before either of them knew what the word meant.
‘I need to talk to Mike,’ Leanne said. ‘And Dione, but mostly Mike. Well, and Dione. I mean… vampires are real, Lisa.’ A sort of delighted/confused grin spread across Leanne’s face and Lisa giggled. ‘They’re really real. They’re something… I mean, they aren’t these supernatural monsters like in the legends, but they’re even better! Who’s that expert they have? Winthrop? He must have the most amazing job in the world! Studying something so fundamentally outside the normal parameters of life.’
‘I know,’ Lisa said, grinning. ‘Just from what I’ve seen and learned… I’m not the scientist he is, or you are, but the possibilities are… You healed fast, right? You healed faster than expected from the beating you took? I wasn’t joking when I said it was because Dione kissed you.’
‘Another thing I just ignored.’ Leanne rolled her eyes.
‘Yeah, but you didn’t know. The bite transmits some of the virus in their saliva and it causes accelerated healing. It’s a survival thing. Their victims have usually healed the wound before they even know they’ve been bitten. Dione, and Pat, can transmit it with a kiss. So she used the excuse of ribbing you a little to give you a dose.’
‘The medical applications… Dione implied that this virus messes with the necrosis process somehow. If we could isolate that without the whole “turning into the undead” bit… There are diseases it could treat. It could keep people medically stable until they could be resuscitated.’
‘And you haven’t mentioned the life extension possibilities. Vampires don’t age, Leanne. Not physically anyway. Dione told me it’s rare for them to get to the millennium because they get tired, bored, or disillusioned. They let themselves fade away. She’s not sure how she’s kept going when most have failed, but she’s a little on the edge. You asked if I let her drink my blood? Well, Pat asked me to watch out for her and make her take it if she forgets. It’s only once a month, but if they don’t, they eventually slip into a coma and just fade away.’
‘And it has to be human blood?’
‘Live human blood. None of that stocking bags in the fridge stuff or eating rats.’
‘Well, there’s a thing. Why live human blood?’
Lisa shrugged. ‘Don’t know. It’s that which keeps them going and lets them heal so fast. I guess that is a little supernatural. As in “it hasn’t been explained.”’
‘Yet.’
Having trouble not laughing at her friend’s change in attitude, where anger and some fear had become fascination, Lisa just agreed. ‘Yet. Maybe you should–’
A sound stopped her. It was a sort of crunching noise, like wood breaking under stress, and she stood up, turning toward the door of the apartment. There was a crack, and then the blonde man from the hospital rushed in. Lisa opened her mouth to scream, and he raised a crowbar, swinging it into the side of her head. She went down, sprawling on the floor, and he raised the weapon again.
‘No!’ Leanne shrieked.
The man turned and smiled, showing his fangs as he rushed forward. Suddenly, he was on her, pressing her against the sofa, and she was looking into vibrantly blue eyes. Vibrantly blue and so deep. She tried to look away, but found herself falling into those eyes.
‘That’s right, Aimee,’ the man said, ‘just sleep. It’ll be all right. I see what I need to do now. I’ll bring you back to me and everything will be just as it was.’
Leanne felt her conscious mind slipping away and there seemed to be nothing she could do to stop it.
~~~
Lisa was sitting on the sofa with an ice pack pressed to her head when Mike stormed into the apartment. At Dione’s request, he had been waiting at home in case Leanne called or even turned up. Dione had got there faster when the call had come through from Lisa.
‘I’m sorry. Mike,’ Lisa said as soon as she saw him. ‘I tried to stop him. I should’ve sensed him. I should’ve–’
‘He used that on the door,’ Dione said, indicating the crowbar resting on the carpet, ‘and then on Lisa. I’d end the prick for that even if the Concilium hadn’t ruled on it.’
‘Where’s Leanne?’ Mike asked. Dione raised an eyebrow and nodded to Lisa, and Mike kicked himself. ‘Sorry. Lisa, you couldn’t have stood up to him, and this sense we have isn’t perfect.’
‘I could’ve…’ Lisa trailed off. ‘Okay, I’m taking judo lessons after this. I don’t know what happened after he hit me. I assume he took her. He thinks she’s someone else. Someone called Aimee?’
‘His creatrix,’ Dione said. ‘Stupid… She was a redhead and he got too clingy for her. Maybe she did leave because he was getting strange about it.’
‘Takes two to tango,’ Mike said. ‘I’d suspect she wasn’t ready for the commitment and he pushed too much. Losing her probably made his issues worse. But Leanne isn’t a vampire. How can he think she’s his creatrix?’
‘Dracula movies?’ Lisa suggested. ‘There’s been that whole “reincarnated lost love” thing in a lot of them. Maybe he thinks she ended and Leanne’s her reincarnated soul.’
‘Which would work if Leanne was six,’ Dione said. ‘He’s a romantic, betrayed by his lover, and then almost ended by a venator. He’s gone off the edge and… And we need to find them. Now!’
‘Oh! You don’t think he’s going to–’
‘Yes, I do. And while I think Mike could make a straight relationship work, I’d prefer to avoid the complications. Come here.’ Reaching out, Dione grabbed the back of Lisa’s neck and pulled her into a hard, rather urgent kiss. Lisa let out a squeak and then started to relax, and when Dione released her, she just flopped back against the sofa, ice pack forgotten. ‘Winthrop will be here to pick you up and take you to SCU shortly. You’ll stay there until this is over.’
‘Sure,’ Lisa said, grinning euphorically.
‘And try not to proposition him when he gets here. He’s old and I’m not sure his heart could take it.’
‘You spoil all my fun.’
~~~
Leanne blinked a couple of times as her mind cleared. The experience had been surreal, distant, and she could barely recall what had happened, but she had let the blonde man lead her down into the subway tunnels, and then she had let him tie her to a concrete stanchion. Her arms were tied up high over her head and there were loops of rope around her ankles, hips, and ribs. It seemed that, while he could apparently control her, he wanted her secure for some reason. How the Hell had he done that anyway?
‘I hope the ropes don’t hurt.’
Leanne looked down to see the blonde man kneeling nearby with a small, portable camp light, a few bottles of water, and her T-shirt and bra. ‘What’s going on?’ Leanne said with some considerable effort to keep her voice level. ‘Why am I tied up at all, and why did you strip me to the waist?’
‘I didn’t want to get blood on your shirt.’
Swallowing, Leanne gave an experimental pull on her ropes and found them quite firm. ‘You’re a vampire.’
‘So are you, Aimee, you’ve just forgotten. I don’t know how they did it, but it explains everything. They couldn’t stand the burning light of our love, you see.’ Leanne almost winced at the simile. ‘So they took you from me and gave me that worthless… When I change you back, you’ll remember. And you’ll be mine. Forever.’
He was going to turn her into a vampire. Well, there were worse fates, she supposed. Then she caught herself thinking that and wondered what the Hell was going on in her head! ‘Well… Well, I don’t remember you now, so what’s your name?’
‘Aaron. Aaron Quade, this time.’
‘Okay, well, Aaron, I don’t want to be a vampire.’
‘You will. Once you’ve converted, you’ll remember me, and how it was, and you won’t want anything else.’ He got to his feet.
‘Look, you’re making a mistake. I’m not this Aimee you knew.’
‘You simply don’t remember.’ He stepped closer and she could smell the… vampire on him. She was not sure what the scent was, but this close he just smelled wrong and panic started settling into her, driving her heart into her throat. ‘You will.’ His hand clasped her jaw, forcing her head to the side, turning her to bare her neck to him.
‘Please…’
He leaned in. She felt his breath on her neck and then there was a sharp pain. She started to cry out and the sound died as a wave of warmth spread through her from the bite. She wanted to struggle, but the warmth seeped into her and she felt almost drunk. She vaguely felt his lips seal over the wound and knew he was drinking, sucking up the life blood flowing from her open vein. It did not really seem to matter. A wave of weakness passed over her after a few seconds. She was dying. She knew it and there was nothing she could do about it. She felt her heart stutter.
And then he was knocked aside as something hit him, passing inches from Leanne’s face. Her vision was blurred, but she saw a dark shape, heard a scream. Dione. Dione wore a lot of black and she saved people from mad vampires. Dione had found her, somehow, and…
The face of the teenager Leanne had seen at the hospital appeared before her, eyes hard yet oddly compassionate. He peered at her, as though he was looking at tropical fish behind glass.
‘Help me,’ Leanne managed, her voice a croak.
‘You’ve been bit,’ the boy said. ‘Only one thing I can do for you now.’ He lifted a thick, heavy-bladed knife, a machete, and Leanne could see blood on it. Her eyes shifted, seeing the body on the floor for the first time. There was a knife driven into Quade’s chest and his head was three feet from his body.
‘No…’
‘Sorry.’ He raised the machete.
‘You should really worry about the vampire that’s still standing and not tied to a post.’ That was Dione’s voice. Leanne managed to turn her head and there was Dione, standing in the hole that made a doorway to the ‘room’ they were in. In her right hand she held a gleaming sword, a katana, and she looked really irritated. ‘You’ve been causing problems, boy. You’re going to stop.’
The boy moved, circling around behind the stanchion into clear space, his machete raised and pointed at Dione. With his left hand, he pulled another of his daggers from his coat. ‘I’ve killed twenty-four bloodsuckers like you. You’ll be my twenty-fifth.’
Dione smiled. ‘You’ve never met a vampire like me, kid. I learned to use a sword when I was seven.’ Her eyes flicked to Leanne, saw the blood trail at her throat, the pale skin, the weakness. There was no time for messing about. ‘Drop the weapons and things will go a lot easier for you.’
‘Fuck you!’ The boy darted forward, swinging the machete in a diagonal across Dione’s body, but Dione just angled her body away from it and snapped her katana up and across. There was a clash of metal on metal and the machete skittered across the floor. Without a pause, Dione turned, the katana flashed in the light from the lamp, and the boy screamed as the blade slashed through his left arm. He stumbled and fell backwards, clutching at the stump.
‘Stay down!’ Dione snapped, turning immediately to Leanne. She was just unslinging the rucksack she was carrying when there were three loud bangs and she lurched at the impact of a bullet hitting her side. Then there was another, louder, bang as Mike fired his shotgun from the doorway. Hit in the chest, the boy was thrown backwards like a rag doll, and then his chest exploded outward in a shower of blood, bone, and organ fragments.
‘Do I want to know what just happened?’ Leanne asked, and Mike felt his heart sink at the weakness in her voice.
Dione pulled a first-aid kit out of her rucksack. ‘No. I need to see to that wound or you’ll bleed out and finish what Quade started. I’m going to leave you hanging there until it’s patched, okay?’
Leanne swallowed. ‘Okay.’
It took only a minute to get the wounds closed with medical tape and pads, and then Mike held Leanne while Dione cut her down. ‘It’s kind of kinky,’ Leanne whispered in Mike’s ear, barely able to raise her voice higher. ‘I think I’d like it if you were the one doing the tying.’
Mike did his best to laugh, but he was worried. He could tell that Leanne was too and that made it worse. He lowered her to the floor and then Dione went to work again.
The rucksack contained a bag of something which, to Leanne, looked vaguely like plasma, but not. ‘This is an artificial blood plasma,’ Dione more or less confirmed. ‘Winthrop came up with it. It’s a perfluorocarbon-based mix with some antiviral agents, salts, the usual. It’s been proven to help when someone’s been bitten.’
Leanne did not feel the needle going in, but Dione seemed to know what she was doing, while all Mike could really do was stand there and hold the bag up. Well, in two and a half millennia, you had to learn a few things, right?
Ten minutes later, with a blanket wrapped around her, Leanne was feeling better, but not exactly healthy. Watching Dione strip out of her coat and blouse, and pulling the bullet out of her side with a pair of forceps was more interesting than disgusting, but the euphoria from the bite had worn off and Leanne felt like she had been through a war.
‘He shot you,’ Leanne said, her voice a little stronger now.
‘Hollow point,’ Dione said. ‘The coat took most of the sting out of it. I’ll be fine in a minute. Unlike you. We’ll get you up top and into SCU’s treatment room.’
‘I feel kind of sick.’
Dione laughed. ‘No, really? I think a mild sedative is in order.’ She dropped to her knees beside Leanne and kissed her. Leanne knew it was coming and almost thought about stopping it, but then it was happening and thought went for a walk outside where it could avoid watching.
~~~
‘Could I get another kiss?’ Leanne asked. It was an hour later and they were in the medical room in SCU. She had tubes and wires attached, just as Mike had had after his attack, but she was in a better condition than he had been.
‘Not tonight,’ Dione replied, humour in her voice. ‘We want you back on your feet sooner rather than later, so you can have another tomorrow.’
‘It’s a little embarrassing, but it feels so good.’
‘Sure does,’ Lisa put in.
‘Embarrassing?’ Mike asked.
‘Makes you horny,’ Lisa explained. ‘Not like the scent. Breathe that in for a few seconds and you’d fuck a tree stump, but the kiss sure does make you want it.’
‘Thank you for that image, Lisa,’ Dione said. ‘Now, I suggest you all get some sleep. Mary and I will handle the clean-up in the subway.’
‘What happens with the boy?’ Mike asked.
‘We’ll arrange for him to go away. It means unsolved homicides, but homicides go unresolved all the time. He’ll get a proper burial. If it’s any consolation, he was firing wildly and could have hit Leanne, and the fact that you shot him means I don’t have to justify killing him in front of the Concilium.’
‘They’d roast you for killing a maniac like that?’ Leanne asked, sounding a little affronted.
‘Vampires aren’t allowed to kill humans,’ Lisa said. ‘Killing humans threatens the secret.’
‘Well,’ Dione said, ‘we can kill them. We’d just better have a damn good reason. Kind of like when humans kill humans. Except when you go to war, then it’s a given. Vampires have never had a war, at least one that anyone remembers. That’s not a boast; there’s just too few of us to create the circumstances. Now, sleep. If you don’t want to leave, the chairs in here are remarkably comfortable. Believe me.’
~~~
‘I don’t think I got my money’s worth from that last kiss,’ Leanne complained as she pulled on her T-shirt.
No one had left and Dione was back in the office after grabbing a few hours of sleep at home. ‘You didn’t actually pay anything,’ Dione pointed out. She was lounging on one of the comfortable chairs, unabashedly watching Leanne dress.
‘Yes, but a couple of minutes of horny euphoria? It was much better last night. I was halfway out of the tunnels before the pain came back.’
‘The effects tend to be variable. The longer I press it, the more you’re likely to get a longer overall effect. If you hadn’t healed, I might have given you another this afternoon.’
‘But I’m fine, so no kissing. My life sucks so much.’ Leanne flashed the vampire a grin to show she was kidding.
‘I may get jealous,’ Mike commented.
‘Don’t worry, our love can never be. I’m a girl and she’s a vampire, and you know how that story ends.’
‘Yeah,’ Lisa said, ‘in five or more minutes of nonstop orgasm.’
‘Not helping,’ Leanne sing-songed. ‘So what now? Back to work?’
‘Winthrop wants you to stay here for another couple of nights. Just in case,’ Dione said. ‘I’ve arranged things with the hospital. Lisa, you too. You’re both in “protective custody” until we’re sure the danger is over.’
‘It’s over though, right? It is over.’
‘This time. It’s going to be a lot easier now you know about all this. We can have some serious talks about security. For example, you might want to move in with Mike. I know you’ve been planning it, or at least thinking about it. His apartment is far more secure. Lisa, Pat would like you to move in with her.’
‘With Pat?’ Lisa said, eyes widening.
‘She has more room than I do. You’ll have your own room.’
‘The rent on the apartment we’re in,’ Leanne said. Her voice sounded a little distant: now dressed, she had taken a proper look around and seen what was on the other side of the window in the isolation room. ‘We can’t just leave the–’
‘I’ll take care of that,’ Dione informed her. ‘I have a few investments, as you can imagine. A few months’ rent is quite worth it. Mike, I’d like you to discuss extra security with your mother. Aside from the fact that she is your mother, I like her and I want to be quite sure she remains fit and healthy for as long as possible.’
‘I’ll talk to her on Sunday,’ Mike said.
Dione nodded. Then she said, ‘Say it, Leanne.’
‘That’s Juliana Nails. I watched her being buried. What’s she… Oh.’
‘That,’ Dione said with a sad tone in her voice, ‘is something else you can help us with. It would be… easier if she had a face she knows here when she wakes up. Lisa, you too. She’ll also need blood when she comes to. We’ll need to call in a few emergency supplicants for her. She’ll be quite thirsty.’
‘Is that what it’s called?’ Leanne asked. ‘A supplicant.’
‘Yes,’ Lisa replied. ‘I’m a supplicant. I gift to Dione and Pat.’
‘Then I guess I’m a supplicant too. I’ll be gifting to Juliana. I owe her that much.’
‘No,’ Dione said, ‘you don’t owe her anything. The man who does is truly dead. But if you want to give this gift to her, then it would be appreciated.’





Part Four: Vampires Don’t Do Drugs
New York, NY, 14th January 2015.
‘It’s… amazing,’ Leanne said. She was peering down a binocular microscope at vampire viral particles. The fact that she could see them through a standard microscope was amazing, but her exclamation was more general in nature. ‘Which species is this?’
‘Haemovirus cyprius,’ Winthrop replied, ‘which is one of the ones you have intimate familiarity with.’
‘Okay…’
‘It’s the succubus virus,’ Mike supplied. ‘A lot of the Latin names went over my head, but that one was easier and I made a point of remembering it.’
‘Can I see?’ Lisa asked.
Leanne backed off so that her friend could peer down the microscope at the virus which made Dione work, and her supplicants feel like they were in Heaven. ‘It’s huge,’ Leanne said. ‘I mean, really huge. Why hasn’t anyone discovered it before?’
‘Vampires are fairly secretive about it,’ Winthrop replied. ‘I’m using “fairly” in an inaccurate manner, obviously. This lab is one of the few places where we have moderately free access to it. Here, let me swap in another you’ll know.’ He busied himself swapping slides. ‘This one is germanicus.’
‘Carpathian,’ Mike said. ‘And they aren’t all like Quade. Eddy Ross is a carpathian, so is Delia, the girl who works for him.’
Leanne blinked at him. ‘Mister Ross? The guy I buy milk from? The guy that runs a grocery store?’
Mike grinned. ‘That was kind of my reaction too.’
‘We’re everywhere,’ Dione said with a menacing tone as she walked in, ‘selling you groceries and driving your taxis. It’s a conspiracy of grand proportions. Could I borrow my partner? I’ve need of some police work.’
‘Oh, he’s not really needed,’ Leanne said. ‘We can get Doctor Winthrop to translate if we remind him. Mike’s just here as eye candy.’
‘I think I’m insulted,’ Mike said, getting up from his chair. ‘What are we doing?’
‘How are you on vice?’ Dione asked.
‘We’re very much in favour of it,’ Lisa said as she peered down the microscope. ‘You know, there’s an obvious difference in shape. This one’s kind of rounded. Pudgy. Dione’s is much more shapely.’
‘Naturally.’
‘Uh, I worked some vice cases when I was in uniform,’ Mike said. ‘Most cops get their shield that way.’
‘There’s a new drug floating around. The one you told me about, Lisa. We think it’s called Apollo, and it seems to make humans feel like vampires to a sensitive, and we need to know more about it.’
‘Okay, well, I have a contact I can touch base with. So do you.’
‘I do… Oh, yes. Leo won’t be selling it, but he may be able to find out who is. How easy is it to get hold of your man?’
‘He moves around, could take a couple of days.’
‘Then we’ll check in with Leo first. He’ll be at his club.’
‘What club?’ Leanne asked.
‘It’s called Kitty Has Claws. He owns a few places, but he likes to do business out of there.’
‘I know it,’ Lisa said. ‘It’s a strip club on the Upper West Side.’
‘How do you know a strip joint on the Upper West Side?’ Leanne asked, frowning at her friend.
‘It’s usually best,’ Dione pointed out, ‘not to ask questions like that. Mike, let’s go clubbing.’
~~~
Mike sensed vampire, more of them anyway, as they walked up to the back door of the club. He figured the feeling was coming from Bar, who stood there like a small, black mountain, accompanied by a smaller man, not that that was saying very much, with narrow, rat-like features who eyed them with suspicion as they approached. Mike figured he could smell cop, but there was also a hint of lascivious glee on his face at the sight of Dione.
‘If you want to see Mister Darius,’ the small man said before Bar could speak, ‘I’ll need to search you. Thoroughly.’
Dione looked him up and down. ‘You’re new, aren’t you?’ she said.
Before he could reply, Bar’s rumbling voice sounded from behind him. ‘Miss Dione and Detective Williams are expected, Grimes. If you lay a finger on Miss Dione, I’ll be… displeased.’
Grimes cringed and when he spoke again, it was almost a whine. ‘But the boss said–’ He cut off quickly as Bar rumbled at him.
‘I’ll take you through, Miss Dione,’ Bar told them. ‘Mister Darius is taking a meeting on the main floor.’
‘Oh,’ Dione responded. Then she waited until they were well inside before adding, ‘Mike, you might want to forget you’re a policeman for a few minutes.’
Mike grimaced, but he said, ‘I think I’ve suddenly gone functionally deaf.’
‘Probably for the best.’
The main floor of KHC was, for want of a better term, sumptuous. There was a main runway/stage with the obligatory chromed pole at the end. Around it were tables set up on a tiered floor to give those at the back a better view of the stage. There was a lot of chrome, a lot of rich reds. The carpet looked hard-wearing, but it felt soft underfoot. Off to one side of the room was a long bar with a secondary stage at one end. Mike had been to exactly one other strip club, on a bachelor party outing for a fellow officer, and it had been nowhere near as nice as this.
Leo was seated at a table right at the end of the stage and there was a man sitting with him: white, forties, smartly dressed, but somehow slovenly. There was something about him Mike immediately did not like.
Dione took Mike’s arm and steered him off to one side. ‘We’ll take a seat out of the way until he’s finished,’ she whispered.
Mike nodded. The conversation in the middle of the room was definitely something he did not want to hear. Bar continued into the room to stand beside Leo’s chair with his arms crossed. Right now, Mike believed that if you looked up ‘menacing’ in a dictionary, there would just be a picture of the big man beside it.
‘It has come to my attention, Mister White, that you seem unable to last a week without resorting to violence,’ Leo was saying. ‘Were this brawls in bars, I would consider it a character flaw and await your eventual incarceration. However, you seem to take out your violent tendencies on your girls.’
White swallowed, pulling at his collar as though it was too tight. ‘I gotta be able to keep control of–’
‘A man who has to resort to striking a woman in order to “keep control” is not a man, Mister White. He is not respected, otherwise he would not need his fists. He is vermin. I do not employ vermin, Mister White.’
‘I, uh…’
‘For entirely economic reasons, your methods are unacceptable. A girl with a black eye does not attract customers. A girl with broken ribs cannot work at all. But, more importantly, such behaviour offends me considerably. Bar here finds it particularly offensive, don’t you, Bar?’ Bar obliged by rumbling something which might have been affirmative, or just terrifying. ‘Bar has been known to take considerable offence at a man who strikes women.’ There was another, louder, rumble, and White tried to shrink into his own suit. ‘So this behaviour will stop!’ Leo’s fist slammed down on the table to emphasise the point, and then his nose wrinkled. ‘That’s all I have to say on the matter. This is your last warning. Bar, get this wretch out of my sight.’
Bar walked around the table, grabbed White’s collar, and more or less dragged him out of the room.
Leo sighed as he watched Dione and Mike walk over to his table. ‘My apologies, Detective,’ he said. ‘I’ve put you in a delicate position. I knew you were coming, but that little prick needed to be dealt with urgently. Have a seat. Not the one he was sitting in.’
‘Wet himself?’ Dione asked. ‘Yes, I can smell it from here.’
‘I’ll need to get it cleaned before tonight,’ Leo said with another sigh. A gesture had one of his other men whisking the chair away.
Mike sat down, looked across at Leo, and said, ‘Well, from what I heard, you were asking someone not to hit women. That’s almost a community service. And I didn’t like him the moment I laid eyes on him.’
‘Mister White has that effect on a number of people. Bar is actually quite a mild man, but even he wants to beat White to death with his own spine. To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?’
‘Oddly,’ Dione said, ‘it’s a matter of vice.’
‘I am somewhat familiar with the subject.’
‘There’s a drug started cropping up. It’s pretty cheap, possibly goes by the name “Apollo.” It’s a disinhibitor, quite a bad one from all accounts. Lisa told me about it because it made the humans taking it trigger her sensitivity.’
Leo frowned. ‘I don’t deal vampire-originated product, obviously, but I know the people who shift Eros and Warrior. I’ve not heard of this new one. You’re sure about the name?’
‘No. It’s what Lisa heard, but it may be going by something else.’
‘I’ll make some enquiries.’ Leo shifted his frown to a smile. ‘Can I offer you a drink before you go?’
‘We have another lead to run down,’ Dione said.
‘Oh, but my next task is so much more pleasant. I have some new girls to audition and your opinion is always valued.’
Dione shook her head, grinning. ‘Why I put up with you I don’t know.’
‘It’s my roguish charm.’
‘Yeah… Come on, Mike, before he has them doing lap dances for me.’ Dione got to her feet, followed quickly by Mike.
‘But that’s the best part,’ Leo called after them.
~~~
Leanne drank coffee and watched the still form of Juliana through the isolation room window. They were taking a break from quizzing Winthrop on all aspects of vampires they could squeeze out of him. Lisa had stayed with the old man to just chat, but Leanne had decided she needed more separation and had gravitated to the medical bay.
She felt rather than heard or saw someone come up to stand beside her and turned to see what very much looked like a cute, brunette teenager in jeans and a T-shirt standing there, eyes on Juliana.
‘Oh, uh, hi,’ Leanne said. ‘I’m Leanne. I’m–’
‘Mike’s girlfriend,’ the girl said. ‘I know.’ Mary had spent most of the last two days avoiding contact with Leanne and Lisa, but Leanne’s apparent concern for the carpathian filia in the isolation room had pulled her out. ‘She’s going to need a lot of help when she wakes up.’
‘I… just can’t imagine what she’ll go through.’
‘You can imagine some of it. You were almost forced into converting.’
‘I guess. I hadn’t thought about it like that. I was scared. Terrified, really, except that I had the virus to soften that. I’ve been so excited about… well, about discovering a whole new area of discovery, I guess, to worry too much about what might have happened.’
‘It’ll hit you. But you’re right, waking up a vampire when you didn’t want to be is hard.’
Leanne got the distinct impression the girl, who had still not given her name, was speaking from experience. ‘She’s religious. Anglican. I’d imagine that makes it worse. And her family think she’s dead so she can’t go back to them.’
‘Mine didn’t care.’ Shaking her head, the girl looked around at Leanne. ‘I’m Mary. Perhaps Mike mentioned me.’
‘Yes. Yes, he did. He plays that shooting game with you. I, um, got the impression you were older.’
‘I’ll be a hundred and forty-five in March. That old enough?’
‘Oh.’
Mary pushed down her irritation: the silly human knew no better. ‘Vampires don’t age. I was sixteen, and under-developed, when I was converted. I’ll look like this as long as I exist. I have an ID card which says I’m twenty-one and documentation saying I have a developmental condition to explain how I look.’
‘Hypogonadotropic hypogonadism?’
Mary’s eyebrows raised a little. ‘Yes.’
‘It can cause development to stop part way through a normal puberty so it makes sense as an explanation.’
‘That’s what Winthrop said.’ Trying to hide the fact that she was a little impressed, Mary turned back to the window. ‘She’ll need help. I’ll do what I can, but she doesn’t know me. Dione thinks you would be… I would like your help in getting her through this.’
Leanne nodded slowly. ‘I’ll do anything I can. It could have been me in there. You, um, didn’t want to be converted?’
‘I don’t talk about it.’
‘Oh, well–’
‘Usually. My father was a Presbyterian minister with a mission in the East End of London in the eighteen eighties. He never really wanted a girl. He had my brother, John, and that was enough for him, but my mother got pregnant again and abortion was obviously out of the question. So there he was saddled with a “whore of Babylon sent unto Earth to tempt the hearts of men.” His words. I was… fourteen when he told me that. I’d just shown the first signs of puberty and he gave me an hour-long lecture on how the local boys would “come sniffing around me” soon and I was not to tempt them. I had my first period when I was fifteen. I know, that was late even then, but the number of times I was kept on bread and water, or sent to bed without supper, I’m surprised I got as far along as this. Anyway, Father told me that this was a sign that Satan had set up shop in my body.’
‘That’s… sick. To do that to your own daughter…’
‘These were different times, Leanne,’ Mary told her, sounding more like someone her real age. ‘That said, if I could have torn the old bastard’s throat out after I was converted, I’d have happily done so. As it was, a pack of wolves took me off the street one day in June. Eighteen eighty-six it was. I was sixteen. They… used me, fed from me. I think they were a little surprised when I converted.’
‘Sorry, I didn’t get all the subspecies… lineages, from Doctor Winthrop.’
‘Wolves are a subspecies of the han, the main oriental lineage. They actually originated in North America, got back into Europe after this place was discovered and trade developed. Normally they’re highly gregarious, prone to depression when alone, and very loyal to the members of their pack. I… didn’t develop quite the same characteristics because my pack didn’t really want me. They chained me up in the cellar of the house they’d set up in. I was fed streetwalkers and lost children. I was so desperate for blood each time they bothered to give me something I would’ve killed babies. Thank God they never thought of that humiliation. I spent two years down there, alone except when one of them wanted to use me. The girls were worse than the boys. I’d been brought up to view homosexuality as worse than murder.’
‘Didn’t anyone look for you?’
‘My disappearance was never reported,’ Mary said in a flat tone which had a lot of old anger hidden under it. ‘Then, in August eighteen eighty-eight, the pack thought of a new game. They targeted street prostitutes, slitting their throats and ripping open their stomachs, steeling some body part to be brought back to cook and eat. They’d killed five women before Dione tracked them to their hideout and ended them. All of them. And she found me in the cellar and… If she hadn’t taken me on as her filia, I’d…’
‘So Dione became your pack.’
‘SCU is my pack. Even Mike now I’ve… got used to having him around. By extension, so are you, but if you ever hurt him, I will pull out your internal organs one by one and eat them in front of you.’
Leanne was not entirely sure what to say to that, so she went for, ‘Uh… okay.’
‘Just so you know.’
‘Uh, of course.’
15th January.
Billie Meers was a scruffy sort of man in his early thirties with lank, black, shoulder-length hair and watery, grey eyes. He was dressed in torn, faded jeans, a T-shirt for some rock band Mike had never heard of, and a heavy, padded coat the colour of mud. Mike spotted him on a corner of 33rd and 5th, apparently just hanging around. He was, in all probability, trying to sell knock-off watches to passers-by, but Billie had a number of lines of business, few of them even vaguely legitimate. As far as Mike knew, Billie had not had a steady job since getting kicked out of high school for dealing drugs to the football team.
Billie was the kind of crook who could smell cop at two hundred yards, upwind. He looked around as Mike approached him and sagged slightly. Or sagged more, depending upon how you looked at it.
‘Detective Williams,’ Billie said with fake joviality as Mike closed in, ‘what brings you down here?’
‘You’re a hard man to find, Billie,’ Mike said.
‘I likes to be on the move. Busy, busy. That’s me.’
‘Uh-huh. Well, I’ll ignore the numerous offences I can probably find just by looking in your coat–’
‘I ain’t got nothing offensive in my coat.’
‘You are in your coat, Billie. Apollo, ever heard of it?’
‘That’s that thing they sent people to the moon in, right?’ Mike stared at him. ‘Okay. New product on the market. Not my thing. Heard people saying it’s good for getting the ladies to put out and I don’t do that kind of shit.’
‘Very noble of you. Who does?’
‘That’s the other thing, see? Supply’s pretty tight. Trust is hard to come by with these people. I know some that are selling to clients, no one that’s selling to sellers.’
Mike looked at him carefully. He could usually tell when Billie was lying, mostly because his mouth was open, but he seemed genuine. Some people, and Billie was one of them, had their limits. He would sell two-dollar watches for fifty dollars to unsuspecting tourists, but if he thought Apollo was a date-rape drug, he would consider it over the line. Mike pulled a twenty from his pocket and handed it over. ‘There’s four more of those if you find me something useful about it.’
Billie’s eyes lit up. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’
‘Thanks. Now go hawk the watches somewhere else, huh?’
‘Ain’t watches,’ Billie said, grinning, which was not a pleasing thing to see. He opened one side of his coat to show off a selection of vari-coloured wallets and purses. ‘Genuine Himalayan yeti leather.’
‘Huh, really? And my boss is a vampire.’
‘Haw!’ Billie broke into raucous, braying laughter. ‘Ain’t they all?’
~~~
‘Is there such a thing as a yeti?’ Mike asked as he settled into Dione’s car.
‘Hunted to extinction in the sixteen hundreds,’ Dione replied.
‘Huh. I found him, finally.’ Mike had taken up the hunt for Billie solo since he had dragged Dione around the informant’s common haunts to no result the day before, and Dione needed to make sure there were no problems with Leanne and Lisa returning to work at the hospital. ‘Billie’s heard of it. Apollo, that is. I guess that confirms the name. I said I’d give him something if he got me more useful info.’
‘Make sure you talk to Mary about the expenses. What had he heard?’
‘It’s difficult to get. Only to trusted vendors and he’s not that trusted. He heard it got used as a date-rape drug too. He’s a scummy little individual, but he’s got boundaries and that’s one of them.’
‘Good to know.’ She paused, thinking. ‘I’m not sure what else to try before Leo or Billie come up with something. We have very little to go on.’
‘I’ve got nothing. You’re right, we know almost nothing about this stuff. Normally I’d suggest checking known suppliers, but I think Billie’s right about it being a limited supply deal. How did it go in there?’ He waved generally at the hospital building.
‘Oh, the administrator was pissy about the “disruption to normal hospital operations.” I told him to take it up with the Commissioner if he has concerns. And good luck to him with that.’
‘So what now?’
‘You go back to Winthrop and learn more about vampires. You still have plenty to learn and we’ve got nothing more to go on. Let’s hope we get something soon. I have a bad feeling about this stuff.’
16th January.
Lionel Crabbitz liked to describe himself as a sybarite because he had heard the word once and thought it sounded cool. He also liked people to call him ‘Cat,’ though there were relatively few who did. Sybarite sounded like something sophisticated and Lionel was not a sophisticated man, but he did like to think of himself as such. He liked the finer things in life. But he could rarely afford them so discovering the Black Candle and gifting vampires had been a really big thing.
There were some issues. Like Lionel liked a little weed now and then. He really quite liked cocaine, but it cost too much for a man barely getting by on his wages from stacking shelves at a supermarket after hours. If the folks at the Candle found out about the drugs, he would be locked out, so the weed had had to go.
Vampires were better anyway. He always put down for optional intercourse, heterosexual only. He didn’t get some sweet-looking vampire chick every time he went, and sometimes even the lookers did not want to fuck, but when it all came together, Lionel got to ride the high and get his rocks off all in one go, and then he really felt like a sybarite.
He knelt in room nine wondering what he would get today and thanking God that his friend had been right about the stuff he had taken the night before. ‘New stuff,’ the guy had said. ‘No way anyone can detect it and it makes you feel like a god.’ And it had, for over an hour. He had felt pumped up, high, horny, and he had known he could take on the world. And then he had felt like throwing up and decided that he would never take the stuff again. Except it was real cheap…
Lucille Maynard opened the door to room nine and stepped inside, wondering what she was going to get today. As vampires went, Lucille was a quiet one. She did mathematics tutoring for kids and adults with learning difficulties, and occasionally to bright kids who needed more than the schools provided. She kept herself to herself a lot, but she enjoyed helping out at the local church when there was some fundraising effort going, even though she was not really religious. Neither her clients nor the parishioners knew what she did once a month at the Candle, however. Possessed of naturally lush, vibrantly black hair and quite full lips, Lucille could add deep red lipstick, some eye liner, and a bit of corsetry, and she became just a perfect Gothic vampire. So once a month, because she had to do it anyway, she dressed up, went down to the Candle, and played at being a real vampire for fifteen minutes.
Today’s supplicant was not what she might have hoped for. He was thin, his chin showed patches of stubble where he had failed to shave properly, and the thin, badly cut, brightly coppery hair was not a turn-on, but you got what you were given, that was the deal. Maybe next month she would get something a bit more hunky; well, she could live in hope.
‘You may refer to me,’ Lucille said as she shut the door behind her and the locks engaged, ‘as Mistress.’
Lionel thought his ship had come in. Maybe she was a little wider in the hips than he really liked, but the outfit really worked for her and she had a really pretty face, and… He had a momentary vision of those red lips wrapped around his cock, which he had to put aside, because it was not going to happen. ‘I’m Cat,’ he said.
Lucille thought there was probably no man less cat-like than the one kneeling on the sheet. Bony knees, not attractive, but you got what you got. Oh well. The hard-on he was rapidly developing was of adequate size, so maybe this was salvageable. She reached to her waist and undid the ribbon that held her skirt in place. Beneath it, her stockings were suspended from her boned, black corset. She did not wear panties to the Candle because it was an extra little thrill. Her black pubic hair was carefully trimmed into a downward-pointing triangle for the occasion. She dumped her skirt into the box and said, ‘Lie down, Cat,’ in as firm a voice as she could manage.
Lionel stretched out on the sheet. You had to make certain allowances for vampire chicks. Lionel was a man who liked to be on top, but with vampires that was awkward. She needed to be on top so that she could sink her fangs in and control the motion. The rewards were worth it. He had hoped to get his hands on those big tits he could see bulging out of the corset, but it looked like she was keeping that on, which was different, and kind of erotic. He got harder and waited for her to make her move.
Stepping over Cat’s hips, Lucille looked down at him. She had the routine pretty much down now, but for this one, she was going to speed it up a little. He did not look like he would appreciate her entire repertoire. Still, she paused and ran her tongue over her painted lips, trying to get the smoulder going in her blue eyes. That was probably not worth it either given that he looked like he was ready to pop already. She lowered herself to her knees and, sure enough, felt the length of him against her, hard as rock. Well, that was something. She leaned forward, placing her right hand on the sheet beside his shoulder and bringing her head down to the side of his. ‘Turn your head,’ she whispered, ‘and I’ll make you feel… wonderful.’
Lionel managed to get into character enough to say, ‘Yes, Mistress.’ He turned his head, tilting it back a little to give her better access. He felt her left hand encircle his shaft, guiding him to her entrance. Oh, this one knew her stuff. In one, fluid movement, she pushed her hips down, impaling herself, and drove her fangs in, impaling him. The usual spike of pain was drowned out by the pleasure rising up from his cock and Lionel let out a gasp of pleasure. This was sybaritic!
Her hips began to work, stroking up and down. His grunts of pleasure filled the room and the sensation of sheer ecstatic bliss was like nothing he had ever felt before. He came after only a few seconds, and was vaguely aware that she was not stopping, and he did not care in the least. He did not hear the annoyed growls coming from her throat or feel the way her fingers dug into his shoulders as she clung on, frantically working her hips.
Lionel Crabbitz sank into the blackness of death on a high so profound he might have described it as the ultimate in sybaritic experiences, if he had survived to make comment.
~~~
‘Who is she?’ Dione asked, her eyes on the monitors. Two of the screens showed Lucille alternately rushing at the door to smash her bloodied fists against it, and then returning to the mess on the sheet to lap at the blood which covered it.
‘Lucille,’ Pat replied. ‘Lucille Maynard. Carpathian. About fifteen years dead. She’s a maths tutor from Belmont.’
‘That’s not natural,’ Mike said. He was watching the monitors too. ‘I mean, natural takes on a new meaning these days, but she’s more like an animal.’
‘Transylvanians can get like that,’ Pat said. ‘You met one, right? They call it the “Transylvanian Madness.” They can bring on this super-strong state, but if they use it and wig out, they act like that.’
‘More or less,’ Dione said. ‘Mike’s right, she really looks like her brain just… fried. And she’s a carpathian and they don’t freak out like this.’
‘Could be something new. A new subspecies and we didn’t notice it.’
‘Unlikely. Possible, but unlikely. Tony, could you replay the recording. I want to see how this started.’
Tony shifted his chair to a control panel at the side and began tapping at a keyboard. ‘I don’t think it’s going to tell you much. It all looked pretty normal until she went ape-shit.’
Mike leaned a little closer to Pat. ‘Uh, could I get a selection of those recordings, the normal ones, to go? Leanne’s really fascinated by this whole vampire thing. I told her about supplicants and this place…’
‘Bring her down one day,’ Pat said. ‘You’ve spent a while in here. You know what’s normal. You could give Tony a break and watch vampire porn together.’
‘Uh, I guess that would–’
‘No fucking in the control room though.’
Mike’s cheeks flamed and, thankfully, Tony cued up the video at that point. ‘I’ll talk to her about it,’ Mike said and then made a show of watching the screen.
‘Does she normally dress up like the Bride of Dracula?’ Dione asked.
‘You’re one to talk,’ Pat commented, ‘but yes, she does. She’s pretty modern, so this is her little moment of being a vampire when her life is just plain ordinary otherwise.’
‘That corset does amazing things to her chest,’ Mike said.
‘That is what corsets do,’ Dione told him. ‘And the waist, of course. But I don’t know how humans wear them. Torture instruments if done up properly.’
‘So everything goes as normal,’ Tony interjected, ‘but she just seems to… go nuts. You can see he’s come, but she just keeps on going, sucking blood all the while. And then she gets frustrated when he dies and goes soft on her and…’
‘Shit,’ Mike said on a long breath out.
On screen, the sedate maths tutor was tearing at her supplicant’s throat like a wild beast. When she turned around, Tony stopped the video. ‘If you want to watch the rest, I’m leaving the room. She starts on his genitals next and even an undead man has a limit on the number of times he wants to see someone’s dick chewed off.’
‘I think we can do without,’ Dione said.
‘Good,’ Pat muttered. ‘I nearly threw up when I watched it.’
‘Okay, well… You’ve got your shotgun, Mike?’
Mike lifted the weapon. ‘One in the chamber, ready to go.’
‘Good. All the other rooms have been cleared?’
‘I saw to it myself,’ Pat told her.
Dione nodded. ‘Mike, you’re backup. You position at the end of the corridor. If she gets past me, you blow her apart. Since I think Winthrop would like her in fewer pieces, I’ll go in first. Tony, you unlock the door when I get there.’
‘Understood,’ Tony confirmed.
Dione slid her coat from her shoulders and handed it to Pat. Beneath it, she was wearing a black, one-piece suit, the torso armoured with the same scale construction as Mike’s vest. Picking up her katana, she slid the blade free of its scabbard. ‘Let’s do this.’
Mike stopped at the head of the corridor, readying his weapon, and Dione continued down to room nine. There was the clunk of the locking bolts retracting and Dione kicked the door in. Lucille was flying at it in an instant, but Dione had expected that. Stepping back and sideways, Dione swung the blade in an arc. Lucille’s body continued on to slam into the opposite doorway while her head somersaulted in the air and then fell to the floor.
‘I feel kind of superfluous,’ Mike said and then raised a hand. ‘I’m also fine with that. You can take on the raging lunatics any time you want.’
Pat and Tony emerged to flank Mike, looking down at the decapitated body and Dione standing over it.
Dione sniffed. ‘She smells carpathian, Pat. There goes that idea. Winthrop’s on his way. I’m afraid you’re going to have to shut down for a while. Probably the rest of the day.’
‘I’ll need to get the place cleaned up anyway,’ Pat replied.
Dione nodded, but she was still casting about. ‘There’s something wrong with the scents, though.’
Frowning, Pat walked closer, sniffing as she went. She stopped. ‘There’s too much decay in it. Vampires shouldn’t smell like that.’
‘And he smells almost too much like a vampire. His blood anyway. Make sure the cleaners are fully protected. Winthrop can get you hazmat suits. There’s something bad going on here. We need to get a history on this guy. What was his name?’
‘Uh… Lionel Crabbitz. I think we have an address on record.’
‘Mike, get the address and get Mary on that.’
Mike looked down the hallway at her. ‘You think this is related to that Apollo stuff,’ he said.
Dione started back toward him. ‘Barely my partner for a couple of months and already you know me.’
~~~
‘Lionel Crabbitz,’ Mary read from her monitor, ‘aged thirty-two, looks older. Three arrests for possession. Two for marijuana, one for cocaine. He did two months inside for the latter. That was three years ago. Nothing since, so he may have cleaned up.’
‘Tony said he started going to the Candle about that time,’ Mike said. ‘I think he just found a different way of getting high. Doesn’t mean he wouldn’t try something new.’
‘Is that the cynicism so common in cops regarding recidivism rates?’
‘Maybe.’
‘Must be catching then. Of course, I started out life watching people kill themselves with gin, so I had a head start on you.’
‘Uh, yeah. I hope you don’t mind… Leanne told me about… You know?’
‘My tragic story? No, I don’t mind you knowing. I’d have got around to telling you myself and I more or less expected her to tell you. If you think this means I won’t headshot you online first chance I get, think again.’
Mike grinned. ‘Maybe I’ll get you this time.’
‘Huh, yeah. Like that’s going to happen. Go tell Dione about Crabbitz. I’m sure Winthrop’s solved the case anyway.’
Still grinning, Mike walked around to Winthrop’s lab to find Dione sitting in a chair watching the old man busily working at various machines. ‘Crabbitz was a drug user,’ Mike said. ‘Couple of arrests for possession. He could have tried Apollo, but there’s no actual evidence of him using in the last three years.’
‘The lack of evidence continues,’ Dione replied.
‘This is true,’ Winthrop said. ‘I can find no evidence of anything like a drug in any of the samples from the Candle. There are some unusual aspects to the chemistry, however. I continue to work.’
‘Did you figure out why Lucille went off the reservation?’ Mike asked.
‘The direct cause was necrosis. Her prefrontal lobe was severely atrophied and this includes the part of the brain responsible for impulse control. Her critical ability was severely impaired along with a number of other higher brain functions.’
‘I thought the virus prevented necrosis.’
‘I see that my attempts to educate you have not fallen upon infertile ground. The issue here is not what caused Lucille’s derangement, but what precipitated the injury and, it would seem, in a quite rapid manner.’ Winthrop looked across at some device as it pinged. ‘There is similar evidence of necrosis in other organs, though her body was repairing much of the damage at this point.’
‘Once her live blood ran out, that would stop,’ Dione said.
‘And she would begin to degrade. Whatever the process was, it stopped when you killed her. It’s quite possible that, if you had not cut off her head, we would be left with a pile of decomposition products and a skeleton.’
‘It sounds like a disease,’ Mike said, ‘but there are no known diseases that affect vampires.’
‘No known disease, yes. Which is why we need to isolate whatever is causing this quickly before it becomes an epidemic.’
17th January.
Anne Trudo was feeling buoyant. It was Saturday night, she was dressed to the nines, and she was in a club with pretty good music. Being a vampire put a bit of a damper on one aspect of clubbing: the alcohol in the drinks she was buying had no effect on her. But the atmosphere did and it had always been the atmosphere Anne liked, ever since the twenties when she had gone to speakeasies rather than nightclubs.
Leaning against the bar, watching the dancers on the floor and the people trying to have conversations at the tables: this was what life should be like. Nine-to-five jobs were a pain in the ass, but they did let you pay for the best bit of the week. She turned and picked up her drink, and the man in the open-collared, silk shirt who was sitting on a stool to her right smiled at her. It was a knowing kind of smile which made her suspect, briefly, that he had spiked her drink with something. Well, he was in for a great deal of disappointment if that was the case: drugs did nothing to vampires either. She sank the gin and lime in one go, and smiled back before turning to watch the dancers.
The sudden pain in her head almost doubled her over. The smiling man reached out to catch her, grabbing her left breast in the process. ‘Are you okay?’ he asked in a solicitous tone. ‘Maybe we should get you some air.’ The prick had spiked her drink, but what the Hell could he have done it with to cause this?
Anger flared in Anne Trudo’s decaying brain, rapidly turning to bestial fury. Her would-be ‘saviour’ barely understood what was happening to him as she sank her fangs into his neck and ripped out his throat.
~~~
The nightclub was called Shady’s and it looked like any of a number of nightclubs in Midtown. It seemed to have gone for a black-glass-and-chrome design, which possibly befitted its name, but right now the colour scheme was marred by the flashing lights of patrol cars forming a blockade around the entrance.
Dione and Mike watched the general chaos from behind the blockade along with the sergeant who had been pulled in to coordinate the event on-scene.
‘We got out anyone injured,’ the sergeant was saying, ‘but we know she killed at least three people before they got the place cleared, and she took out one of my officers when they were backing out with a wounded victim. The others swear she was hit, but just kept coming. I’ve seen PCP users who could take bullets, but this one’s on something wilder than that.’
‘We believe it’s a new drug,’ Dione said. ‘Something called Apollo. Her behaviour is what flagged this to us.’
‘Well, we’re setting up to send SWAT in. The survivors have been taken to Mount–’
‘We diverted them to Harlem,’ Dione interrupted. ‘There are some specialist physicians there who can handle possible side effects. We believe this drug may be contaminated in some way and we’re taking no chances.’
The sergeant frowned. ‘No wonder you SCU people are on this. Do I need to worry about anyone else who’s been in there?’
‘Check for signs of anyone who has contacted the subject. Have them taken up to Harlem and make sure they see Doctor Winthrop, Doctor Drake, or Doctor Tully. To be on the safe side, make sure anyone with body fluids from in there on their skin are checked out. Tell anyone with blood on their clothes to wear gloves and launder their uniforms.’
‘Shit! It’s that serious?’
‘We don’t know, Sergeant. I am, hopefully, taking this far beyond the realms of caution. But do you really want to end up like the woman in there?’
‘Point taken. I’ll get on it.’
‘Good. My partner and I are going in.’
‘Ahead of SWAT?’
‘Ahead of SWAT, yes. I have the authority to go over your head on this, but I’d really rather not have to get authoritarian about it.’ Dione smiled at the bulky man with his salt-and-pepper hair and moustache. The hardened cop melted just a little.
‘It’s your funeral, I guess,’ the sergeant said, and then walked off to check the teams who had already been inside.
‘How did you manage to get Winthrop, Leanne, and Lisa set up as “specialists” at Harlem?’ Mike asked as he strapped on his vest.
‘Mary did some string-pulling, and Winthrop is quite convincing when he’s on topic. Besides, we actually have authority from the city to deal with this and Winthrop is listed as a local CDC representative. That was something that came out of the NYPD, by the way. We had the contacts to set it all up, but they wanted us covered if some weird subspecies developed that was… I don’t know, transmissible by air.’ Dione was removing rather than adding to her outfit. Her coat came off to reveal the jumpsuit she had worn in the Candle.
Mike picked up his shotgun. ‘Let’s hope that never happens.’
‘Quite. Hold on.’ Dione picked up something which looked like a segmented, metal collar. ‘Strap this on. She’s likely to go for the throat, and if she gets the upper hand, all she’ll do is break her teeth.’
‘What about you?’ Mike said, putting down his weapon again to buckle the gorget on.
Dione pulled the zip on her suit from between her breasts all the way up to her throat. ‘Scale all the way up,’ she said. ‘I think she’ll recognise me as the greater threat, but I can’t be sure. Not with the brain damage this stuff does. Ready?’
‘As I’ll ever be.’
They marched off across the tarmac and paused outside the club’s doors. There was a rope lying on the ground, still stringing together the chrome poles which had held it off the ground. The rush out of the club when the violence started had taken care of that in a hurry. There was also blood smearing the smoked glass door.
‘We go in,’ Dione said. ‘If we can’t see her, you break right, I’ll go left. I know Winthrop would like more material to work with, but you take no chances. If you see her, blow her in half.’
Mike checked his shotgun, nodded, and they pushed through into the club.
The foyer was empty and quite brightly lit. They looked into the coat check area and saw nothing, sensed nothing, so they moved on into the main club floor. There was a ring of an upper floor above them, but plenty of tables and the bar where their target could be hiding, and there was no immediate sign of her. Mike glanced at Dione, saw her nod, and they split.
The lighting here was dim, shady in fact, and visibility, to Mike, was bad. To Dione, it was probably daylight, he figured, but he was having difficulty. The music still blasting out of speakers around the room, some sort of heavy rock riff, made hearing useless. He strained his eyes and kept moving, checking under tables as he went. Who knew where the woman could be hiding?
The sudden rush of vampire made him stop and look around. Dione was invisible somewhere in the darkness on his left and he was fairly sure he had not sensed her. He was about to call out when he saw their target. The woman, dressed in a matching set of black bra and panties with the remains of a dress hanging about her shoulders, launched herself from one of the tables, aiming right for Mike. He reacted, turning and firing without thought. The slug struck her left thigh, burying itself in the meat before exploding and ripping her leg apart. The impact sent her tumbling and she smashed ungracefully into a table, smashing it beneath her, but neither the loss of her leg nor the impact appeared to be stopping her. She let out an inhuman screech, definitely rage, and tried to regain her feet. Mike pumped two more rounds into her chest and her body ripped open like a piñata, bits of bone falling at his feet from her ruined ribcage. He watched from barely two yards away as the animal fire in her eyes died away.
‘Are you all right?’ Dione asked from just behind Mike’s right shoulder, and he jumped.
‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Don’t… do that.’
‘Sorry. Never been that close to someone when they died?’
‘No. She was… I suppose saying she wasn’t human is redundant, given she was a vampire, but she was more like an animal than a vampire. But there was still some sort of intelligence there and it just… faded out of her.’
Dione nodded. ‘I sincerely hope that you never get used to watching that happen.’
‘Have you?’
‘I’ve been seeing it for twenty-five centuries. Yes, I’m used to it. I like to think I regret it every time, but I’m lying to myself when I do. This one, however, was pointless.’
‘Who was she?’
‘I don’t know, yet. We’ll find out and add her to the list of people whoever is making this drug needs to answer for.’
‘Okay. What now?’
‘Crime scene, in hazmat suits, come in here and bag what’s left of her for Winthrop. We go to Harlem. We need to be checked for signs of contagion.’
‘There isn’t really any contagion though.’
Dione flashed him a grin. ‘No, but we need to keep up appearances, and I didn’t think you’d be so reluctant to see your girlfriend. Or avoid the clean-up.’
‘Oh, well, when you put it like that…’
18th January.
‘The things I do for you,’ Leanne said as she took Mike’s blood pressure.
‘Oo us wanna et ma shir uf,’ Mike said around the thermometer Leanne had stuck in his mouth.
Leanne smiled. ‘Of course I did. I’d prefer it if you had to do this naked, but we can’t all have what we want.’
‘Igh.’ Leanne popped the thermometer out of his mouth. ‘You think Lisa has Dione stripped to the waist?’ Mike added.
‘I think they have a different kind of relationship. It’s more likely that Dione has Lisa stripped to the waist.’
‘Oh. Am I healthy?’
‘Your blood pressure is a little high. Adrenaline, perhaps.’
‘Yeah, something like that. Can I put my shirt back on?’ Leanne peered at him while she carefully wrapped up the pressure gauge collar. ‘Leanne?’
‘What? I’m thinking about it.’
Mike narrowed his eyes at her briefly and reached for his shirt, daring her to stop him. He was almost disappointed when she did not, but they did have work to do. With Mike dressed, they walked out of the cubicle to see Lisa exiting the next one, straightening her scrubs as she did so. She glanced at Mike and Leanne, and her cheeks coloured a little.
‘Told you,’ Leanne said under her breath.
Dione emerged from behind the curtains with a smirk on her lips, and patted Lisa on the behind as she walked past. ‘All fit and ready for duty?’ Dione asked.
‘No problems,’ Leanne replied, ‘though his blood pressure was a little high.’
‘Strange, so was Lisa’s. Let’s go see if Winthrop has anything.’ She waited for Mike and Leanne to close up with her before adding, ‘You didn’t have any trouble with the administration, did you?’
‘Doctor Winthrop had a lot of very impressive credentials and asked for us specifically because we had “prior knowledge of the case.” There wasn’t much they could say. In a way, it’s quite prestigious for the hospital. We were the only ones with the staff to handle it.’
‘Good. I’ll remind them of that when I talk to them.’
Winthrop was taking care of the last of the wounded when they found him. They had had to operate a triage system with the worst victims handled first, so the girl, who barely looked old enough to be in a nightclub, only had a few scrapes and a cut on her right shoulder. Her outfit had fared worse than her body.
‘In my day,’ Winthrop was saying, ‘a girl your age would never have been allowed out in a skirt that short.’
‘Yes, sir,’ the girl mumbled in reply, sounding suitably contrite.
‘At the risk of sounding like a dirty old man, things are much better than they used to be.’
The girl gave a small giggle. ‘I don’t think you’re a dirty old man, Doctor.’
‘Thank you. You may find, however, that you catch a better class of young man by leaving a little more to mystery.’ He glanced around as he heard the curtain shift behind him. ‘Take Detective Hunter here. Even at her most risqué, she always leaves something to the imagination.’
‘You are a dirty old man, Doctor Winthrop,’ Dione told him.
‘It’s nice of you to say so, Diana. Haley here, and all the others, are showing no sign of any contagion. Of any kind.’
‘Thanks, Doctor,’ Haley said. ‘That’s good to hear. It was pretty bad in there. I don’t think I saw the one who started it. I heard someone say she just went crazy. Some new drug.’
‘Indeed,’ Dione said. ‘It’s called Apollo. You might like to pass the word around to your friends. The stuff kills.’
‘Oh, I don’t touch drugs.’
‘That’s very good to hear, Haley,’ Winthrop said. ‘A beautiful young lady like you should not be messing with chemicals. They are a good way to lose those looks.’
Haley blushed. ‘Um… If I feel any odd after effects… Uh, who do I contact?’
‘Call the hospital. If they believe I’m needed for consultation, they’ll call me.’
‘Okay… Thanks.’ And she hopped off the bench and hurried out with her cheeks still glowing.
‘You’re old enough to be her mother’s grandfather,’ Dione commented.
‘Sweet young thing,’ Winthrop said with a sigh. ‘I treated two bites. I believe Leanne and Lisa treated another one each.’
‘Two,’ Lisa said. ‘I finished one up just before Dione came in.’
‘No signs of vampire virus in any of them. Whatever happened to this woman, her virus was essentially disabled.’
‘You’d better check the kills,’ Dione said, ‘but I expect the result will be the same. So we have something which eats away your brain and wipes out the virus’s ability to create new vampires.’
‘Something, I think, which actually attacks the virus, rather than the host. The loss of brain function is likely to be due to necrosis as the virus fails.’
‘That has to be engineered,’ Leanne said. ‘If something like that existed naturally, you’d have known about it before now. And there’s the link to the drug distribution. Someone made this specifically to target vampires.’
‘That’s why it’s so cheap,’ Lisa put in. ‘Something like that can’t really be as cheap to manufacture as it seems they’re selling it for. They’re deliberately keeping the street price low to increase demand and ensure someone feeds on a user.’
Dione glanced at Mike. He shrugged. ‘I can’t fault the logic. I think she’s right. Both of them, in fact. Someone’s distributing a drug that gets you high and ends vampires, in a very messy, public manner, if they take it or feed on someone who has.’
‘Then we’d better find them,’ Dione said, ‘and ask them, politely, to stop doing it.’
~~~
Lisa was still in A and E at seven a.m. making sure that those needing more long-term attention for their wounds were transferred to wards. With Dione and Winthrop out of the building, and Leanne catching some much-needed rest, Lisa’s main gripe with the state of the universe took hold and the task became more difficult than it should have. Basically, no one took an attractive, blonde, female resident seriously. Any of the components were bad enough, but combined together into one package… It was frustrating, and stupid, and she had tried to develop a philosophical attitude to it, but when it came right on down to it, Lisa could not wait to clear her residency requirement and get out of conventional medicine.
So, when she felt vampire in her vicinity as a team of paramedics accompanied by a senior doctor rushed past her with a man in obvious pain on a trolley, her curiosity was piqued, but she said nothing immediately. The doctor did: he spotted Lisa and barked an order. ‘You! The girlfriend. Keep her out of our way and see if you can get her to tell you what he took.’
Lisa made the mistake of looking around for the girlfriend, who appeared to be a pretty brunette girl whose looks were severely marred by the streams of mascara running down her cheeks. The gap gave the doctor the chance to rush onward and leave Lisa to clear up the mess, even though she had her own problems to attend to. But then the other problems were not especially urgent and this might be. Lisa figured the guy was a vampire, in which case he might be about to slaughter the medical team, or he was an Apollo user with an apparent overdose. Lisa closed in on the brunette.
‘Hello,’ Lisa said in her best friendly voice, ‘I’m Lisa. I’m one of the doctors, but don’t let that worry you, I’m really quite nice.’
Tearful girls did not, thankfully, care about blonde hair or boobs. ‘Is Bobby going to be okay?’
‘Doctor Rowhampton is taking care of him, but it would be really great if you could help us with that.’
‘Me?’
‘Yes, come on, there are seats through here. Maybe you’d like something to drink? Water, perhaps?’
‘I… I guess I could use… yeah.’
With a plastic cup of water in her shaking hands, the girl sat down beside Lisa and sipped, shivering slightly at the cold.
‘What’s your name?’ Lisa asked.
‘Kennedy.’
Kennedy and Bobby… right. ‘Okay, Kennedy, here’s the thing? It seems like Doctor Rowhampton believes that Bobby took something, a drug, and it’s affecting him badly.’
Kennedy stared at her cup. ‘We never–’
Lisa decided that if Bobby was a vampire, Kennedy was royalty, so… ‘I know about the Apollo, Kennedy. Right now, it doesn’t matter that he took something a little illegal. What matters is that we identify it and figure out why it’s affecting him like this.’
‘You know…’ Kennedy looked up, worried. Close up, she was not so pretty. The mascara hid a pale, drawn face that suggested a history with anorexia or drugs, or both. Her brown eyes were bloodshot and Lisa did not think that was just from crying. ‘He said he’d got something new, something w-wonderful. And it was. I felt like a goddess. We…’ A little colour developed in her cheeks and she looked down again.
‘Banged like rabbits?’ Lisa suggested. ‘I’ve seen what it does.’
‘Yeah. I let him do all sorts of things I normally wouldn’t and then it wore off. It wore off Bobby first and he’d already taken another tab when I came down. He was high and wanted to stay that way, keep going. It got scary. I begged him to stop, but he kept dropping them and… and it would end so fast after the first and then… He just started throwing up. He said his guts were on fire and then all his muscles started hurting. I called the ambulance… He took too much. Is he going to be all right?’
Lisa pulled her phone from her pocket and flicked through her numbers. ‘We’re going to do everything we can to make sure he is, Kennedy.’
~~~
Dione heard Lisa’s voice as soon as she walked in through the doors of the hospital. She recognised Lisa’s ‘I’m being reasonable and you’re being a prick’ tone too. It took quite a lot to get the blonde riled, but Dione had already worked out that male doctors over forty were among those things which frequently hit her buttons.
‘He’s suffering from systemic organ failure as a result of large-scale cell necrosis,’ Lisa was saying.
‘I fail to see,’ the man she was talking to, who looked like a forty-something male doctor, said in a tone which gave new meaning to patronising, ‘how you would know that, given that you have not, in fact, examined the patient.’
Lisa lifted a hand and began ticking off symptoms on her fingers. ‘Myalgia, nausea, internal haemorrhaging, pulmonary oedema, tachycardia…’
‘Yes, but–’
‘I should listen to her, Doctor,’ Dione said, stepping up beside Lisa. ‘She actually knows what she’s dealing with.’
‘Who the Hell are you?!’
Dione’s blue eyes went cold as she narrowed them slightly. The doctor took a step backwards. ‘Detective Diana Hunter, Specialist Crimes Unit,’ she said. ‘We were here earlier this morning dealing with a related incident and Doctor Tully is one of the few people likely to recognise the situation. I have our expert on his way in. I would appreciate it if you would take Doctor Tully’s advice on the matter and keep this man alive until Doctor Winthrop can get here.’
‘Try antivirals, Doctor Rowhampton,’ Lisa suggested. ‘Perhaps an integrase inhibitor.’
‘You’re saying this is a virus?’ Rowhampton asked.
‘I’m saying that the effect has similarities to a virus and an integrase inhibitor might slow it down.’
Rowhampton bit his lip. ‘Nothing else is stabilising him. It’s worth a try.’ He turned on his heel and stepped back through the curtain behind him. A second later he was shouting orders.
‘Thanks,’ Lisa said.
‘I learned to deal with that kind of male over the course of several centuries,’ Dione replied. ‘That was a good call. If this kid survives, he may be able to give us his supplier.’
Lisa nodded but did not look too excited about it. ‘Kennedy, the girlfriend, doesn’t know. To be honest, just listening to what’s going on in there, we’ll be hellishly lucky if he makes it.’
‘Well… We can try. Look, when Winthrop gets here, you support him. I know you’re working on almost empty, but he’s getting old and hasn’t had much sleep.’
A worried look passed over Lisa’s face. ‘I’ll be here until both of us drop.’
‘Thanks. I’ll be here… supplying coffee.’
~~~
‘The eventual cause of death will be ruled as pulmonary oedema leading to asphyxiation,’ Winthrop said. He looked tired. Then again, Lisa was barely awake beside him. ‘However, it was a race. All his major organs were in various stages of shutdown. If his lungs had not collapsed, I believe his liver would have failed and with the amount of toxic chemistry in his system, that would have proven fatal. The antiviral treatment did appear to slow down the progress.’ The old man looked to his younger companion. ‘You are a good doctor, young lady, and don’t let anyone tell you anything different.’
Lisa managed a weak smile. ‘I guess that points at a viral agent in this “drug.”’
‘It would seem to. Unfortunately, our subject is a mess. Finding anything useful in his system is unlikely, but I’ll try. Tomorrow. If I don’t get some sleep, I’ll be seeing pink elephants in the microscope. I am off to bed.’
‘My shift ended hours ago. I think I’ll join you.’
‘The offer is much appreciated, but I really need to sleep.’
Lisa blushed. ‘I really meant… Not that I wouldn’t, necessarily…’
Dione grinned at them. ‘Dirty old man,’ she said. ‘I’ll run you both back in Winthrop’s van and then come back for my car. I need some sleep myself.’ She sighed. ‘We need to get you a clean sample, Winthrop. Somehow, we need to get our hands on some Apollo.’
‘That would be preferable,’ Winthrop agreed. ‘I’d rather not spend another day like this one.’
19th January.
‘I got your message, Billie,’ Mike said as he approached the CI, Dione at his side. ‘What have you got for me?’
Billie eyed Dione. ‘Who’s the babe?’
‘Detective Hunter,’ Mike replied. ‘She’s my new partner and she’s–’
‘Pleased to meet you, Billie,’ Dione said, smiling.
Billie swallowed hard, his eyes widening a little. ‘Uh, yeah, pleased to meet you, Detective Hunter. Uh, sorry about the babe thing.’
‘No bother.’
Inwardly shaking his head, Mike said, ‘You called me, Billie.’
‘Right. I couldn’t find out who’s supplying this stuff to the, uh, retail outlets. The people selling it are scared shitless of their suppliers.’ He glanced at Dione. ‘Uh, pardon my French.’ Dione just smiled. ‘What I did manage to get was this.’ He pulled his hand from his pocket, bringing a plastic, zip-sealed bag with several slips of what looked like blotting paper in it.
‘Not bad, Billie,’ Mike said. ‘That could be worth something.’
‘Cost me a c-note,’ Billie said.
Dione reached into her coat and produced a roll of bills, peeling off five of them. ‘I believe Detective Williams promised you another eighty for useful information. It just so happens that a good sample is particularly useful, so I’m going to up his reward.’ She held out the notes as Billie passed the bag to Mike. Then she held on when he took them. ‘Two things. If it turns out you’re scamming us, I’ll find you and chew your face off.’
‘O-okay, lady.’
‘And if you find out the name of the supplier, I’ll add another hundred.’
‘He’ll take the four hundred profit and run,’ Mike said when they were walking away. ‘If the suppliers are that scared, he won’t find a name easily or safely.’
‘I know,’ Dione replied, ‘but if he hears something, he’ll come running. Meanwhile, we have samples of Apollo that Winthrop can analyse and by tonight the entire city is going to know that the stuff’s dangerous. Mary is seeing to the latter and she’s very good at spreading bad news. Or covering it up.’
‘So we’re getting somewhere, finally.’
‘Yes, we are. Finally.’
~~~
Leanne sat in the security room chair in the Candle watching monitors with rapt attention. She had had a couple of hours free and Mike had been relatively useless at the office, so he had met her at the club and taken her in to observe.
‘So you think you may be getting leads that’ll stop this?’ Pat asked him. Despite saying he was experienced enough to give Tony a break, the club’s owner had come in with them. Dione had said she would, and why.
‘We’ve got clean samples of the drug,’ Mike told her. ‘Winthrop has already confirmed it contains “viral material in a fluid suspension.” He’s doing all sorts of tests to see if he can work out what it does and how it does it.’
‘Gene sequencing,’ Leanne said without looking around. ‘Introduction of the virus into host cells in culture to examine the pathology. It’s all standard stuff. Just takes time.’
‘I’m not sure it gets us closer to the people making it.’
‘It could. This is fascinating…’ Leanne’s eyes were glued to a screen where a fairly large, black man was engaged in quite enthusiastic sex with a white girl. Mike was not entirely sure what to make of that.
‘How?’ he asked.
‘Oh, well, if the manufacture requires specialist equipment, you may be able to track down people who’ve bought it. That kind of thing is fairly controlled. You need specific licences to be able to manufacture viral material, even inactivated, which I’m sure they’d put on the application. Buying the equipment without would be difficult, I’d imagine.’
‘There you go,’ Pat said. ‘I’m feeling more confident every minute. That’s Damian, Leanne. He’s young, still a filius, and he is a nubian. Not all of them are actually black-skinned, though there is something of a preference. Or was. More interracial couples, more white nubians and black carpathians.’
‘They… seem to be enjoying themselves. She looks delirious.’
‘The virus can have varied effects, both in the euphoric and accelerated healing phases. Sometimes one or both fail, which is never great. Sometimes the euphoria flashes over into something more extreme, though I think she’s just getting off on having a huge cock pumping her like a steam train.’
Mike could see Leanne’s cheeks and noted the bright red spread over them. What Leanne said was, ‘That might be it. I’ve never complained about it.’
Pat burst into laughter as Mike went bright scarlet.
~~~
‘It’s a retrovirus,’ Winthrop said. ‘The gene sequence puts it squarely in the Retroviridae family, which is why the antiviral treatment had an effect.’
‘Is that good, bad, or just interesting?’ Mike asked. ‘I mean, HIV is a retrovirus, right?’
‘Indeed it is, and we may see more luck in treatment with a similar regimen of antiviral drugs as those used in HIV treatment. That’s the good part. This virus is not HIV, however. This virus has been manufactured, engineered using Haemovirus germanicus as a base. Due to the close relationship, nubians may be affected by it, but may have some resistance. My analysis suggests that the Eurasian-derived species are targets, but the others are not. You, Dione, are safe. I got no reaction from your tissue, or the samples from Pat and Mary.’
‘But the vast majority of vampires in the city could succumb,’ Dione said.
‘Quite. In humans, the effect is relatively mild. Cells are infected and forced to produce a cocktail of chemicals which result in the high and the feeling of overpowering confidence. Muscle fibres are stimulated. Users will be stronger than usual, adding to the feeling of power. When the body catches on to the virus and attacks, the infected cells undergo necrosis, destroying the virus and the cells, and introducing toxic chemicals into the body. An overdose results in extreme blood toxicity, organ failure, and death.’
‘Painful death from how it seemed,’ Mike commented.
‘Very. In vampires, there is a relatively similar effect, but an additional factor comes into play as the new virus attacks the existing one, rewriting portions of its DNA. Brain matter is destroyed rapidly, from the evidence we’ve seen, but the vampire’s capacity to repair damage is not, initially, eliminated. The normal hibernation on exhaustion of live blood is. The result is an undead monster, not unlike a ghoul in some ways.’
‘Ghouls,’ Dione said, ‘are something you will hopefully never have to deal with, but they do act a little like this.’
‘If we get another public event like the nightclub,’ Mary said, ‘it’s going to be very hard to keep a lid on this. People are not going to believe that a drug makes your canine teeth grow. One is covered by some aberration, many more and people are going to start screaming about vampires. A few conspiracy sites are already posting things, but those are easy to discredit. If it hits the mainstream media…’
‘Leanne said we might be able to find out who’s behind this by following the equipment they need to make the stuff,’ Mike said.
Winthrop nodded. ‘I’ve prepared a list for Mary to search on. I must say that both Leanne and Lisa have proven most useful in this little crisis. They are both young women with very good heads on their shoulders.’ He looked at Dione and she looked back. Mike watched the exchange and wondered what was passing between them, but he was not going to find out right now.
‘Mary?’ Dione said.
‘I’ll run the list and see what comes up, but I saw it arrive in my mailbox earlier and I’ll give you a starter for ten. Early Worm Biotechnologies has everything on the list and a licence to work with viruses. I looked into it when I was going over the company profile.’
‘That’s… an interesting coincidence,’ Mike commented.
‘I hate coincidences,’ Dione said. ‘Where’s their production facility?’
‘Supposedly they don’t have one,’ Mary replied. ‘They aren’t at that phase. I can get the delivery locations for the equipment though.’
‘Do it, and run the list anyway. Early Worm might not be our culprit, but my gut is telling me Mike and I need to pay them a visit.’
20th January.
Dione and Mike sat in Dione’s car, looking out at the nondescript building which was, supposedly, Early Worm Biotechnologies’ corporate headquarters. They were both frowning.
‘What a dump,’ Mike commented.
The building was one storey, the walls painted an ugly grey long enough ago that some of the paint was peeling. There was a roller-shutter, a smaller, more human-sized door, and a couple of bricked-up windows, and no signage. The building did extend back a fair way from the road so there was plenty of space, but it looked like it was not being used.
‘Are we sure this place is occupied?’ Dione asked.
‘The company is still, apparently, active,’ Mary’s voice replied from Dione’s phone, on speaker. ‘The rent on that place is paid every month and they filed tax returns last year. Their bank accounts are showing activity too.’
‘False front?’ Mike suggested.
‘Maybe,’ Dione said. ‘Mary, how’s the other list coming?’
‘I’ll send it to your phone,’ Mary replied. ‘I’ve got three companies that could be producing, but none of them look likely.’
‘Okay, we’ll get back to you.’ Dione cut the call, pocketed her phone, slipped her sunglasses on, and then opened the car door.
‘We’re going to look anyway?’ Mike asked.
‘Might as well knock. Go knock.’
While Mike walked over to the door, Dione went to the nearest window, tracing her fingers over the painted-over bricks. She frowned and walked over to the shutter, examining the runners on one side.
Mike walked over to her after a minute. ‘No one home,’ he said.
Dione just nodded and walked back to the car. She was pulling away down the street when she said, ‘We’ll go over the other companies on the list, but I want to be back here when it gets dark.’
‘What did I miss?’ Mike asked.
‘Well, that shutter looked crappy, but someone has been keeping it nicely greased so it makes less sound when it’s opened or closed.’
‘Odd, but explainable.’
‘Uh-huh, but the windows are something else. Someone bricked the windows over and then painted them to match the walls, but the paint is newer. A few months, I’m betting. Transylvanians really don’t like sunlight.’
‘So they brick over the windows and they work at night,’ Mike said, nodding. ‘Stakeout?’
‘Vampires are not fond of words with “stake” in them. Unless it’s a phrase, with something like “rare ribeye” in it. However, yes, stakeout.’
‘Great, I’ll bring the doughnuts.’
~~~
‘I should probably mention that I don’t actually like doughnuts,’ Dione said.
‘More for me then,’ Mike replied, his eyes on the grey building across the street. They had, with a little help from the 41st Precinct, persuaded the owner of the factory unit across from their target to let them watch from inside. It was distinctly more comfortable and the building had windows running all along the frontage. Detail was a little lacking because the glass was old and clouded with dirt, but they could sit in the dark and not look like a couple of cops in a car.
‘You’ll be sick.’
‘You sound like my mother.’
‘I have never in my unlife sounded like someone’s mother. Sunset’s in… fifteen minutes. We’ll start to see some activity then.’
‘Yeah, I figured.’ There were a few seconds of silence and then Mike asked, ‘Have you ever regretted that? I mean, never having children.’
‘Vampires don’t have a reproductive imperative. We live forever, or we can, and I seem to be giving it the good old college try. Reproduction is designed to keep the genes alive and mine are.’
‘Yeah, but…’
‘Occasionally I see children and wish…’ The vampire gave a shrug. ‘Fostering Mary was enjoyable and about as close as I’ll get. Succubi have low conversion rates and we… don’t generally try.’
‘I feel like I should ask why, but I don’t want to intrude. It sounds kind of personal.’
‘It’s a little personal. There are ways around the conversion rate, but it’s always iffy. If we try and fail, we’ve killed someone we probably felt something for.’
‘I guess that’d make you reluctant, yes.’
‘But the main problem is knowing who you can trust. All of us got together in about four hundred AD and agreed that we would limit our attempts to convert to those we were absolutely sure of. If there was any doubt, any at all, we would not make the attempt. Well, there’s always a little doubt, and the chance of failure usually tips the decision in favour of not going ahead. There have been barely any new succubi since then. There were just about two hundred of us back then. We’re probably down to less than fifty.’
Mike looked at the dark woman, shadowed in the waning light. ‘Why the caution?’
‘Because someone might make an incubus. The male of the species is a different animal. And I mean animal. I find it… hard to feed without sex. Drinking blood arouses me. Quite a lot, actually. I may enjoy finding suitable intimate partners at all times, but when I feed, it’s like all I want to do is fuck. Incubi are like that all the time. They’re uncontrollable. It was an incubus who bit me, and before he got to me, he’d raped and killed half a dozen young women.’
‘They’re a danger to the secret.’
‘Oh… That’s something of an understatement. So, we don’t convert men. Ever. We only convert women we know we can trust. If we go straight for any length of time, we tend to pick female partners, in case of accidents.’
‘That… has to suck. I mean, what if you fall in love with a guy?’
Dione flashed him a grin. ‘Thankfully, I’ve never had much luck with men and long-term relationships. You’re all so clingy.’ She gave a little shudder and went back to watching the building across the street.
After a second or two, so did Mike.
~~~
As the last spark of sunlight was touching the horizon, the door of the grey building opened and a man walked out of it, checking up and down the street. He was in shadow, but he still seemed a little wary of the light. With no one in sight, he returned inside and closed the door.
‘Strange that he didn’t answer when I banged on the door,’ Mike commented.
‘Well, perhaps he didn’t hear you,’ Dione replied.
‘Yeah. I’m sure that’s it. So they’ve got at least one watchman in there.’
‘Uh-huh, but blocking up the windows was stupid. He has to come out to check the road. And the windows are north-facing so the chance of enough light getting in to cause problems is minimal. Check the plans Mary gave us, would you? If there are more coming, then I’d like to get a look inside if we can and the front door is probably not an option.’
Mike pulled out his phone and flicked through to the schematics Mary had pulled from when the building was built. Working on the small screen was not perfect, but after a lot of expanding and scanning, he found what he was looking for. ‘We’ve got a fire exit on the right-hand side and there’s also two rear doors letting out into a yard.’
‘We’ll check those once we’ve got confirmation. And… I think it’s starting to come.’
A black, panelled van was drawing up outside the loading door. The driver was obviously not too worried about the sunlight since he had to have been driving in it. He stepped out into twilight, stubbed out a cigarette, and headed for the front door.
Dione pulled out her phone and started typing. ‘I’ll get Mary to run the plates. That guy was probably carpathian, so this isn’t just transylvanians.’
‘Considering what this stuff would do to either of those lineages, I don’t see why they do it.’
‘Humans cook meth.’
‘Yeah. Point taken. I just kind of thought vampires might have a longer view of things.’
‘Vampires are just as dumb as humans until they’ve got enough experience to gain some sense. Just like humans. The difference is that the vampire might be around long enough to use it. Another vehicle. Two.’
There were, in fact, five in quick succession. All of them sedans which disgorged a full load of occupants, and the people all marched inside. Dione turned, settling herself with her back to the window, and bit at her lip. Mike wondered whether the habit resulted in punctures very often.
‘Okay, we have at least twenty suspects on the premises, almost certainly all vampires. I think it’s time we performed an illegal search.’
‘Okay, but you might want to wait a second. The shutter’s opening.’
The shutter was opening, and the van driver was emerging from under it to unlock the back of his van. A moment later, there were people carrying boxes out of the building to stack in the van. Not huge numbers of them, and not large boxes, but then supplies were being limited so they would not be moving much at a time.
‘I’m going to call that “probable cause,”’ Dione said.
‘Weak, but I’ll buy it.’
‘So will my judge when we go for a warrant. We’ll move once the van has left.’
Ten minutes later, Dione was crouched beside a door at the back of the building, working lock picks. The lock clicked after less than thirty seconds.
‘You’ve picked up a few talents over the years, haven’t you?’ Mike said.
‘Many of them nefarious,’ Dione replied and then held her finger to her lips. She pushed the door open a crack, listened, then opened it further to give a quick look inside. Then she slipped through the door, Mike following behind her and pushing the door to, but not letting it lock.
The space inside was not exactly encouraging. There were a couple of low-wattage bulbs hanging from the ceiling of a large, open space, which held little aside from a few crates. A couple of those were fairly large, but they were open and empty. Packing material from them was strewn beside them. Dione moved quickly across to those crates to give cover, though there seemed to be no one about to see them.
‘Where is everyone?’ Mike whispered as Dione snapped pictures of the shipping bills stuck to the side of the crates.
‘They didn’t leave, so they must be still here. We’ll–’ She stopped and signalled for silence again, but Mike had also heard footsteps.
Peering around the crate, they saw a man emerge from an internal door and walk across to the front door. He opened it but did not go out, and a few seconds later, the reason became clear.
‘Mister Behr,’ the man said to someone and Dione stiffened. ‘We’ve shipped out last night’s surplus product.’
A tall, blonde man entered the building. From across the room, it was difficult to see details, but Mike thought he looked like someone used to command and violence. Hard features, thick muscles, and he held himself upright, sort of military in bearing. Dione ducked out of sight, pulling Mike with her.
‘Good,’ Behr said. ‘Production is running at expected efficiency?’ He had a thick, Germanic accent to go with the Aryan looks. Mike began to get a bad feeling.
‘One of the fermenters is down, but we’re working on it and it won’t affect timescales.’
‘Fix it,’ Behr snapped. From the sound, he was moving across the room. ‘The sooner we can stockpile the required amount, the sooner I can be out of this abysmal excuse for a country.’
There was a ‘Yes, sir,’ but it echoed a little in a small space and there was the sound of a door closing: the men had gone back through that internal door. Mike expected Dione to head that way, but instead she made straight for the back door, made sure the lock would engage when it closed, and moved outside. She did not speak until they were marching in the direction of the car.
‘That was Gunther Behr,’ she said.
‘Okay.’
‘He’s one of the senior members of Societas Draconistarum, a dominus. If he’s here, then Societas are running this deal and it’s more serious than we thought.’
‘Okay,’ Mike said, ‘so… SWAT and a lot of violence?’
‘This just stepped outside the ranks of the Agreement. Or it just stepped into the area where the Agreement says “take care of it yourselves, vampires.”’
Mike frowned. ‘Are you saying… I’m off the case?’
Dione stopped and looked blankly at him for a second. ‘Oh! No, of course not. You’re my partner. Whether or not this is to do with NYPD, you’re my partner. No, you’ll be in on it. We just need to get some help from a… less official source.’
~~~
It took around three hours to set up, with Mike watching the building while Dione went off to organise things, but at nine p.m., Mike’s phone vibrated in his pocket and he pulled it out and flicked his thumb over it to answer.
‘Is Behr still in there?’ Dione’s voice asked immediately.
‘I haven’t seen him leave.’
‘Okay. There’s a van parked two blocks east. Meet us there.’
‘Us?’ Mike asked, but the connection was already dead.
The van was black, pretty new, and looked expensive. It had a pretty long wheelbase, and the look of something which had been armoured. Mike was about to knock on the back when the door opened and Dione waved him in. Her coat was gone and she was wearing her leather jumpsuit. Her sword was pushed through a sash around her waist.
Mike climbed in to find a small war party equipping themselves. At the back, he spotted Leo and Bar strapping on vests. ‘What gives?’ Mike asked.
‘I called in the troops,’ Dione replied, handing him his vest. ‘Get kitted up. We’re moving in as soon as everyone’s ready.’
‘Good evening, Detective,’ Leo called down from the far end.
‘Uh, hi,’ Mike replied. He had to pause in strapping his vest on as Dione leaned in close.
‘You stick with Leo and Bar,’ the Hunter said.
‘I don’t think I need protecting,’ Mike replied.
‘You’re helping Bar to keep Leo in one piece. Yes, it’ll be safer for you, but your job in there is protecting the leader of the New York Concilium because he’s too pig-headed to stay out of this.’
‘I…’ The thought occurred as the hint of anger which had flared in him died that Leo was one of Dione’s few friends and she was trusting him with that, not just the head of the Concilium. ‘I’ll do my best.’
‘That’ll be good enough.’ She held out a shotgun.
‘Thanks. Are we really going to need twelve people for this? Twelve people with this kind of firepower.’
‘I’d have preferred more. Never attack a force with superior numbers unless you really have to.’
‘I take it we really have to then?’
Dione nodded. ‘I think they’re releasing the stuff in dribbles to build a client base, and hype, before they release it by the gallon. Vampires will be going mad and dying all over the city.’
‘What’s the point?’
‘Societas want vampires out in the open,’ Leo said as he approached. ‘They believe we should be the rightful rulers of the world, and we can’t be that while we hide in plain sight. Under normal circumstances, we hush up their attempts at exposure, but something on this scale…’
‘So we stop it now,’ Dione said, ‘and we sanitise the place before calling in NYPD Vice.’
‘Okay,’ Mike said, ‘let’s do this.’
‘Okay,’ Dione said. ‘One last thing. Gentlemen, this is a drug lab known to produce a substance fatal to vampires and dangerous to humans. We have no idea what we’re dealing with once we go through the door. Everyone wears gas masks. If you see anything burst or spill, stay the fuck away. Are we clear?’
There were nods and a few affirmative statements. Mike saw people picking up gas masks from their seats, and turned to find Dione presenting him with one. ‘You make sure you take care in there too,’ he said.
‘Oh, I’ll be fine. Watch your back, because if you get yourself killed, Leanne may never let me flirt with her again.’
‘Oh, ha. She probably would.’
They deployed to the rear door of the building, the main body of the force holding back at the gate until Dione had done her magic on the lock. Then she checked the upstairs room was still empty and waved everyone forward. They moved quickly inside, checked the floor was entirely clear, and then moved in on the door they had seen Behr’s greeter come out of.
Mike settled his mask a little and tried to get over the fact that he felt vaguely claustrophobic in the thing. He checked the load on his shotgun and his pistol. He knew adrenaline was stoking his nervousness, and he was nervous, but he had a job to do. He checked where Bar was, because it was easier than locating Leo, and then he moved in beside them.
He had just positioned himself when Dione went through the door. Beyond it was a flight of concrete steps leading down. Dione moved quickly and quietly to the bottom where the staircase opened out into a broad basement full of equipment which looked far too high-tech for the environment. There were tanks with machines of some sort attached, computers in racks… Not exactly a backroom meth lab.
There were also vampires, maybe twenty-five of them, who were slowly noticing that they had company. Dione looked at them and smiled, not that they could see it behind her mask. Someone let out a shout and Dione moved, swinging her shotgun up and firing in one movement, and the man who had opened his mouth exploded. And the room descended into chaos.
One of the tanks exploded, showering vampires with something which looked like a cross between oatmeal and white, soupy oil. There were a couple of screams, almost drowned out by the firing.
Mike found himself advancing across the room with Leo beside him. Bar was on Leo’s other side, a huge wall of armoured, composed violence. The big man fired only when necessary, conserving his ammo for defence and letting his boss take the lead in shooting down their enemies. Mike followed suit, taking shots only when someone seemed a threat.
Dione was not limiting herself. Once the six rounds from her shotgun were used up, she drew her sword and began cutting men down when they came close. At the end of the room, there were partitions which had been set up to shield an office area and, with no sign of Behr in the main factory area, she was hunting for him there. She turned, drove her blade through a man’s throat, and then ripped the edge out sideways as he gaped at her. Before he could lift the machine pistol he was holding, she whipped around and sliced his head off at the neck.
And then there was silence aside from the hum of machinery. Dione looked around and found no one standing aside from her own troops. She turned to the partitions and pulled off her mask. ‘Behr! Come out, you feige
bastard!’
Behr stepped out from behind the partition, a smile on his face and his hands raised, though the right one was fisted. ‘Fräulein Dione,’ he said. ‘You seem to have made a mess. It will take some time for my men to clean up.’
‘I wouldn’t worry about that right now, Behr. I’m surprised at you. I thought a dominus would put up more of a fight. I think we’ll see how staking you out under a sunlamp loosens your tongue. Probably won’t work, but it’ll be fun.’
‘I am afraid I will have to decline. I will see you in Hell.’ He moved, bringing his fist to his mouth.
‘He’s got Apollo!’ Mike yelled, the sound muffled by his mask, just as the partition was pushed over and four things sprang from behind it. One of them sprang immediately at the closest of Leo’s men, knocking him flat and then sinking their teeth into his throat.
‘Everyone back!’ Dione yelled out. ‘Retreat to the door.’ She took one step back and raised her sword, focusing herself, letting the blood flow through her. The world around her seemed to slow to a crawl and the two mutant vampires running at her turned to something from a cartoon suddenly finding themselves running through treacle.
Dione’s blade swung out and through the first of her attackers’ throats. She was turning and swinging again before the next had taken another step, ripping open the man’s windpipe and shredding arteries, a second stroke severing his neck completely. She heard Mike’s shotgun open up, heard the explosions, and felt dust from the ceiling hit her cheeks from a stray round. He had fired three, she had counted them, and she had heard two of the rounds explode in flesh. That was one down, and that left Behr and the one who had taken down one of Leo’s men, the one who was now rushing at Dione. He never made it, his head leaving his body as soon as he was in range.
Dione turned, saw the fist coming at her face and shifted her head aside, bringing her sword up as she did so. Behr’s arm was sliced off at the elbow in a spray of blood and he did not seem to care. He was coming around to make a grab for her again when she turned and swung. He was close, too close, and the blade did not cut deep enough, but his blood sprayed from the neck wound. His left arm swung, striking Dione’s cheek, and she ignored it, stepping back and slashing his chest open before turning and slicing cleanly through his neck.
She paused, taking in her surroundings. Mike, Leo, and the others had barely made it to the door. Their fallen comrade was still breathing, though his throat looked like it had been savaged by a bear. Dione twirled her sword, flicking blood from the blade, and then sheathed it in one, fluid motion before starting for the stairs herself.
 



Part Five: You’re a Vampire Now, Suck It Up
New York, NY, 23rd January 2015.
Mike had suggested the fire. Mary and Winthrop had arrived to supervise the removal of every bit of evidence linking the drug lab to vampires, and Societas Draconistarum in particular, and Leo’s people had done a remarkably efficient job of turning from gangsters into forensics technicians. As far as Mike could tell, most of Leo’s hand-picked team were old enough to at least have been born when Leo was running booze during Prohibition, and with age came a degree of flexibility it seemed.
By one in the morning, the place had been ‘sanitised,’ as Dione put it, and they had been trying to figure out the best way to bring in the regular cops. Mike had seen a lot of alcohol in storage and had suggested a fire. There would be an explosion. Some of the bodies with damage from shotgun shells could be left in the mess to burn and, since he and Dione were on record as having the building under surveillance, they could call in a fire as soon as it showed.
The following morning, the newspapers were full of the story of a Bronx drug lab exploding and killing four people. The now infamous ‘Apollo’ was mentioned with riders about how this would, hopefully, see an end to trade in the dangerous chemical. Detectives Williams and Hunter were mentioned as having tracked down the lab, but Mike knew little about his return to notoriety because he slept through until after midday: he had got to bed at five a.m.
By the time Mike had got into SCU, Mary was already working her way through the confiscated computer systems while Dione went through paper documents. Mike had joined in while Winthrop continued his work on the Apollo virus itself. By Friday, they were ready to get together and organise a preliminary report for the Concilium, and the adjusted one which would go to the Commissioner, and they gathered to go over what they knew.
‘The lab’s computers were something of a disappointment,’ Mary admitted. ‘They set a virus loose on them which did a fairly good job of deleting everything. I’ve recovered fragments, mostly useless stuff, but enough to confirm the link to Societas. I had significantly more luck with the personal equipment we confiscated from the vampires involved.’
‘Didn’t have time to blank those?’ Mike suggested.
‘Precisely. Behr’s laptop was pretty clean. Nothing much on it to suggest he was anything other than a German businessman.’
‘He’s been around since the thirties,’ Dione said, ‘primarily because, while he was an arrogant asshole, he was careful.’
‘His subordinates were less so. Bragging over email to friends about how they were going to change the world. The plan was definitely to flood New York with Apollo and watch the carnage. With people using the stuff to spike drinks, we might have found it difficult to trust any supplicants. There would have been more vampires going mad.’
‘How are we coming on that front, Winthrop?’ Dione asked.
‘Quite well,’ the old man replied. ‘I have a simple antigen test which can be deployed fairly quickly. A drop of blood on a card, the colour changes if there is Apollo present. I’ve spoken to Leo about getting it manufactured. It’ll be rolled out to the various pascua soon.’ He appeared to consider the statement and looked at Mike. ‘Pascua are the “brothels” where supplicants can be found, like the Candle. It’s Latin for “pasture.”’
‘And becoming a little antiquated,’ Dione added, ‘since it tends to suggest humans are cattle, but no one’s come up with a better name.’
‘Doll house,’ Mary said sourly. ‘Because it’s where you find blood dolls.’
‘I said better name.’
‘Point taken. There is one thing which worries me in the emails. A couple of the people mentioned “friends in high places,” suggesting that nothing could go wrong because they were protected.’
‘No indication of how high, or who?’
‘I suspect that if there actually was someone, not just a fiction to keep the troops happy, then Behr was the only one who knew who it was.’
Dione frowned. ‘Okay, keep that out of the report.’ She glanced around. ‘If there’s a senior vampire involved in this, it’s my business.’
‘As you wish,’ Winthrop said before Mike could say anything, ‘but something is bothering me about what I’m finding too. I find it incredibly hard to believe that Societas created Apollo.’
‘That was almost a given,’ Dione agreed. ‘Vampires typically don’t have the creativity to come up with something like this. That applies doubly to Societas.’
‘Indeed, and we have examples of previous drugs produced from study of vampire blood and other secretions by various agencies which have then leaked into the public arena.’
‘Usually because they don’t work as intended. Warrior was designed to enhance combat soldiers, and it does if you don’t mind them being rampaging psychopaths.’
‘Again, indeed. What bothers me here is that we have always previously heard about these drugs prior to them hitting the street. Apollo seems to have been designed specifically for release as a covert anti-vampire agent, and been given to Societas for deployment.’
‘You’re suggesting someone deliberately conspired with Societas to reveal vampires to the world?’
Winthrop considered for a second before nodding. ‘Yes, I suppose I am.’
~~~
‘We’re racking up the conspiracy theories today,’ Mike commented as Dione drove him home. He got a grunt of displeasure in response. ‘What’s with the whole locking SCU out if there’s a senior vampire involved thing?’
Dione could tell that had been stewing in him all day, and was ready for it. ‘In fourteen sixteen, the Summus Concilium moved to Paris.’
‘And they made you Hunter to the Summus Concilium. Uh, Princeps Venatrix. I remember.’
‘Then you also remember that the arrangement had an abrupt end. I didn’t notice at first, but there were gradual changes, little things like changes in staff which meant nothing unless you began looking at them all together, and I had no reason to. Then I got a couple of orders to end certain vampires. The evidence was compelling, but I had reason to check into one of them and I found holes.’
‘Someone was fabricating evidence to get vampires terminated, officially.’
‘Yes. I dug deeper, and started looking wider. I began to realise that the conspiracy had been in place since before the move to Paris, but those responsible had only been able to make their move with the new location. Changes in personnel to bring the “right” people in seemed more natural. There were bound to be some policy shifts. No one thought much about it, but the aim was to have the Summus Concilium take over all vampire affairs and take control of human governments through infiltration of key politicians and civil servants.’
‘Your basic “take over the world” plot.’
‘Oh, clichéd for sure, but when you live for centuries, these kinds of plans can actually work. I decided to end it, and the four leaders, all members of the Summus Concilium.’
‘Oh.’
‘It was my job. A part of it which they had forgotten, I might add. The Hunter of a region is not the tool of the Concilium. Or shouldn’t be. The Concilium gives us the job, but our duty is to vampire society. If the Concilium is rotten, the Hunter is the last backstop before the shit hits the fan.’
‘I’m going to assume this didn’t go down too well?’
‘I knew it wouldn’t. I couldn’t get everyone involved and the others needed to cover their collective butts. I was several hundred miles away when they declared me a fugitive from Concilium justice in my absence. I remained a fugitive until seventeen eighty-nine when the Summus Concilium moved to London and the move unearthed various documents proving that the conspiracy had existed.’
Mike whistled. ‘Three hundred years on the run.’
‘It was quite fun, actually. I travelled, saw a few places I hadn’t seen before. Posed for a book plate.’
‘Yeah… but–’
‘Yeah, but if it comes down to it, it is my job to deal with it, and I won’t have anyone else catching shrapnel from the almighty explosion that’s likely to result. I will find them, and I will end them.’
There was no point in arguing: right now, it was all hypothetical anyway. ‘There was something else I’ve been meaning to ask you. When you took out those vampires in the lab at the end… It was like you were on rocket fuel. You moved so fast.’
‘Ah, yes… That’s something you may not want to mention to Leanne.’
‘Huh?’
‘Vampires, old ones, I’m talking past the millennium, can sometimes do things… Let’s just say that Winthrop has put them on his list of things he can’t explain. The whole “live blood” business is a bit of a mystery still. Why do we need it? How is it that we can somehow use it to accelerate healing? Well, old vampires can do more with it. It suggests that, maybe, there is something not exactly natural about us. We’ve just got Leanne sold on the idea that vampires exist, but they aren’t really supernatural. I think saying they might be would be a bad idea.’
‘Maybe, but that… well, kind of accelerating your nervous system doesn’t seem too supernatural.’
‘That’s not all I can do. And I’ve seen vampires do some really amazing things. None recently. This was mostly back when the internet and camera phones didn’t exist so it was easier to hide.’
‘Oh. Okay, we won’t mention you’re some sort of vampire goddess then.’
Dione laughed. ‘I think she already thinks that. Lisa certainly does.’
~~~
‘It’s like there is something supernatural about you,’ Leanne said, grinning at Dione.
‘I’m sure I have no idea what you mean,’ Dione replied, smiling back.
‘Well, just look at her.’ Everyone turned to look at Lisa, sitting on the opposite side of Dione from Leanne. Lisa shifted uncomfortably in her chair. ‘She’s mesmerised or something. She sort of sits there with those wide eyes…’
‘It’s the outfit,’ Lisa mumbled.
Attention shifted to Dione, who took it with considerably more equanimity. The outfit in question appeared to consist of a very short, black blouse, buttoned under her breasts, and a black, flouncy skirt which was short at the front and barely covered her behind at the rear. These were over the top of some sort of black mesh teddy, though a harness of some sort was visible under the blouse. Black, fishnet stockings were held up on suspenders, and they vanished into pointy-toed, stiletto boots which came up to the middle of her shins.
‘The skirt, right?’ Mike said. ‘It’s the skirt.’
‘No,’ Lisa replied. ‘It’s all of it. Really.’ Dione just smiled.
‘I’ve never seen you dress in anything so… blatantly sexy,’ Leanne said.
‘Actually,’ Pat said as she arrived with a tray of drinks, ‘that’s one of her favoured outfits for this place. Hasn’t worn it in a couple of months, but it’s one of her styles.’
They were at the Candle, celebrating the successful conclusion of the Apollo case. Even Winthrop and Mary had been persuaded to come, though Winthrop looked out of place and Mary looked a little nervous. Pat had decided the group were not paying for anything, all night, though she was sharing the cost with Leo, who was having his own little celebration at another table.
Pat, it seemed, had decided to dress up a little too and was encased in a gleamingly polished, purple latex dress which left little to anyone’s imagination.
‘Okay,’ Leanne said, ‘but there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask for a while… How the Hell do you get yourself into those dresses? I’ve seen Dione in one, and they cling… a lot.’
‘Pure skill,’ Pat replied.
‘And baby powder,’ Dione added.
‘Oh yeah, and that.’
‘Baby powder?!’ Mike said, his eyebrows rising.
‘Of course!’ Leanne exclaimed, shaking her head. ‘You wear latex gloves for crime scenes, Mike. I wear them for dealing with patients…’
‘And they have that white powder in them,’ Mike said, nodding in recognition.
‘Talc,’ Winthrop supplied. ‘Hydrated magnesium silicate. A highly effective lubricant, among other things.’
‘Not my kind of outfit,’ Mary grumbled. Mike had been especially surprised to see the wolf girl in ‘party’ clothes: she had decked herself out in pink, high-heeled pumps and a matching, very short dress with a bib front and mesh at the sides. Somehow it looked like a dress a teenager would wear, and also made Mike feel a little like he was seeing his younger sister going out on a date wearing something terribly unsuitable. ‘If I wear something like that, or like what Di is wearing, I look like I’m dressing up in my mother’s clothes.’
‘You look divine, my dear,’ Winthrop said.
‘You do,’ Lisa added. ‘That works for you. It’s young, I admit, but you have to work with what you’ve got. And that works.’
Mary peered at the blonde girl in the cropped top and micro-skirt for a second. ‘Thank you, Lisa. And thank you, Winthrop. And thank Heavens I don’t get carded in this place.’ There was some laughter and Mary grinned. Then her face straightened a little. ‘I can’t stay too long though. I think Juliana is getting close.’
‘Close?’ Dione asked. ‘Or very close?’
‘Twenty-four hours, tops. Maybe even tonight.’
‘She has the worst timing. I had plans for tonight…’ Lisa went scarlet.
‘It might not happen.’ Mary was hedging, and they knew it.
‘I’ll call around the emergency contacts when I get back to the bar,’ Pat said.
‘Is everyone here still happy with gifting?’ Dione asked.
There was a general round of agreement and then Winthrop added, ‘I can, if it’s needed.’
Dione looked across the table at him. ‘Only if we’re having trouble getting two more. I want to split this over five people, and you’re all going to be driven home after, unless you sleep in the office.’
‘Winthrop and I have guest rooms in our apartments,’ Mary said. ‘For a night, I don’t mind putting some people up.’
‘Agreed,’ Winthrop said.
Dione gave a nod, and then another to Pat. ‘Call around. This could be a long night.’
24th January.
‘You did a good job the other night,’ Leo told Mike. Having spotted the detective alone at the table, he had walked over to talk, Bar not far behind, even here. ‘And don’t think your discretion on the matter did not go unnoticed. You’re able to separate being a policeman from being the Hunter’s partner, and that’s something some of your predecessors found difficult.’
Mike nodded. ‘Thanks. I think anyway. Doesn’t that imply my morals might be a little–’
‘It most certainly does not,’ Leo said firmly. ‘It says your morals are right where they damn well should be. You put the public good above being a cop. Believe me, what you’re doing is for the public good. All of the public, not just humans.’
‘Huh. Now that’s a phrase I didn’t think I’d ever hear and think made sense.’ Mike’s gaze shifted to the bar where Leanne and Lisa had followed Dione to ‘help with the drinks.’ They were still there, talking. ‘Right now, I’m more worried about what those three are doing. And maybe a little about whether Juliana will wake up tonight.’ Winthrop and Mary had left just before midnight, Winthrop for his bed and Mary to check on Juliana.
‘Well… As for the latter, her situation has been arranged with the Concilium, so if she does wake up, she’ll know she has a place in our society.’
‘That’s good.’
‘And as for the former…’ Leo looked over to the bar too. ‘Some advice from an old man who’s had plenty to do with intelligent women. When they gather together in groups like that, it’s best to run for cover.’
Mike grinned, but he did have to wonder whether the Princeps was right. Except that the little meeting had broken up. Leanne was on her way back with a tray while Dione and Lisa headed off toward the restrooms.
‘I’ll leave you to it,’ Leo said.
Leanne was smiling as she put the tray down. ‘Di and Lisa will be back in a few minutes.’
‘Okay. What were you talking about so intently?’
‘Um… The future.’
‘That’s… vague.’
Leanne sat down and took a pull on her glass of wine. Then she smiled brightly at her boyfriend. ‘When our residencies are up, me and Lisa are going to come work for SCU.’
Mike looked back at her. ‘Uh…’
‘It does depend on you agreeing. For me anyway. I mean, you don’t have any say in what Lisa does.’
‘I… I’m pleased you think I have a say in what you do. It’s your life.’
‘Don’t be silly. Of course you have a say, but I really want to do this. Please don’t say no.’
‘You’ve always wanted to be a doctor, Leanne.’
‘No, I wanted to be a ballerina before that. I wanted to quit my residency and start right away, but Di said I should use the time to be sure and that being a fully qualified physician would be useful. Mike, I found out that there’s a whole world out there I never knew about. I can help people and learn about that world.’
A thought filtered through Mike’s head: a look he had seen exchanged between Winthrop and Dione. ‘And Winthrop’s not getting any younger,’ he said.
Leanne’s face straightened. ‘No. I talked to him a lot when Lisa and I were in SCU. Everyone knows he needs to pass on his knowledge to someone, and there’s really no man like him.’
‘But there are two women who, together, might be able to do the job.’
‘Yeah.’
‘Okay.’
Leanne blinked. ‘Okay?’
‘Okay. If this is what you want, I won’t stand in your way. We might get sick of the sight of each other, working and living together, but… okay.’
Giggling, Leanne leaped forward and wrapped her arms around Mike’s neck. ‘I could never get sick of the sight of you. You’re perfect.’
~~~
In one of the cubicles of the ladies’ restroom, Lisa was busy thinking that life was, just about, perfect. Her head was under Dione’s skirt where she had pulled aside the crotch of the bodysuit to give her proper access to her prize, and she was making good use of that access. Three fingers were thrusting vigorously up into her vampire lover, while Lisa’s tongue lapped hungrily at a clitoris which she never tired of licking.
Dione whimpered. She had reached up to grasp the top of the stall when Lisa had started and her knuckles were white from holding on. She had one booted foot braced against the opposite wall of the cubicle, the muscles in her thighs and calves straining as she fought back the orgasm she knew was going to come soon. Lisa had become remarkably adept at this very quickly.
‘Aphrodite bless her,’ Dione whispered through gritted teeth, and then her mind exploded into a wash of brilliant colours.
When the lights had gone, she found herself looking at Lisa’s face. The blonde was massaging her fingers and licking them clean with a rather delicate, deliberate action. ‘I think you may have crushed my fingers,’ Lisa said reproachfully, but the corners of her mouth were curling.
Dione grinned at her and then pushed her back against the cubicle wall. Her hand went straight between Lisa’s thighs. ‘Let me massage it better.’
‘That’s, oh! That’s not my h-hand.’
‘You’re not feeling better?’
Lisa started to pant. ‘I… I’m feeling… something…’
Dione leaned forward, her lips hovering over Lisa’s. Her voice dropped to a low murmur. ‘Tonight I’m going to chain you to my bed and make you my abject slave.’
‘I already am,’ Lisa whispered back, and waited for the kiss.
And then Dione’s phone chirped. ‘Fuck,’ Dione said. ‘I know exactly who that is, and why.’
‘Slavery postponed?’ Lisa asked, a little plaintively.
‘Postponed. I made a list of things I was going to do this week, and enslaving you was on it. I hate not getting everything done on a “To-Do” list.’
~~~
It was just after three a.m. when Juliana’s eyes flickered open. They had been waiting for two hours after Mary’s nose suggested it was imminent, but no one was really counting. By arrangement, the only person in the isolation room with the newly awakened filia was Leanne, but Dione and Mary were waiting in the airlock, just in case. Everyone else was watching through the observation window, which had been switched to its one-way mode by means of turning out the lights in the main room and some smart crystals coating the inside of the glass.
Leanne looked up when she heard a breath being drawn in, and waited. It did not take long. Juliana sat bolt upright on the bed and looked around frantically. ‘Oh, thank God,’ Juliana said. ‘Doctor Drake. I thought… I mean, I was sure… That thing attacked… I was dying. You saved me?’
Leanne got to her feet and stepped closer. She had been assured that Juliana’s hunger for blood would not really hit for a few hours and Juliana’s personality profile suggested she would not be dangerous until then. ‘Uh… I had all this worked out in my head and it’s just…’ Leanne lifted a hand and flicked her fingers apart. ‘It’s like, poof! Juliana… this is kind of a good news, bad news situation.’
‘Well, I always prefer the bad news first. Then I’ve got something to look forward to.’
‘That’s a… good attitude. Okay, the bad news is that… I didn’t save you.’
The smile faltered on Juliana’s face and she swallowed. Then she frowned a little and Leanne could see her tongue probing behind her lips, finding the elongated canines, no doubt. But what Juliana said was, ‘Then one of the other doctors…’ She trailed off at the look in Leanne’s eyes.
‘You remember you were attacked. That’s good. Some people block that kind of thing. He dragged you into a supply closet and I came after you. I think you were dying when I got there…’
‘Doctor Drake, this place doesn’t look a lot like Heaven, or the other place. We can’t both be dead.’
‘Uh, no. He attacked me, but just with his fists. I was pretty badly bruised, some internal injuries, but I recovered.’
Juliana made a quick assessment based on her clinical skills. ‘How long have I been… asleep?’
‘Just under a month. Twenty-seven days.’
‘A-and I didn’t survive. I died. On the floor. In that squalid little room.’
‘Uh… yes. They couldn’t resuscitate you; you’d lost too much blood. Almost all of it, in fact.’
Juliana’s tone had turned a little cold. ‘If you’re not dead, Doctor, then clearly I’m not.’
‘Well, this is where the good news comes in. A-and I’m just going to come out and say this, so brace yourself. You… You’re a vampire.’
Juliana looked at Leanne blankly for a moment and then burst into laughter. ‘Oh… Yeah, of course… I’m a… That’s such a funny–’
‘You already noticed the fangs,’ Leanne said. ‘You’re ignoring them because you don’t want to notice. Your skin is cold. Room temperature, actually. You were bitten and killed by a vampire, Juliana. You are a vampire.’
The laughter died away. ‘Let me out of this place!’ Juliana snapped and swung her legs out of bed.
‘No, really. You need to–’ Leanne was cut off as Juliana reached out and pushed her. Leanne was a bigger woman and the fact that it was so easy to send her sprawling onto the chair she had got up from should have raised more red flags, but Juliana just wanted out. She started for the door, but at that point it opened and Dione stepped through it.
‘That will be quite enough of that,’ Dione snapped. ‘Sit down, young lady.’
‘Who are you? Let me out!’
Dione raised her voice. ‘I said sit down!’ Juliana flinched back and Dione stepped forward until the new vampire had retreated back to the bed. ‘Good,’ Dione said, her voice lowering to its normal honeyed tone. ‘We hoped that having Leanne here when you woke would help, but I see that you need a firmer hand.’
‘Go easy, Di,’ Mary said from behind Dione. ‘It’s a shock when–’
‘It might have been several centuries ago, but I woke up the same way. And with no one to tell me what to do.’
‘I’m okay, Di,’ Leanne said. ‘Really. My pride is a little bruised, but I’m not.’
‘Good. I won’t have to slug her for you. Juliana, you’re a vampire, and I realise that this has come as something of a shock, but we’re not what you think and you can “live” with this. If you want to.’
‘You’re one?’ Juliana asked.
‘I’m Dione and, yes, I’m a vampire. This is Mary, and she’s also a vampire. We’re here to help you get through this. All of us are. There’s no delicate way to put this… Your death was very public. Your old life is over. We’ve arranged a new identity for you. Mary and I will be taking responsibility for you while you learn the ropes. Normally it would be the job of the one who converted you, but he’s no longer around.’
‘He’s dead?’
‘He was dead before he bit you,’ Leanne said. ‘Now he’s… permanently dead.’
‘I don’t want this.’
‘No, I’d imagine you don’t,’ Dione agreed. ‘But here is what we’re going to do. You need to feed. Drink blood. If you don’t, it’s a long, lingering end. And in about six hours, you’re going to start feeling a craving you won’t understand or be able to control. You’ll be a danger to anyone near you. So, Leanne and some other people are going to gift you some of their blood. You won’t need to take any more from anyone for a month. If, at the end of that month, you still feel that you want to end it… Then I’ll make it quick for you.’
‘I have to drink blood?’
‘It sort of goes with the concept.’
‘I’ll go first,’ Leanne said. ‘We should do this before you have too much time to think about it.’
‘The wrist is usually preferred for a more formal supplicancy,’ Dione suggested. ‘The neck and thigh are a little too intimate.’
‘Thigh? Oh… Yes, that’s a little…’ Leanne stepped to the bed and held out her left arm. ‘You’re a nurse, Juliana, you know where the veins are.’
Juliana took Leanne’s arm in her hands, holding it as though she might break it. Her tongue ran over her fangs and she leaned forward. Then she backed off. ‘I… This isn’t natural.’
‘It is!’ Leanne said, smiling. ‘That’s what got me. It is natural, in a weird sort of way.’ She looked at Dione. ‘We’ve got time and Juliana’s got medical training. She’ll understand. Doctor Winthrop? I want to show her the virus.’
The newest vampire blinked at the doctor. ‘There’s a virus?’
Fifteen minutes later, Juliana leaned back from the microscope. ‘That’s what did this to me?’
‘That is what was passed to you,’ Winthrop said. Juliana seemed a little calmer: the kindly old man seemed to be helping to lend authority to the whole business. ‘What “did this to you” was a badly wounded, deranged vampire. Most of them are… Well, they’re regular people who happen to be dead.’
‘If it’s a virus, can it be cured?’
Winthrop gave a small wince. ‘There’s only one known agent able to kill it, and that then turns you into a monster before you end. It’s a tough beast. None of the known antiviral agents work on it. But if we could provide a “cure,” it would not result in you being human again. Or not a live one anyway.’
‘The only ways a vampire can die,’ Dione said, ‘are starvation or sufficiently massive damage to stop healing. If you decide that you really can’t go on, I’ll–’
‘No,’ Juliana said firmly. ‘I can’t ask you to do that, and if I starve myself to death… Suicide is a mortal sin.’
‘Hmm… Technically you can’t commit suicide, you’re already dead, but I will accept that your current view of things leaves you in a difficult position there. I’m asking that you give it a chance.’
‘I was in the same position as you,’ Mary put in. ‘Worse, though I won’t go into that now. My father was a minister. I grew up with Christianity, I found myself waking up as a monster, but I had help, eventually, and I grew to like what I am. Except for being stuck at this age. That really sucks, but you can make a life for yourself. We’ve even got a job for you.’
‘And,’ Leanne said, ‘it is not unnatural. It may be weird, and it may not be fully understood, but vampires are the result of one natural organism’s action on another at the moment of death. They don’t think they’re alive, and there are a few oddities about their biology, sure, but do Di or Mary really look dead to you? Do you feel dead?’
‘I feel… kind of cold,’ Juliana replied.
Leanne held out her arm again. ‘Chomp down, you’ll feel better. You can consider it doctor’s orders if it makes it easier.’
‘Not here,’ Dione said. ‘The medical bay. There will be some bleeding until the healing effect kicks in.’
Leanne giggled. ‘At least we’ll have a nurse handy.’
They retired to the main medical room where, once again, Juliana took Leanne’s arm and steeled herself.
‘I’m going to stop you after a few seconds,’ Dione said. ‘We don’t want to take too much or we could risk harming your supplicant.’
‘They won’t… turn?’ Juliana asked.
‘Only if you kill them. Bite in sharply, don’t hesitate. The virus acts quickly to dull any pain, but if you hesitate, it can hurt. Quick and clean.’
‘Like putting in a needle,’ Leanne added.
Looking like she was about to bite into mouldy food or something, Juliana leaned forward, placed her mouth over Leanne’s wrist, and bit down. Leanne gasped, and then relaxed as the euphoria spread through her.
‘Oh… I can see why people like this. I mean… oh… wow… Last time it was panicked and… mmm.’
‘That’s enough,’ Dione said, and Juliana pulled away quickly. Lisa was there to slap on a sterile pad which Leanne held in place before wandering over to a chair and slumping down.
‘I feel really… dreamy,’ Leanne commented, dreamily.
‘And you’re not even getting the good stuff,’ Lisa told her.
‘Everyone I bite is going to act like that?’ Juliana asked.
‘Not everyone,’ Dione replied, ‘but most of them. The effect is quite strong and lasts for several minutes, usually. It doesn’t take hold in some people every time. In about fifteen minutes, another effect kicks in and Leanne will start healing at an accelerated rate.’
‘Um… oh. There seems to be a lot to learn.’
‘You have no idea. Who’s next?’
‘I’ll go last,’ Lisa said. ‘Leanne should be sensible enough to put my dressing on by the time we get there.’
‘I guess it’s me then,’ Mike said. ‘Hi, I’m Mike, Leanne’s boyfriend.’
‘I’ve seen you at the hospital,’ Juliana replied.
‘Great.’ Mike held his arm out. ‘Be gentle, it’s my first time.’
‘Fibber!’ Leanne said, giggling. Mike rolled his eyes.
‘Don’t worry,’ Lisa told him. ‘You’ll probably still be high when she comes down.’
~~~
Basic first aid had stopped the bleeding, but when the wounds were all checked thirty minutes after the feeding session, Mike’s and Lisa’s bites had not closed properly. Lisa was being taken back to Dione’s apartment, so it was likely that that would not be an issue, but Mike and Leanne were staying over in Mary’s guest room while Mary kept Juliana company in SCU.
Dione took Mike and Leanne up to Mary’s apartment, via an elevator which only stopped at the back of SCU and the top floor of the apartment block behind the precinct building. Mary had an oddly wrong sort of home. For a woman who looked to be in her mid-teens, she lived in a very adult setting. Except for the huge entertainment centre in the lounge, which was equipped with several different consoles as well as two PCs.
‘Mike’s not healing properly,’ Dione said as she showed them their room. ‘I’m sure you’ll complain, Leanne, if you don’t get the same treatment, so I’ll give you both a kiss goodnight and leave you to… whatever happens.’
Mike turned around. He was not really feeling too bad after this bite whereas Leanne looked a little shadowed under the eyes. ‘I’ll be fi–’ He was cut off as Dione’s mouth locked over his and his head began to spin.
Leanne took no encouragement to get her to lock lips with the vampire: she had felt the effects before. A smirk on her face, Dione swept out of the room to pick up Lisa.
‘Quite something, isn’t it?’ Leanne asked as she sat on the bed beside Mike.
‘Uh… yeah,’ Mike replied.
‘How are you feeling? Because I don’t want you–’
‘Horny,’ Mike interrupted her. ‘I’m feeling like I have the biggest erection I’ve ever had in my life.’
‘Oh… Good, because I’m gagging for it right now.’
Mike needed no further enticement.
~~~
Relieved of the need for blood, Juliana’s acceptance of her state appeared to have wavered, but she was wobbling between the bargaining and depression stages of grief at her own death, and particularly about what that meant. Mike and Leanne had come down from Mary’s apartment to see how the filia was doing, and what they found was Mary trying her best to be patient.
‘She says I can’t see my family,’ Juliana snapped, so maybe there was some anger to deal with too.
‘They think you’re dead,’ Leanne told her. ‘You were dead.’
‘They buried you,’ Mike added. ‘Leanne and I were at the funeral.’
Leanne looked at Mary. ‘I still don’t know how you did that. I mean, I saw the coffin going in. They had a viewing before that at the funeral home.’
‘This is not our first time,’ Mary replied. ‘The viewing was real. The burial was closed casket, so we took her out of the funeral home and they buried a dummy.’
‘Oh… The point is, Juliana, that your family think they lost their daughter. What are they going to say if she comes back, with fangs?’
Depression kicked in again as Juliana slumped on the bed and looked pleadingly at Leanne. ‘But I love my family. Them, and my job, were really all I had.’
‘Then you can’t deliver a shock like this to them. And you have a new job.’
‘More or less the same job, actually,’ Mary said. ‘A little less clinical, and probably less work, but… it’s important to us. Important to me.’
‘W-what do you want me to do?’ Juliana asked.
‘Look after Winthrop.’
‘Doctor Winthrop? He’s old, but–’
‘He has a slight malformation of the spine,’ Mary interrupted. ‘It’s congenital and when he was younger it rarely bothered him. Now it’s getting worse and there are days when he finds it hard getting out of bed because of the pain. The prognosis is that he’ll be in a wheelchair most of the time in five years and good luck with keeping him in it. He doesn’t exactly need a nurse now, but he will. So you’ll be his nurse and housekeeper, progressing more from the latter to the former as time goes on.’
Juliana looked at the apparent teenager for a second. ‘I like Doctor Winthrop.’
‘Well, he’s part of my pack, which makes him like my brother, or maybe a slightly disreputable old uncle.’ Mary’s gaze turned to Leanne, whose eyebrows had risen. ‘Yes, disreputable. He’s always on his best behaviour around new people.’
‘You haven’t heard him holding forth about succubus feeding practices,’ Mike put in. ‘If Di’s around when he explains it to you and Lisa, you’ll get to sit through his explanation of this experiment he wants to do with a lot of cameras to catch all the angles, in normal light and infrared, and high-speed so you can slow it down to get all the nuances.’
Juliana was looking blankly at them. ‘It’s kind of complicated,’ Leanne told her, ‘but there are loads of different kinds of vampires. Dione’s a succubus and they tend to have sex while they feed. Actually, quite a lot of them seem to do that…’
‘It’s more of an imperative for succubi,’ Mary said. ‘Anyway, Juliana, you’ll live in Winthrop’s apartment. We’ve arranged a new identity, Juliana Tebbit. You’re a registered nurse, born in Syracuse. You’ll need to familiarise yourself with all that. You’ll probably end up being dragged into helping in the lab too… Yeah, probably best. You can help him with lifting things if nothing else. We’ll train you up in forensics, I think.’
‘What is it you do here? I mean, you said Dione was a succubus… I kind of figured she was a, um, sex worker when I saw her.’
‘The outfit she was in?’ Leanne asked. ‘We were out at a club before coming here. I don’t live that far away so I had time to get changed.’
‘She’s a cop,’ Mike said, ‘and what the vampires call a Hunter. She and I hunt down vampires who’ve gone bad.’
‘She’s a policewoman?’ Juliana said, her tone carrying a distinct hint of disbelief.
‘She’s the Hunter,’ Mary stated. ‘She’s the best one there is. The best one there’s ever been. And you should consider it an honour that she’s sharing the role of your foster creatrix with me. They normally assign the job to a senior vampire and she put herself out on a limb to persuade the Concilium to let me do it. If she hadn’t, we’d be shipping you to the West Coast or something. So stop messing around and come to terms with it. You’re a vampire. You’re part of something important here in New York, protecting the lives of all those humans out there who don’t know we exist, and that includes your family. So… suck it up, girly.’
~~~
The shriek drew Winthrop’s attention away from his PCR machine and he heaved a sigh. He had said he would look after Juliana while Mary caught up on sleep and gunned down some poor, unsuspecting denizen of her online game, and the new vampire had been quiet for the last ten minutes: he had hoped to get some work done.
Walking out from his lab, he made his way to the medical bay and, at first, could not find Juliana. Then he looked in the open door of the little toilet and shower room, and there he found her. Juliana was staring at herself in the mirror as though the face looking back at her was somehow horrifying.
‘Juliana?’ Winthrop said, trying to keep the weariness from his voice.
Juliana’s head flicked around to look at him. ‘My eyes are green!’
‘Yes. Quite a pleasing shade, if you’ll take my opinion.’
‘My eyes are green! My eyes aren’t green, they’re brown! What happened to my eyes?!’
‘Ah. Iris colour changes are not uncommon in carpathian conversions. The virus favours green or blue, probably to assist in mesmerising victims. More startling.’
‘Mesmer– What?’
‘Carpathians have a talent for hypnosis, brainwashing of various sorts, and various skills which make it easier to capture their prey, as it were. Most of them don’t bother to learn to use it these days. It’s easy enough to find a supplicant without resorting to hunting.’
‘Oh.’
‘It could be worse. Succubi undergo far more obvious physical changes to facilitate their “ecological niche.” Larger, rounder breasts, longer legs, fuller hips.’
‘That’s why Dione is, um…’ Juliana mimed a pair of truly enormous breasts over her own, rather smaller ones.
‘Well endowed? Partially. I believe she was reasonably blessed before being converted. Now, if you don’t mind, I have some work to do.’
‘Could I sit in there with you? I don’t really want to be alone, a-and they tell me I’m going to be your, um, nurse, and they said I could maybe help in the lab and in the field…’
Holding back a sigh, Winthrop nodded and Juliana followed him out of the medical bay. ‘I don’t really need a nurse, you know?’
‘Yes, sir, I can see that.’
She was humouring him, and he knew it. Worse, he was humouring himself and he hated doing that. ‘Except on some days. The pain is controllable, but it will become less so.’
‘Mary suggested that might be the case, sir.’
‘Please don’t call me that. Everyone calls me Winthrop.’
‘Okay, sir. Um, I’ll try anyway.’
That caused a slight grin to form. ‘Good. I could also use some help with lifting and carrying. I realise it’s rather menial, but you’ll find you’re considerably stronger than you were.’ They had reached the PCR machine again and Winthrop checked it: all seemed to be fine. ‘You need to be careful, however. You don’t feel pain the way you did so it’s quite easy to exceed safe limits and tear something. Of course, you’ll be able to repair the damage faster than a human, but it’s still inconveniencing.’
‘I guess I won’t know what I can do until I try.’
‘Good attitude. Just be careful what you try. You have Mary, and Dione, to help. I suggest you take their advice. Neither of them are carpathian, but even Mary has over a century of experience with being a vampire.’
‘I’m not sure she really likes me.’
‘Mary is wolf lineage. They have a strong pack instinct and you are not, as yet, part of her pack. When she gets to know you, you’ll find her a very friendly, even compassionate, woman.’ He looked around suddenly and frowned. Then he picked up a notepad. ‘What are your sizes?’
‘Sorry?’
‘You can’t wander around in a hospital gown all the time. It’s distracting for an old man. Sizes. Dione can pick something up for you this afternoon.’
‘Oh, uh, thirty-seven, twenty-six, thirty-eight. That’s size eight.’
‘Mmhmm,’ Winthrop said, noting down the numbers. ‘And?’
‘And?’
‘Bra size, Juliana. You’ll need some underwear.’
Juliana blushed. ‘Uh, thirty-B.’
‘And here we see the vagaries of the American clothing system. Dione is a size eight, but she takes a thirty-D bra.’
Juliana quietly crossed her arms over her chest. ‘Uh, what are you working on?’
‘Oh, analysis of the Apollo virus.’ Winthrop picked up his phone and began to type a message. ‘I mentioned a drug that would turn you into a monster. Well, this is the active agent. It is quite as horrible as it is fascinating.’
‘Okay, well, if I’m going to help out here and not feel quite so useless, I need to learn. If you could, maybe, take me through what you’re doing?’
Winthrop gave her a smile. ‘Never let it be said that I stood in the way of a young woman’s education.’
25th January.
‘This,’ Dione said, lifting a box which she had just carried into Mike’s apartment, ‘is the last one. Textbooks?’
Leanne reached out for the box; Dione looked dubiously at her and then handed it over. Leanne sagged visibly. ‘Uh, yeah, textbooks. Oh, to be a vampire right now.’
Dione smiled. ‘You don’t want that. For one thing, my kisses wouldn’t work on you.’
‘Oh, well. I guess there has to be a downside to everything.’ Leanne picked a spot in the lounge to dump the books and nodded. ‘Those can wait.’
‘You don’t have a huge amount of clothes.’
‘Well… No, I guess not.’
‘We must go shopping sometime. I’ll treat you. It’ll let us get to know each other a little better.’
‘Uh, okay.’ Leanne could only imagine what she would end up wearing if she went shopping with Dione, but then again, the vampire did have a fair amount of quite conventional clothes as well as the more outrageous outfits… ‘It’ll be fun.’
‘Are you telling me that, or trying to convince yourself?’
‘Bit of both.’
Dione grinned at her and then raised her voice. ‘Mike? It’s unloaded. I’m off to help Lisa and Pat.’
Mike appeared from the bedroom after a second. ‘Okay. Thanks for helping. We’ll get the important stuff sorted and then we’re off to see Mom. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.’
‘You will. Give Georgina my best.’ Dione started to turn and then paused. ‘Are you two ready for this? Moving in together is quite a big step.’
‘But one we’ve been thinking about for a long time.’
‘Thinking and doing are different.’
‘Yes,’ Leanne agreed, ‘but… I think I was the more reluctant one and now I’m here, it seems like… It’s going to be good. I feel like this year is going to be good.’ Mike nodded his agreement.
‘I think,’ Dione said as she started once again for the door, ‘that I would settle for quiet. But good would be nice. Let’s hope for good.’
###
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